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INTRODUCTORY NOTE

THE most characteristic feature of the civilization of feudal
Europe was the network of ties of dependence, extending from
top to bottom of the social scale. (How such a distinctive
structure arose and developed, what were the cvents and the
mental climate that influenced its growth, what it owed to
borrowings from a remoter past, we have endeavoured to show
in Book I.) In the socicties to which the epithet ‘feudal’ is
traditionally applied, however, the lives of individuals were
never regulated exclusively by these relationships of strict sub-
jection or direct authority. Men were also divided into groups,
ranged one above the other, according to occupation, degree of
power or prestige. Moreover, above the confused mass of petty
chiefdoms of every kind, there always existed authorities of
more far-reaching influence and of a different character. From
the second feudal age onwards, not only were the orders of
society more and more strictly differentiated; there was also an
increasing concentration of forces round a few great authorities
and a few great causes. We must now direct our attention to
the study of this second aspect of social organization; then we
shall at last be in a position to attempt to answer the question
which it has been the main purpose of our inquiry to elucidate,
namely: by what fundamental characteristics, whether or not
peculiar to one phase of Western evolution, have these few
centuries deserved the name which thus sets them apart from
the rest of European history? What portion of their heritage
has been transmitted to later times?
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Social Classes




XXI
THE NOBLES AS A DE FACTO CLASS

1 THE DISAPPEARANCE OF THE ANCIENT ARISTOCRACIES
OF BIRTH

IFOR the writers who first gave feudalism its name, for the men of the
French Revolution, who worked to destroy it, the idea of nobility seemed
inseparably linked with it. It would scarcely be possible, however, to find
un association of ideas more palpably false—at least if we set any store by
the exact use of historical terms. Certainly there was nothing egalitarian
ubout the societies of the feudal era; but not every dominant class is a
nobility. To deserve this name such a class must evidently combine two
characteristics. First, it must have a legal status of its own, which confirms
and makes effectual the superiority to which it lays claim. In the second
place, this status must be hereditary—with the qualification, however, that
o limited number of new families may be admitted to it, in accordance
with formally established rules.In other words, actual power is not enough,
nor is even that form of inheritance (effective though it is in practice)
which consists as much in the advantages children enjoy through having
parents of high status as in the wealth they may inherit; it is necessary, in
addition, that social privileges as well as hereditary succession should be
recognized by law. If in France we speak today of the upper middle classes
us a capitalist aristocracy, it is only in irony. Even where, as in our modern
democratic societies, the legal privileges of the nobility have disappeared,
the memory of them keeps class consciousness alive; no one is accepted as
o genuine nobleman unless he can prove that they were exercised by his
ancestors. In this sense—and it is the only legitimate one—nobility made
its appearance relatively late in western Europe. The first lineaments of
the institution did not begin to emerge before the twelfth century, and it
took definite shape only in the following century when the fief and vassal-
nge were already in decline. Throughout the first feudal age, and in the
period immediately preceding it, it was unknown.

In this respect the first feudal age differed from the earlier civilizations
whose legacy it had received. The Later Empire had had the senatorial
order, from which, under the first Merovingians, despite the disappearance
of the legal privileges of former days, the leading Roman subjects of the
Frankish king still proudly claimed descent. Among many German peoples
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there had existed certain families officially described as ‘noble—in the
vulgar tongue edelinge, which term the Latin texts render as nobiles and
which, in Franco-Burgundian, long survived in the form adelenc. Their
status allowed them specific advantages, notably a higher wergild; their
members, as the Anglo-Saxon documents put it, were ‘born dearer’ than
other men. Descended, so far as we know, from ancient dynasties of local
chiefs—the ‘chiefs of cantons’ mentioned by Tacitus—the majority of
them, where the monarchic form of government prevailed, had been
gradually dispossessed of their political power in favour of the royal house,
which itself was sprung originally from their ranks. They none the less
retained some of their original prestige as sacred families.

But these distinctions did not survive the age of the barbarian kingdoms.
Many of the edeling dynasties no doubt became extinct at an early date.
Their very greatness made them the favourite target of private vengeance,
proscriptions, and wars. Save in Saxony, very few outlasted the period
immediately following the invasions—there were only four, for example,
among the Bavarians in the seventh century. Among the Franks, assuming
—and this is something that cannot be proved—that they also had known
a hereditary aristocracy in former times, it had disappeared before the
earliest written records. Similarly,the senatorial order constituted only an
unstable and scattered oligarchy. Those families whose pride was founded
on ancient memories naturally disappeared in the new kingdoms, where
the effective bases of superiority among free men were of quite another
type: wealth, with its corollary, power; and the king’s service. Both these
qualifications, though in practice they often passed from father to son,
none the less left the way open for sudden rises and equally sudden falls. By
a highly significant restriction of meaning, in England from the ninth or
tenth century onwards only the relatives of the king retained the right to
the name of aetheling.

The most striking feature of the history of the dominant families in the
first feudal age is the shortness of their pedigrees—at least if we agree to
reject not only the fables invented by the Middle Ages themselves, but also
the ingenious though improbable conjectures which in our own day various
scholars have founded on very hypothetical principles for the transmission
of proper names. The earliest known ancestor of the Welfs, a family
who after playing a considerable role in West Francia wore the crown of
Burgundy from 888 to 1032, was a Bavarian count whose daughter married
Louis the Pious. The line of the counts of Toulouse arose under Louis the
Pious; that of the marquises of Ivrea, who were later kings of Italy, under
Charles the Bald; and that of the Ludolfings, dukes of Saxony, then kings
of East Francia and emperors, under Lewis the German. The Bourbons,
descended from the Capetians, are probably today the oldest dynasty in
Europe. Yet what do we know of the origins of their ancestor, Robert the
Strong, who was killed in 866 and who already counted among the
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magnates of Gaul? Simply the name of his father and the possibility that he
may have had Saxon blood.! It seems as if inevitably, once this crucial
turning-point of the year 800 is reached, obscurity prevails. Moreover,
these were particularly ancient houses more or less closely connected with
those dynasties—sprung for the most part from Austrasia or the regions
beyond the Rhine—to whom the first Carolingians had entrusted the chief
positions of authority throughout the Empire. In northern Italy, in the
cleventh century, the Attoni were masters of hill and plain over a large
nrea; they were descended from a certain Siegfried, the owner of large
estates in the county of Lucca, who died shortly before 950; beyond that
date, nothing more can be ascertained. The middle of the tenth century
also saw the sudden emergence of the Swabian Zihringen, the Babenbergs
(the real founders of Austria), the lords of Amboise. . . . If we turn to
feudal lineages of lower rank we lose the trail at a much more recent date.

Now, it is not enough in this case to lay the blame on the poverty of our
sources. Undoubtedly, if the charters of the ninth and tenth centuries were
less scarce we should discover a few more ancestral links. But the sur-
prising thing is that we should need such chance records at all. In the days
of their greatness the Ludolfings, the Attoni, the lords of Amboise, among
others, all had their historians. How did it happen that those learned men
were unable or unwilling to tell us anything about the ancestors of their
masters ? It is a fact that the genealogies of Icelandic peasants, transmitted
for centuries by a purely oral tradition, are much better known to us than
those of our medieval barons. So far as the latter were concerned, it seems
cvident that no interest was taken in their ancestry till the moment—
relatively recent, as a rule—when for the first time one of them attained a
really exalted rank. No doubt there were good reasons for thinking that
before the chosen date the family history would have offered nothing of
special interest; either because in fact it began at a rather humble social
level—the celebrated Norman house of Belléme seems to have been
descended from an ordinary cross-bowman of Louis d’Outre-Mer?—or
(a more frequent case) because it had long remained half-concealed in the
mass of those petty manorial lords whose origin as a group raises, as we
shall see later, such difficult problems. But the chief reason for what
appears to be so strange a silence was that these powerful individuals did
not constitute a noble class, in the full sense of the word. To speak of
nobility is to speak of pedigrees: in the case in point, pedigrees did not
matter because there was no nobility.

! See the latest account of the problem by J. Calmette, in Annales du Midi, 1928.

* H. Prentout, ‘Les origines de la maison de Belléme’ in Etudes sur quelques points
d’histoire de Normandie, 1926.
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2 DIFFERENT MEANINGS OF THE WORD ‘NOBLE’
IN THE FIRST FEUDAL AGE

This is not to say, however, that from the ninth to the eleventh century the
word ‘noble’ (in Latin nobilis) was not to be found fairly frequently in the
documents. But it had no precise legal meaning and simply indicated an
actual or an accepted pre-eminence, in accordance with a variety of
different criteria. Almost invariably it involved the idea of a certain
distinction of birth; but it also implied a measure of wealth. Thus we find
Paul the Deacon (an eighth-century writer who is usually more lucid than
in this case), in a commentary on a passage of the Rule of St. Benedict,
hesitating between, and confusing, these two interpretations.! From the
beginning of the feudal era these uses of the word ‘noble’, though too
fluctuating to admit of precise definition, at least reflected some major
trends, and their very vicissitudes are instructive.

In days when so many men had to agree to hold their lands of a lord, the
mere fact of escaping such subjection was a sign of superiority. It is not
surprising therefore that the possession of an allod (even if this was no
more than a peasant property) should have been sometimes considered a
sufficient title to the name ‘noble’ or edel. It is also worth noticing that in
the majority of the texts in which petty allodialists appear with this
designation, we see them parading it only to surrender it immediately by
becoming the tenants or serfs of a more powerful man.

If from the end of the eleventh century onwards we come across scarcely
any more ‘nobles’ of this sort—in reality rather humble folk—the
crystallization of the idea of nobility which was then taking place on
altogether different lines was not the only reason. In a great part of the
West practically the whole sogial class had disappeared; it had become
extinct.

In the Frankish period a great number of slaves had received their free-
dom. Naturally these intruders were not readily accepted as equals by
families which had never been sullied by the servile taint. With the ‘free
man’ (liber), who might be a former slave set free or the recent descendant
of a freedman, the Romans had not so long before contrasted the pure
ingenuus; but in the Latin of the decadence the two words had become
almost synonymous. An unblemished line was nevertheless genuine
nobility in the vague sense in which that word was ordinarily employed.
“To be noble is to count among one’s ancestors no one who has been
subjected to slavery.” Such was the definition still given, towards the
beginning of the eleventh century, by an Italian gloss, systematizing a usage
of which we find more than one trace elsewhere.? But this use of the term
did not survive the changes in social classifications either; as we have seen,

.1 Bibliotheca Casinensis, vol. 1V, p. 151.
* M.G.H., LL, vol. 1V, p. 557, col. 2, 1.6
286

THE NOBLES

it was not long before the descendants of the former freedmen became for
(he most part quite simply serfs.

Nevertheless, even among the humble folk there were individuals who,
while subjects of a lord as to their land, had none the less managed to
retain their personal ‘freedom’. Naturally a condition which had become so
rare was invested with a particularly honourable character, which it was not
contrary to the practices of the time to call ‘nobility’. Even a few texts here
and there seem to favour this equivalence; but freedom and nobility could
never really be regarded as identical. To describe as nobles the mass of so-
colled free men, many of whom, as tenants, were subject to heavy and
humiliating labour services—this idea was too repugnant to the common
conception of social values to find general acceptance, and the temporary
Identification of the words ‘noble’ and ‘free’ was destined to leave no
enduring traces save in the vocabulary of a special form of subordination

military vassalage.

Unlike the ties of many dependants, rural or domestic, the fealty of
vassals was not heritable and their services were in a high degree com-
patible with the most exacting definition of freedom. Among all the lord’s
‘men’ they were in a special sense his ‘free men’ (francs hommes); more than
other fiefs, their tenements had, as we know, a claim to be called francs-fiefs.
And since, in the motley crowd of the lord’s dependants, their role as
armed retainers and counsellors gave them the semblance of aristocracy,
they were also distinguished from that crowd by the fine-sounding name of
nobility. The little church which the monks of Saint-Riquier, about the
middle of the ninth century, reserved for the devotions of the vassals
maintained at the abbot’s court bore the name of ‘the nobles’ chapel’, in
contrast with that of the ‘common people’, where the artisans and minor
officials of the monastery heard mass. When Louis the Pious exempted the
tenants of the monks of Kempten from military service, he specified that
this exemption did not apply to the ‘more noble persons’ provided with
‘benefits’ by the abbey.! Of all the senses of the word, this one, which
tended to confound the two ideas of vassalage and nobility, was destined
to enjoy the longest life.

Finally, at a higher level, among those men who were neither of servile
birth nor in a condition of humble dependence, this magic word might
serve to segregate the most powerful, the oldest, and the most highly
regarded families. ‘Are there no more nobles in the kingdom? asked the
‘magnates’ of West Francia, according to the chronicler, when they saw
Charles the Simple relying wholly on the counsels of his favourite Hagano.?
Now this upstart, humble as was his origin in comparison with the great
dynasties of counts, was certainly not of lower social rank than the

! Hariulf, Chronigue, ed. Lot, p. 308; cf. p. 300; Monumenta boica, vol. XXVIII, 2,
p. 27, no. XVIIL.
2 Richer, Histoires, 1, c. 15.
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household warriors to whom Saint-Riquier opened its capella nobilium.
But did the epithet at that time ever suggest anything other than a relative
supe -iority ? It is significant that it is frequently to be'found employed
in the comparative: nobilior, ‘more noble’ than one’s neighbour.

Nevertheless, in the course of the first feudal age, the word gradually lost
its humbler uses and tended more and more to be reserved for those
groups of powerful men who had been able to acquire a growing dominance
in society as a result of the breakdown of government e}nd the general
extension of protective ties. In this sense the word was still .loosely used,
without any precise definition of status or caste; but not w1thou§ a very
strong sense of the supremacy of the rank so described. Certainly t.he
strong sense of a hierarchic order was present in the min.ds of those partlef
to a peace pact in 1023 who swore to refrain from attacking ‘I}(_)ble-women
—no others were mentioned.! In short, if the concept of nobility as a legal
class remained unknown, it is quite permissible from this period, by a
slight simplification of terminology, to speak of a social class of nobles and
especially, perhaps, of a noble way of life. For it was prl.nmpal.]y by tpe
nature of its wealth, by its exercise of authority, and by its social habits
that this group was defined.

3 THE NOBLE CLASS A CLASS OF LORDS

This dominant class has sometimes been described as a landed class, and i
by that is meant that fundamentally its members derived their revenues
from their control of the soil, we may agree. From what other source could
‘they have looked for them? Yet it must be added that, when available,
tolls, market fees, and fines levied on a local trade were not the least
coveted of properties. The characteristic feature was some form of exploita-
tion. Whatever the sources of the noble’s income—agricultural land or, as,
was much more rarely the case, shops or workshops—he always lived o
the labour of other men. In other words, he was above all a manorial lord;
or to put it in another way, if not every man whose way of life could be
described as noble was lucky enough to possess manors—he might be a
vassal maintained in the chief’s household or a younger son who had
adopted the wandering life of a soldier of fortune—at least all who did!
belonged ipso facto to the upper ranks of society. '

Now a problem arises here—among the most difficult of all th?SC pre-
sented by the genesis of our civilization. A certain number of seignorial
families were doubtless descended from adventurers who had risen from
nothing; men-at-arms who, having received a share of the chief’s property,
had become his enfeoffed vassals. The ancestors of others, perhaps, were
among those rich peasants of whose transformation into landlords, each

1 Peace oath of Beauvais in C. Pfister, Etudes sur le régne de Robert le Pieux, 1885,

. Ixi.
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with a group of tenements, we catch a glimpse in certain documents of the
tenth century. But such assuredly was not the most common case. Over a
large part of the West the manor, in forms originally more or less rudi-
mentary, was very ancient, and the class of lords, however much mixed
and intermixed, cannot well have been less so. Certainly we shall never
know how many of the persons to whom the villeins of feudal times owed
rents and labour services would have been entitled, had they been aware
of it, to include in their pedigrees the shadowy figures from whom so
many European villages derive their names—the Brennos of Bernay, the
Cornelius of Cornigliano, the Gundolf of Gundolfsheim, the Aelfred
of Alversham—or else some of those local chiefs of Germania whom
Tacitus depicts as grown rich through the ‘gifts’ of the peasants. The link is
completely missing. But it is not impossible that with the fundamental
contrast between the lords of manors and the immense multitude of
tenants we are in the presence of one of the most ancient lines of cleavage
in Western society.

4 THE PROFESSION OF ARMS

If the possession of manors was the mark of a genuinely noble status and,
along with treasure in money or jewels, the only form of wealth which
seemed compatible with high rank, this was due in the first place to the
authority over other men which it implied. (Could there ever be a surer
basis of prestige than to be able to say: ‘It is my will’ ?) But another reason
was that the very vocation of the noble prevented him from engaging in any
direct economic activity. He was committed body and soul to his particular
function—that of the warrior. This fact, which is of fundamental import-
ance, explains the réle of the military vassals in the formation of medieval
aristocracy. They did not constitute the whole of it; the owners of allodial
manors, quickly assimilated by social habits to the enfeoffed vassals and
sometimes more powerful than ey, could hardly have been excluded. The
vassal groups, nevertheless, formed the basic element in it. Here again the
evolution of the Anglo-Saxon vocabulary illustrates admirably the tran-
sition from the old conception of nobility as a sacred race to the new con-
ception of it as consisting in a mode of life. Whereas the ancient laws
contrasted eor/ and ceor/—the noble, in the Germanic sense of the word,
and the ordinary free man—the later laws, while retaining the second of
these contrasted terms, replaced the first by words such as thegn, thegnborn,
gesithcund, meaning a companion or vassal (especially a royal vassal) or
else a descendant of vassals.

It was not only vassals, of course, who had the capacity or the duty to
fight; nor were they the only ones with a love of fighting in that first feudal
age, when society from top to bottom was imbued with the taste for
violence or the fear of it. The laws which attempted to restrict or prohibit
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the bearing of arms by members of the lower classes did not make their
appearance before the second half of the twelfth century, and they coincided
both with the progress of legal differentiation between classes and with a
relative abatement of disorder. The merchant—as he appears in an ordi-
nance of Frederick Barbarossa—was a traveller who journeyed ‘with
sword on saddle’; and once back at his counter he retained the habits
contracted in the course of the life of adventure that was inseparable from
trading in that age. At the time of the turbulent revival of urban life it
could be said of many burghers, as Gilbert of Mons said of those of Saint-
Trond, that they were ‘right puissant in arms’. (In so far as he is not
purely legendary, the traditional type of shopkeeper with his aversion to
fighting belongs to the period of settled commerce, as opposed to the old
nomadism of the ‘dusty-footed’ merchants; he dates from the thirteenth
century, at the earliest.) Furthermore, small as medieval armies were, they
were never recruited from the nobility alone. The lord raised his foot-
soldiers among his villeins. And though from the twelfth century onwards
the military obligations of the latter were increasingly curtailed, and
though, in particular, the very common limitation of the duration of
service to one day had the effect of restricting the employment of the rural
contingents to ordinary police operations, these changes were exactly
contemporaneous with the attenuation of feudal service itself. The peasant
pikemen or archers were not superseded by vassals; they were rendered
superfluous by the introduction of mercenaries who served at the same
time to make good the deficiency of enfeoffed knights. But whether he was
a vassal or even—where such still existed—an allodial lord, the ‘noble’ of
early feudal times, in contrast with all the temporary soldiers, had the
special characteristic of being a better armed warrior and a professional
warrior.

He fought on horseback; and though he might on occasion dismou., *
during the battle, he always moved about on horseback. Moreover, he
fought fully equipped; his offensive weapons were the lance and the sword,
occasionally the mace, while for defence he wore a helmet and a garment
made wholly or partly of metal, and he carried a round or triangular
shield. Strictly speaking, it was not the horse alone which made the knight;
his humbler companion, the squire, whose duty it was to look after the
horses and arrange the change of mounts along the road, was also mounted.
Sometimes in addition to the heavy cavalry of the knights, armies included
the more lightly equipped horsemen usually known as ‘serjeants’. The
distinguishing mark of the highest class of fighting-man was the combina-
tion of horse and complete equipment.

The improvements introduced in the warrior’s equipment fro¥n the
Frankish period onwards had made it more costly (and also more difficult
to handle), with the result that it became less and less possible for anyone
who was not a rich man—or the vassal of a rich man—to take part in this
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form of warfare. As the logical consequence of the adoption, about the
tenth century, of the stirrup, the short spear of former days, brandished at
arm’s length like a javelin, was abandoned and replaced by the long and
heavy lance which the warrior, in close combat, held under his armpit and,
when at rest, supported on the stirrup itself.! To the helmet was added the
nasal and later the visor. Finally, the broigne, a sort of garment of leather
or cloth, on which were sewn iron rings or plates, gave place to the hau-
berk, perhaps copied from the Arabs; completely woven of metal rings, it
was of much more delicate workmanship, and might have to be imported.
By degrees moreover, the class monopoly, which had at first been imposed
by mere practical necessity, began to pass into law. In their effort to keep
their manorial officials in a state of relative inferiority, the monks of
Beaulieu, shortly after 970, forbade them to carry the shield and sword;
those of St. Gall, at about the same time, reproached the stewards of their
estates with possessing arms of excessively fine quality.?

Imagine a military force of the period. It presents a dual aspect. On the
one hand there is a body of infantry as ill-equipped for attack as for
defence, slow in advancing to the assault and slow in flight, and quickly
cxhausted by long marches on wretched tracks or across-country. On the
other hand, looking down from their chargers on the poor wretches who,
‘shamefully’ as one court romance puts it, drag their feet in the dust and
mire, are stalwart soldiers, proud of being able to fight and manceuvre
swiftly, skilfully, effectively—the only force, indeed, in the opinion of the
Cid’s biographer, which it is worth the trouble of counting when assessing
the numerical strength of an army.? In a civilization where war was an
everyday matter, there was no more vital contrast than this. The word
*knight’, which had become almost synonymous with vassal, became also
the equivalent of ‘noble’. Conversely, more than one text in applying to the
lower orders the contemptuous designation of pedones, ‘foot-soldiers’—or
rather perhaps ‘foot-sloggers’—raised it almost to the status of a legal
term. Among the Franks, said the Arab emir Ousima, “all pre-eminence
belongs to the horsemen. They are in truth the only men who count. Theirs
it is to give counsel; theirs to render justice.’ 4

Now is it surprising that in the eyes of generations which had good
reasons for exalting force in its crudest form the fighting-man par excellence
should have been the most feared, the most sought-after and the most
respected of men? A theory at that time very widely current represented
the human community as being divided into three ‘orders’: those who
prayed, those who fought, and those who worked. It was unanimously

! See Plates V1 and VII.
 Deloche, Cartulaire de l’abbaye de Beaulieu, no. L; Casus S. Galli, c. 48.
® Fritz Meyer, Die Stinde . . . dargestellt nach den altfr. Artus- und Abenteurromanen,

1892, p. 115; Poema del mio Cid, ed. Menendez Pidal, v. 918.

*H. Derenbourg, Ousdma Ibn Mounkidh, 1 (Publications Ecole Langues Orientales,
2¢ séric, T. XII, 1), p. 476.
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agreed that the second should be placed much higher than th.e third. 'But
the evidence of the epic goes farther still, showing that the soldier h_ad.htt'le
hesitation in rating his mission even higher than that of the spe.clahst in
prayer. Pride is one of the essential ingredients of all class-cons_cmusnes&
That of the ‘nobles’ of the feudal era was, above all, the pride of the
warrior.

Moreover, fighting was for them not merely an occasional duty to be
performed for the sake of their lord, or king, or family. It represented|
much more—their whole purpose in life.
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1 wAR

‘I LOVE the gay Eastertide, which brings forth leaves and flowers; and I
love the joyous songs of the birds, re-echoing through the copse. But also
I love to see, amidst the meadows, tents and pavilions spread; and it gives
me great joy to see, drawn up on the field, knights and horses in battle
array; and it delights me when the scouts scatter people and herds in their
path; and I love to see them followed by a great body of men-at-arms; and
my heart is filled with gladness when I sce strong castles besieged, and the
stockades broken and overwhelmed, and the warriors on the bank, girt
about by fosses, with a line of strong stakes, interlaced. . . . Maces, swords,
helms of different hues, shields that will be riven and shattered as soon as
the fight begins; and many vassals struck down together; and the horses
of the dead and the wounded roving at random. And when battle is joined,
let all men of good lineage think of naught but the breaking of heads and
arms; for it is better to die than to be vanquished and live. I tell you, I find
no such savour in food, or in wine, or in sleep, as in hearing the shout
“On! On!” from both sides, and the neighing of steeds that have lost their
riders, and the cries of “Help! Help!”; in seeing men great and small go
down on the grass beyond the fosses; in seeing at last the dead, with the
pennoned stumps of lances still in their sides.’

Thus sang, in the second half of the twelfth century, a troubadour who is
probably to be identified with the petty nobleman from Périgord, Bertrand
de Born.! The accurate observation and the fine verve, in contrast with the
insipidity of what is usually a more conventional type of poetry, are the
marks of an uncommon talent. The sentiment, on the other hand, is in no
way extraordinary; as is shown in many another piece from the same
social world, in which it is expressed, no doubt with less gusto, but with
equal spontaneity. In war—‘fresh and joyful war’, as it has been called in
our own day by someone who was not destined to see it at such close
quarters—the noble loved first and foremost the display of physical strength,
thestrength of a splendid animal, deliberately maintained by constant exer-
cises, begun in childhood. ‘He who has stayed at school till the age of

1 Ed. Appel, no. 40; compare, for example, Girart de Vienne, ed. Yeandle, v. 2108
o seq.
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twelve,” says a German poet, repeating the old Carolingian proverb, ‘and
never ridden a horse, is only fit to be a priest.”* The interminable accounts
of single combats which fill the epics are eloquent psychological documents.
The reader of today, bored by their monotony, finds it difficult to believe
that they could have afforded so much pleasure—as clearly they did—to
those who listened to them in days of old; theirs was the attitude of the
sedentary enthusiast to reports of sporting events. In works of imaginationy
aswell as in the chronicles, the portrait of the good knight emphasizes above;
all his athletic build: he is ‘big-boned’, ‘large of limb’, the body ‘well4
proportioned’ and pitted with honourable scars; the shoulders are broad,
and so is the ‘fork’—as becomes a horseman. And since this strength must
be sustained, the valiant knight is known for his mighty appetite. In the old
Chanson de Guillaume, so barbarous in its tone, listen to Dame Guibourd
who, after having served at the great table of the castle the young Girarty
her husband’s nephew, remarks to her spouse:

Par Deu, bel sire, cist est de de vostre lin,
Et si mangue un grant braun porcin,

Et a dous traitz beit un cester de vin.

Ben dure guere deit il rendre a sun veisin.®

By God! fair sire! he’s of your line indeed,
Who thus devours a mighty haunch of boar
And drinks of wine a gallon at two gulps;
Pity the man on whom he wages war!

A supple and muscular body, however, it is almost superfluous to sa
was not enough to make the ideal knight. To these qualities he must ad
courage as well. And it was also because it gave scope for the exercise o
this virtue that war created such joy in the hearts of men for whom darin
and the contempt for death were, in a sense, professional assets. It is tru
that this valour did not always prevent mad panics (we have seen example
of them in face of the Vikings), nor was it above resorting to crude strata
gems. Nevertheless the knightly class knew how to fight—on this point
history agrees with legend. Its unquestionable heroism was nurtured b
many elements: the simple physical reaction of a healthy human being; th
rage of despair—it is when he feels himself ‘wounded unto death’ that th
‘cautious’ Oliver strikes such terrible blows, in order ‘to avenge himsel
all he could’; the devotion to a chief or, in the case of the holy war, t
a cause; the passionate desire for glory, personal or collective; the fatalisti
acquiescence in face of ineluctable destiny, of whichliterature offers no mor

1 Hartmann von Aue, Gregorius, v, 1547-53.
* La Chanson de Guillaume, ed. D. McMillan (Soc. des Anc. Textes Francais), ¥
1054 ez seq.
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poignant examples than some of the last cantos of the Nibelungenlied;
finally, the hope of reward in another world, promised not only to him
who died for his God, but also to him who died for his master.

Accustomed to danger, the knight found in war yet another attraction:
if offered a remedy for boredom. For these men whose culture long
remained rudimentary and who—apart from a few great barons and their
counsellors—were seldom occupied by very heavy administrative cares,
everyday life easily slipped into a grey monotony. Thus was born an
appetite for diversions which, when one’s native soil failed to afford the
means to gratify it, sought satisfaction in distant lands. William the
Conqueror, bent on exacting due service from his vassals, said of one of
them, whose fiefs he had just confiscated as a punishment for his having
dared to depart for the crusade in Spain without permission: ‘I do not
believe it would be possible to find a better knight in arms; but he is
unstable and extravagant, and he spends his time gadding about from
place to place.’” Of how many others could the same have been said! The
roving disposition was especially widespread among the French. The fact
was that their own country did not offer them, as did half-Moslem Spain,
or, to a less degree, Germany with its Slav frontier, an arena for conquests
or swift forays; nor, like Germany again, the hardships and the pleasures
of the great imperial expeditions. It is also probable that the knightly class
was more numerous there than elsewhere, and therefore cramped for
room. In France itself it has often been observed that Normandy was of all
the provinces the richest in bold adventurers. Already the German Otto of
Ireising spoke of the ‘very restless race of the Normans’. Could it have
been the legacy of Viking blood ? Possibly. But it was above all the effect of
the state of relative peace which, in that remarkably centralized princi-
pality, the dukes established at an early date; so that those who craved the
opportunity for fighting had to seek it abroad. Flanders, where political
conditions were not very different, furnished an almost equally large con-
tingent of roving warriors.

These knights-errant—the term is a contemporary one*—helped the
native Christians in Spain to reconquer the northern part of the peninsula
from Islam; they set up the Norman states in southern Italy; even before
the First Crusade they enlisted as mercenaries in the service of Byzantium

und fought against its eastern foes; finally, they found in the conquest and
defence of the Tomb of Christ their chosen field of action. Whether in
Spain or in Syria, the holy war offered the dual attraction of an adventure
und a work of piety. ‘No need is there now to endure the monk’s hard life

In the strictest of the orders . . .” sang one of the troubadours; ‘to accom-

plish honourable deeds and thereby at the same time to save oneself from

1 Ordericus Vitalis, Histoire ecclésiastique, ed. Le Prevost, III, p. 248.
* Guillaume le Maréchal, ed. P, Meyer, vv. 2777 and 2782 (it referred to knights who
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hell—what more could one wish ?’* These migrations helped to maintain,
relations between societies separated from each other by great distances
and sharp contrasts; they disseminated Western and especially French
culture beyond its own frontiers. A case to strike the imagination is that o
one Hervé ‘the Francopol’ who was taken prisoner by an emir in 1057
when in command on the shores of Lake Van. At the same time the blood
letting thus practised abroad by the most turbulent groups in the Wes
saved its civilization from being extinguished by guerilla warfare. Th
chroniclers were well aware that at the start of a crusade the people a
home in the old countries always breathed more freely, because now they
could once more enjoy a little peace.?

Fighting, which was sometimes a legal obligation and frequently
pleasure, might also be required of the knight as a matter of honour: in th
twelfth century, Périgord ran with blood because a certain lord though
that one of his noble neighbours looked like a blacksmith and had the bad
taste to say so.® But fighting was also, and perhaps above all, a source o
profit—in fact, the nobleman’s chief industry.

The lyrical effusions of Bertrand de Born have been mentioned above
He himself made no secret of the less creditable reasons which above all
disposed him ‘to find no pleasure in peace’. ‘Why’, he asks, ‘do I wan
rich men. to hate each other?” ‘Because a rich man is much more noble
generous and affable in war than in peace.” And more crudely: ‘We ar
going to have some fun. For the barons will make much of us. .. and i
they want us to remain with them, they will give us barbarins’ (i.e. coin o
Limoges). And again: ‘Trumpet, drums, flags and pennons, standards an
horses white and black—that is what we shall shortly see. And it will be
happy day; for we shall seize the usurers’ goods, and no more shall beast
of burden pass along the highways by day in complete safety; nor shall th
burgess journey without fear, nor the merchant on his way to France; but
the man who is full of courage shall be rich.” The poet belonged to tha
class of petty holders of fiefs, the ‘vavasours’—he so described himself—fo
whom life in the ancestral manor-house lacked both gaiety and comforts
War made up for these deficiencies by stimulating the liberality of the grea
and providing prizes worth having.

The baron, of course, out of regard for his prestige as well as his interest
could not afford to be niggardly in the matter of presents, even toward:
vassals summoned to his side by the strictest conventions of feudal duty. 1
it was desired to retain them beyond the stipulated time, to take the
farther or call on them more often than an increasingly rigorous custo
appeared to permit, it was necessary to give them more. Finally; in face o

the growing inadequacy of the vassal contingents, there was soon no army
which could dispense with the assistance of that wandering body of warriors
lo whom adventure made so strong an appeal, provided that there was a
prospect of gain as well as of mighty combats. Thus cynically, our Bertrand
offered his services to the count of Poitiers: ‘I can help you. I have
already a shield at my neck and a helm on my head. . . . Nevertheless, how
can I put myself in the field without money 2’1

But it was undoubtedly considered that the finest gift the chief could
bestow was the right to a share of the plunder. This was also the principal
profit which the knight who fought on his own account in little local wars
oxpected from his efforts. It was a double prize, moreover: men and things.
It is true that the Christian code no longer allowed captives to be reduced
to slavery and at most permitted a few peasants or artisans to be forcibly
removed from one place to another. But the ransoming of prisoners was a
goneral practice. A ruler as firm and prudent as William the Conqueror
might indeed never release alive the enemies who fell into his hands; but
most warriors were not so far-sighted. The ransoming of prisoners
occasionally had more dreadful consequences than the ancient practice of
enslavement. The author of the chanson of Girart de Roussillon, who
certainly wrote from personal observation, tells us that in the evening after
u battle Girart and his followers put to the sword all the humble prisoners
and wounded, sparing only the ‘owners of castles’, who alone were in a
position to buy their freedom with hard cash.? As to plunder, it was
traditionally so regular a source of profit that in the ages accustomed to
written documents the legal texts treat it as a matter of course—on this
point, the barbarian codes, at the beginning of the Middle Ages, and the
thirteenth-century contracts of enlistment at the end, speak with the same
voice. Heavy wagons followed the armies, for the purpose of collecting
the spoils of war, Most serious of all, by a series of transitions almost
unnoticed by the rather simple minds of the time, forms of violent action
which were sometimes legitimate—requisitions indispensable to armies
without commissariat, reprisals exacted against the enemy or his subjects

-degenerated into pure brigandage, brutal and mean. Merchants were

robbed on the highway; sheep, cheeses, chickens were stolen from pens
nnd farmsteads—as was done, typically, by a small Catalan landowner of
the early thirteenth century bent on annoying his neighbours of the abbey
of Canigou. The best of men contracted strange habits. William Marshal
was certainly a valiant knight. Nevertheless when, as a young and landless
man travelling through France from tourney to tourney, he encountered
on the road a monk who was running away with a girl of noble family and

who candidly avowed his intention of putting out to usury the money he

! Pons de Capdeuil, in Raynouard, Choix, IV, pp. 89 and 92.

3 C. Erdmann, Die Entstehung des Kreuzzugsgedankens, Stuttgart, 1935 (Forschungel
zur Kirchen- und Geistesgeschichte, VY), pp. 312-13.

8 Geoffroi de Vigeois, I, 6, in Labbé, Bibliotheca, II, 281.
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3 Bertrand de Born, ed. Appel, 10, 2; 35, 2; 37, 3; 28, 3.
! Guibert de Nogent, De vita, ed. Bourgin, I, c. 13, p- 43; Girart de Roussillon,
translated by P. Meyer, p. 42.
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was carrying, William did not scruple to rob the poor devil of his cash,
under the pretext of punishing him for his evil designs. One of his com-
panions even reproached him for not having seized the horse as well.X

Such practices reveal a signal indifference to human life and suffering.
War in the feudal age was in no sense war in kid gloves. It was accom-
panied by actions which seem to us today anything but chivalrous; as for
instance—a frequent occurrence, sometimes even in disregard of a solemn
oath—the massacre or mutilation of garrisons which had held out ‘too
long’. It involved, as a natural concomitant, the devastation of the enemy’s
estates. Here and there a poet, like the author of Huon of Bordeaux, and
later a pious king like St. Louis protested in vain against this ‘wasting’ of
the countryside which brought such appalling miseries upon the innocent.
The epics, the German as well as the French, are faithful interpreters of
real life, and they show us a whole succession of ‘smoking’ villages.
‘There can be no real war without fire and blood,’ said the plain-spoken
Bertrand de Born.?

In two passages exhibiting striking parallels, the poet of Girart de
Roussillon and the anonymous biographer of the Emperor Henry IV
show us what the return of peace meant for the ‘poor knights’: the dis-
dainful indifference of the great, who would have no more need of them;
the importunities of money-lenders; the heavy plough-horse instead of the
mettlesome charger; iron spurs instead of gold—in short an economic
crisis as well as a disastrous loss of prestige.> For the merchant and the
peasant, on the contrary, peace meant that it was possible once again to
work, to gain a livelihood—in short, to live. Let us appeal once more to the
evidence of the observant trouvére of Girart de Roussillon. Outlawed and
repentant, Girart with his wife wanders through the countryside. They
meet some merchants, and the duchess thinks it prudent to make them
believe that the exile whose features they think they recognize is no more.
‘Girart is dead; I saw him buried.’ ‘God be praised,’ the merchants reply,
‘for he was always making war and through him we have suffered many
ills.” At these words, Girart’s brow darkened; if he had had his sword
‘he would have smitten one of them’. It is a story based on actual experience
and illustrates the fundamental hostility which separated the classes. 1t cuts
both ways. For the knight, proud of his courage and skill, despised the
unwarlike (imbellis) people—the villeins who in face of the armies scam-
pered away ‘like deer’, and later on the townsmen, whose economic power

1 For booty, see for example Codex Euricianus, c. 323; Marlot, Histoire de I'église de
Reims, 111 (documents), no. LXVII (1127); For the wagons, Garin le Lorrain, ed.
P. Paris, I, pp. 195 and 197; For the complaints of the monks of Canigou, Luchaire,
La société francaise au temps de Philippe Auguste, 1909, p. 265.

® Huon de Bordeaux, ed. F. Guessard, p. 41, vv. 1353-4; Louis IX, Enseignemens,
c. 23, in C. V. Langlois, La vie spirituelle, p. 40; Bertrand de Born, 26, v. 15.

* Girart de Roussillon, translated P. Meyer, §§ 633 and 637; Vita Heinrici, ed. W,
Eberhard, c. 8.
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seemed to him so much the more hateful in that it was obtained by means
which were at once mysterious and directly opposed to his own activities.
If the propensity to bloody deeds was prevalent everywhere—more than
one abbot indeed met his death as the victim of a cloister feud—it was the
conception of the necessity of war, as a source of honour and as a means of
livelihood, that set apart the little group of ‘noble’ folk from the rest of
society.

2 THE NOBLE AT HOME

Favourite sport though it was, war had its dead seasons; but at these times
the knightly class was distinguished from its neighbours by a manner of
life which was essentially that of a nobility.

We should not think of this mode of existence as having invariably a
rural setting. Italy, Provence and Languedoc still bore the age-old imprint
of the Mediterranean civilizations whose structure had been systematized
by Rome. In those regions, each small community was traditionally
grouped round a town or large village which was at one and the same time
an administrative centre, a market, and a place of refuge; and conse-
quently the normal place of residence of the powerful. These people
continued as much as ever to inhabit the old urban centres; and they took
part in all their revolutions. In the thirteenth century, this civic character
was regarded as one of the distinctive traits of the southern nobility. In
contrast with Italy, said the Franciscan Salimbene, a native of Parma, who
visited the kingdom of St. Louis, the towns of France are inhabited only
by burgesses; the nobility live on their estates. But, though true in general
of the period in which the good friar was writing, the contrast would not
have been equally true of the first feudal age. Undoubtedly in the purely
merchant cities which, especially in the Low Countries and trans-Rhenish
Germany, came into being almost entirely from the tenth or the eleventh
century onwards—Ghent, Bruges, Soest, Liibeck and so many others—
the dominant caste was almost invariably composed of men grown rich
through trade; though where there was a governor of princely rank a
small body of vassals was sometimes maintained, consisting of unenfeoffed
knights or those who came regularly to perform their turn of duty. In the
old Roman cities such as Rheims or Tournai, on the other hand, groups of
knights seem to have resided over a long period, many of them no doubt
attached to the courts of bishops or abbots. It was only gradually and in
consequence of a more pronounced differentiation of classes that knightly
society, outside Italy and southern France, became almost entirely divorced
from the urban populations properly so called. Although the noble
certainly did not cease altogether to visit the town, he henceforth went
there only occasionally, in pursuit of pleasure or for the exercise of certain
functions.

Everything tended to induce him to live in the country. First, there was
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the habit, which was becoming more and more widespread, of remunerating
vassals by means of fiefs, consisting in the vast majority of cascs of rural
manors; then there was the weakening of feudal obligations, which favoured
the tendency among the retainers who had now been provided with fiefs
to live each in his own home, far from the kings, the great barons, and the
bishops, who controlled the towns; finally, a taste for the open air, natural
to these sportsmen, played its part. There is a moving story, told by a
German monk, of a count’s son who had been dedicated by his family to
the monastic life; on the day when he was first subjected to the harsh rule
of claustration, he climbed up to the highest tower of the monastery, in
order ‘at least to feast his vagrant soul on the spectacle of the hills and
fields where he might no longer roam’.* The pressure of the burghers, who
had very little desire to admit into their communities elements indifferent
to their activities and their interests, accelerated the movement.

Thus whatever modifications it may be necessary to introduce into the
picture of a nobility exclusively rural from the outset, it remains true that,
ever since knights existed, a growing majority of them in the North and
many even in the coastal regions of the Mediterranean ordinarily resided in
a country mansion.

The manor-house usually stood in the midst of a cluster of dwellings, or
nearby; sometimes there were several in the same village. The manor-
house was sharply distinguished from the surrounding cottages, just as it
was in the towns from the habitations of the poor—not only because it was
better built, but above all because it was almost invariably designed for
defence. The desire of the rich to protect their dwellings from attack was
naturally as old as the social disorders themselves; witness those fortified
villae whose appearance about the fourth century bears witness to the
decline of the Roman peace. The tradition may have continued here and
there in the Frankish period, but most of the ‘courts’ inhabited by rich
proprietors and even royal palaces themselves long remained almost with-
out permanent means of defence. It was the invasions of the Northmen or
the Hungarians which, from the Adriatic to the plains of northern England,
led not only to the repair or rebuilding of town ramparts, but also to the
erection on every hand of the rural strongholds (fertés) which were destined
to cast a perpetual shadow over the fields of Europe. Internal wars soon
added to their number. The rdle of the great potentates, kings or princes,
in this prolific building of castles, and their efforts to control it, will be
dealt with later; for the present they need not detain us. For the fortified

houses of the petty lords, scattered over hill and dale, had almost always
been constructed without any authorization from above. They answered
elementary needs, spontaneously felt and satisfied. A hagiographer has
given a very exact account of them, although in an unsympathetic spirit:
‘their purpose was to enable these men, constantly occupied with quarrels
1 Casus S. Galli, c. 43.
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anq massacres, to protect themselves from their enemies, to triumph over
thelr.equals, to oppress their inferiors’;? in short, to defend themselves and
dominate others.

These edifices were generally of a very simple type. For a long time the
most commqn, at least outside the Mediterranean regions, was the wooden
tower. A curious passage of the Miracles of St. Benedict describes, towards
the end of the eleventh century, the extremely primitive arrangeme’nt of one
of these castles. On the first floor there was a large room where the ‘power-
ful man . . . together with his household, lived, conversed, ate, slept’; on
the ground floor there was a storeroom for provisions. 2 Norma’lly a d’itch
was dug at the foot. Sometimes, at a little distance from the towér there
was a stockade or a rampart of beaten earth, surrounded in its tl,xm b
anothel: ditch. This enclosure provided a place of safety for variouz
domestic buildings and for the cook-house, which it was considered wise
to place away from the tower on account of the risk of fire; it served at need
asa refl{ge for the dependants; it prevented an immediate assault on the
main building and obstructed the most effective method of attack, which
was to set fire to it.> Tower and stockade frequently stood on a ’mound
(motte), sometimes natural, sometimes—at least in part—man-made. Its
purpose was twofold: to confront the attackers with the obstacle of: the
slope and to gain a better view of the surrounding country. But to garrison
even one of these primitive wooden castles required more armed retainers
than the ordinary run of knights could maintain. It was the great men who
ﬁrs.t h.ad recourse to stone as a building-material; those ‘rich men that
bullq in stone’, whom Bertrand de Born depicts amusing themselves b
me.lkmg ‘f.rom lime, sand and freestone . . . gateways and turrets, vaults am)i,
spiral staircases’.4 It was adopted only slowly, in the course of,the twelfth
century or even the thirteenth, for the houses of knights of lesser and
middle rank. Before the completion of the great clearings, the forests seem
to have been easier and less expensive to exploit than the quarries; and

:votllllle m?sonry <1:alled1 fgr specialist workers, the tenants, a perm;nent
ce of compulsory labour
o com fuuerxg our, were almost all to some extent carpenters as
Th.ere is no doubt that for the peasant his lord’s little fortress sometimes
provided a defence and a refuge. Contemporary opinion had nevertheless
good reasons for regarding it as, above all, a dangerous haunt. For those
concerned to keep the peace, for the townsmen, interested in preservin
freedom of communications, for the kings or princes, there was to be ng
more urgent task than that of razing to the ground the countless castles
with which so many petty local tyrants had covered the plains. And,

! Vita Johannis ep. Teruanensis, c. 12, in M.G.H., Scriptor

* Miracula . Bevedictt, ed. Certain, VIIL o, 16, " 0 o VoL XIV> 2, - 1146,
2 See Plate VIII.

4 See Plate IX.
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whatever may have been said on this subject, it was not only in the novels
of Mrs. Radcliffe that castles, whether large or small, had their oubliettes,
Lambert of Ardres, describing the fortress of Tournehem, rebuilt in the
twelfth century, did not forget the deep dungeons ‘where the prisonergf
amidst darkness, vermin and ordure, ate the bread of sorrow’.
As is indicated by the very nature of his dwelling, the knight lived in a
state of perpetual watchfulness. A lookout man, a familiar figure in the
epic as well as in lyric poetry, kept his nightly watch on the summit of the
tower. Lower down, in the two or three rooms of the cramped fortress, a
whole little world of permanent residents, with an admixture of transient
guests, lived together in conditions that admitted of no privacy. Partly, no
doubt, this was due to lack of space, but it was also the result of habits
which in that age seemed inseparable from the position of a chief. Day and
night, the baron was surrounded by retainers—men-at-arms, menials,
household vassals, young nobles committed to his care as ‘nurslings>—whd
served him, guarded him, conversed with him and who, when the hour of
sleep at last arrived, continued to keep faithful watch over him even when
he was in bed with his wife. ‘It is not seemly that a lord should eat alone’
was an opinion still held in thirteenth-century England.! In the great hall
the tables were long and most of the seats were benches on which the
diners sat side by side. Poor persons took up their lodging under the stair-
case—where two illustrious penitents died: St. Alexis, in legend, and
Count Simon de Crépy, in fact. This way of living, incompatible with any
sort of private meditation, was general at this time; the monks themselves
slept in dormitories, not in cells. It explains why some people chose to take
refuge in the only ways of life which at that time were compatible with the
enjoyment of solitude—those of the hermit, the recluse, and the wanderer.
On the cultural side, it meant that among the nobles knowledge was trans-
mitted much less by books and study than by reading aloud, the reciting of
verse, and personal contacts.

3 OCCUPATIONS AND DISTRACTIONS

Though usually a countryman in the sense that his home was in the
country, the noble was nevertheless no agriculturalist. To put his hand to
the hoe or the plough would have been an indication that he had come
down in the world—as happened to a poor knight whose history is known
to us through a collection of anecdotes. And if he sometimes liked to con-
template the workers in the fields or the yellowing harvest on his estates, it
does not appear that as a rule he took a very direct part in the management
of the'farm.? The manuals of estate management, when they came to be
written, were intended not for the master, but for his stewards; the ‘country

! Robert Grosseteste’s Rules in Walter of Henley’s Husbandry, ed. E. Lamond.
* Marc Bloch, Les caractéres originaux de I'histoire rurale Jrangaise, 1931, p. 148.
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VI. FIGHTING WITH THE LANCE: THE OLD STYLE AND THE NEW
The Battle of Hastings: the Norman knights advance to the attack, some using the lance as a javelin, others handling

it in the new manner. Bayeux Tapestry, end of the 11th century.



VII. FIGHTING WITH THE LANCE: THE NEW STYLE

Frieze of west fagade of Angouléme Cathedral, first third of the 12th century
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gentleman’ belongs to quite another age—after the economic revolution

in the sixteenth century. Although the rights of jurisdiction which he

possessed over his tenants constituted one of the essential sources of his

power, the lord of the village as a rule exercised them much less frequently
in person than through the agency of bailiffs, themselves of peasant
extraction. Nevertheless the exercise of judicial functions was certainly one
of the few peaceful occupations of the knight. As a rule he only concerned
himself with judicial duties within the framework of his class, which meant
that he either settled the law-suits of his own vassals or sat as judge of his
peers in the court to which he had been summoned by his feudal lord; but
where public justice survived, as in England and Germany, he took his
place in the court of the county or the hundred. There was enough of this
activity to make the legal spirit one of the earliest cultural influences to be

diffused in knightly circles.
The favourite amusements of the nobility bore the imprint of a warlike

tcmper.
First, there was hunting. As has already been said, it was more than a
sport. The people of western Europe were not yet living in surroundings
from which the menace of wild beasts had been finally removed. Moreover,
at a time when the flesh of cattle, inadequately fed and of poor stock,
furnished only indifferent meat, much venison was eaten, especially in the
homes of the rich. Since hunting thus remained an almost necessary acti-
vity, it was not altogether a class monopoly. The case of Bigorre, where it
was forbidden to peasants as early as the beginning of the twelfth century,
appears to be an exception.! Nevertheless kings, princes, and lords, each
within the limits of his own authority, everywhere tended to monopolize
the pursuit of game in certain reserved areas: large animals in the ‘forests’
(which term, originally, denoted every area thus reserved, whether wooded
or not), rabbits and hares in the ‘warrens’. The legal foundation of these
claims is obscure; it seems as though they seldom had any save the decree
of the master, and very naturally it was in a conquered country—the
England of the Norman kings—that the creation of royal forests, too often
at the expense of arable land, was most extensive, and their protection most
stringent. Such abuses attest the strength of a taste which was very much a
class characteristic; and so do the requisitions imposed on the tenants—the
obligation to lodge and feed the lord’s pack of hounds, and to construct
hunting-boxes in the woods, at the season of the great meets. The monks of
St. Gall made it a primary cause of complaint against their stewards, whom
they accused of seeking to raise themselves to the ranks of nobles, that
they bred dogs to pursue hares and, worse still, wolves, bears, and boars.
Moreover, in order to practise the favourite sports of coursing with grey-
hounds and hawking, which—among other contributions—had been
transmitted to the West by the equestrian societies of the Asiatic plains,

1 Fors de Bigorre, c. X111
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wealth, leisure and dependants were necessary. Of more than one knight it
could have been said, as was said of a count of Guines by the biographer of
his house, that ‘he set greater store by a goshawk beating the air with its
wings than by a preaching priest’, or, in the naive and charming words
which a minstrel puts into the mouth of one of his characters, as he sees the
murdered hero surrounded by the howling pack: ‘A nobleman he was;
greatly did his hounds love him.? By bringing these warriors closer to
nature, the chase awakened in them a form of sensibility which otherwise
they would doubitless have lacked. If they had not been brought up by the
tradition of their class ‘to know the wood and the river’s edge’, would the
poets of knightly rank, who were to contribute so much to the French
lyric and the German Minnesang, have found notes so true to sing the
dawn or the joys of the month of May?

Then there were the tournaments. In the Middle Ages the tournament
was generally thought to be of relatively recent origin, and the name of its
supposed inventor was even mentioned—a certain Geoffroy de Preuilly,
said to have died in 1066. In reality the practice of these make-believe com-
bats undoubtedly dates back to the remotest times: witness the ‘pagan
games’, sometimes fatal, mentioned in 895 by the council of Tribur. The
custom was continued, among the people, at certain feasts—Christianized
rather than Christian—as for example those other ‘pagan games’ (the
recurrence of the word is significant) in 1077, during which the son of a
cobbler of Vendéme, who was taking part in them with other young
people, was mortally wounded.2 The contests of young men are an almost
universal feature of folklore. In the armies, moreover, the imitation of war
at all times provided a training for troops as well as a pastime. During the
celebrated interview which the ‘Oaths of Strasbourg’ made famous,
Charles the Bald and Lewis the German diverted themselves with a
spectacle of this kind, and did not disdain to participate actively. The
distinctive contribution of the feudal age was to evolve from these contests,
whether military or popular, a type of mock battle at which prizes were
generally offered, confined to mounted combatants equipped with knightly
arms; and hence to create a distinctive class amusement, which the nobility
found more exciting than any other.

Since these meetings, which could not be organized without considerable
expense, usually took place on the occasion of the great ‘courts’ held from
time to time by kings or barons, enthusiasts roamed the world from
tournament to tournament. These were not only poor knights, sometimes
grouped in ‘companies’, but also very great lords, such as the count of
Hainault, Baldwin IV, or among the English princes, Henry, the ‘Young
King’, who however scarcely distinguished himself in the lists. As in our

! Lambert of Ardres, Chronique, c. LXXXVIII; Garin le Lorrain, ed. P. Paris, II,
p. 244,

2 C. Métais, Cartulaire de Pabbaye . . . de la Trinité de Vendéme, 1, no. CCLXI,
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present-day sporting events, the opponents were normally groupedhte?;
regions; a great scandal arose one day at a tournament near Gour.nay wd !
(he men of Hainault took the side of the men of Fra.nce proper, instea th(?
joining the Flemings and the men of Vermandois, whp we;e, in 1:
sphere at least, their normal allies. T}%e.re can be no doubt }hat these %;n;e.t
helped to establish provincial solidarities. So much was this the‘cas:;] an dls
was not always a question of make-believe battle: far from it. 0(111 :
were not uncommon, nor even mortal blqws when—tc? borro,w thc? wor1 so
the poet of Raoul de Cambrai—the jousting ‘took an ill turn’. 'Thls lfxglalcl’lé
why the wisest sovereigns frowned upon these frolics, in which t eh.b(')t ¢
of vassals was drained away. The Plantagenet Henry II formally pro fl t; e
them in England. For the same reason—-and.also on accou1‘1t o .1611,'
connection with the revels at popular feasts, _whlch savoured of };‘age}ms'm
the Church rigorously forbade them, going to the length 0 Irle. ustllxll'g
burial in consecrated ground to the knight WI.lO ha:d met h1§ de'flt 21 1 is
way, even if he had repented. The fact' that, in spite of 1eg1s.1at103 1}11 a)sw
and ecclesiastical authorities, the pjria?ce could not be eradicated show
was the need that it satisfied. .
hogec\i;?heless, the passion for tournaments, as for genuine war.fare,fv:;s
not always disinterested. Since the victor frequentl}" took possi‘szlion o one
equipment and horses of the vanquished and sometimes even o stflaers [-é
releasing him only on payment of a ransom, skill and strength wg
profitable assets. More than one jousting knight made a professwn,f and a
very lucrative one, out of his skill in co_mlzat. Thus the lpvefo ar_mi
inextricably combined the ingredients of ‘joy’ and the appetite for gain.

4 RULES OF CONDUCT

It was natural that a class so clearly d.eﬁned by its mode of life alxild ltts
social supremacy should eventually devise a code of coqduct peculiar to
itself. But it was only during the second feudal age, which was in ev;ry
sense the age of awakening self-consciousness, that these rules assumed a
precise form and, along with it, a more refined character. teit
The term which, from about the year 110_0, .commo‘nly servefl to .esc.n. e
the sum of noble qualities was the charactenstnf: word ‘courtesy (couc)1 tozsch),
which is derived from cour (at that time written and pronounced, as in
English today, with a final ‘t’). It was in fact in tpc assemblies, dte}rlnplz)irarsy
or permanent, which were formed round the prmmpa.l barqns andt ek 1_1gh£
that these laws of conduct came to be evolyed; the isolation of the. nig .
in his ‘tower’ would not have permitted the1-r developl_nent. Emulgtlon an 1
social contacts were necessary, and that is why thlsb]advan}cl:e in nv;oia
& in addition to the works listed in the Bibliograp y, see Waitz,
Deu(t?vghzol;r;}fv?z;;s;s:hicht_e, V, 2nd ed., p. 456; Guillc(zlwlr;e tIze Margezc_h?‘a'l,9 6e-di012):
Meyer, II1, p. xxxvi ef seq; Gislebert of Mons, Chronique, ed. Pertz, pp. ; 96; 3

109-10; 128-30; 144; Raoul de Cambrai, 565547.
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sensibility was bound up both with the consolidation of the great princig
palities or monarchies and with the restoration of a greater degree of
intercommunication. Another term was prudhomme, and as ‘courteousl
(courtois) gradually acquired a more commonplace meaning, this word was
used more and more frequently to denote something higher: a name so
great and so good that merely to pronounce it “fills the mouth’, declared
. St. Louis, intending thereby to vindicate the secular virtues as againsf]
those of the monk. Here again the semantic evolution is extremely instrucs
tive. For prudhomme is in fact the same word as preux which, having
departed from its first rather vague sense of ‘useful’ or ‘excellent’, was later
applied above all to warlike valour. The two terms diverged—preux keepx
ing its traditional meaning—when it began to be felt that strength and
courage were not enough to make the perfect knight. ‘There is a great
difference between the homme preux and the prudhomme,’ Philip Augustug
is said to have remarked one day; he regarded the second as much the
superior of the two.! This might seem like hair-splitting; but if we go to the
root of the matter it is a precious piece of evidence on the evolution of the
knightly ideal.
Whether it was a question of ordinary usages of decorum or of moral
precepts properly so called, of courtoisie in the strict sense, or of prud-
hommie, the new code was unquestionably born in the courts of France and
in those of the Meuse region, which were completely French in language
and manners. As early as the eleventh century French manners were being
imitated in Italy.? In the next two centuries, these influences became still
more pronounced; witness the vocabulary of the German knightly class,
full of ‘alien’ words, which had come in as a rule via Hainault, Brabant or
Flanders. Héflich itself is only an imitation of courtois, courteous. More
than one young German-speaking noble came to learn the rules, as well as
the language, of good taste at the courts of the French princes. Does not the
poet Wolfram von Eschenbach call France ‘the land of well-conducted
chivalry’? This dissemination of an aristocratic form of culture was only
one feature of the influence exercised at that time throughout Europe—
chiefly, it goes without saying, among the upper classes—by French
culture as a whole; others were the propagation of artistic and literary
ideals; the prestige of the schools of Chartres, and later of Paris; and the
virtually international use of the French language. And doubtless it is not
impossible to find reasons for this: the long expeditions through the West
carried out by the most adventurous chivalry in Europe; the relative
prosperity of a country affected much earlier than Germany (though not,
indeed, than Italy) by the development of trade; the distinction, emphasized
at a very early date, between the knightly class and the unwarlike rabble;
the absence, despite so many local wars, of any internal conflicts com-
1 Joinville, ¢. CIX.
® Rangerius, Vita Anselmi in M.G.H., Scriptores, XXX, 2, p. 1252, v. 1451.
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purable with those which resulted within tl}e Empire 'from the great
(uarrels of emperors and popes. But this havm_g been sa}d, we may well
nsk ourselves if it is not futile to attempt to explain something which, in the
present state of our knowledge of man, seems to be beyonc} our under-
stunding—the ethos of a civilization anq its power of flttl‘{lctlon. .
‘We shall yet talk of this day in ladies’ ghambers, said the' count of
Soissons, at the battle of Mansurah.! This remark, the equnvalent.o
which it would be impossible to find in the chansons de geste, but which
might have been heard on the lips of more than one hero of cpurt_ly
romance as early as the twelfth century, is characte'rxst.lc of a society n}
which sophistication has made its appearance and, V\'ntl} it, the influence od
women. The noblewoman had never been confined within her own seclude
quarters. Surrounded with servants, she ruled .her household, and she
might also rule the fief—perhaps with a rod of iron. It was pcvertheless
reserved for the twelfth century to create the type of the cultivated g.rgat
lady who holds a salon. This marks a pr.ofound change, w_hen we CO}?Sl ;:é
the extraordinary coarseness of the ajttltude_ usually ascribed l?y the o
cpic poets to their heroes in their relat10n§ with women, even w1F}11 cll:lleer;s
-not stopping at the grossest insults, which the lady requites with olw t
One can hear the guffaws of the audience. The courtly pgbllc had not ohs
their taste for this heavy humour; but they now allowed it only—as in the
Jabliaux—at the expense of the peasants or t'he bourgefnsle. For courteily
was essentially an affair of class. The boudoir of the high-born ladly a}nhE
more generally, the court, was henceforth the place w.here the .cm%
sought to outshine and to eclipse his rivals not only by his reputation }?r
great deeds of valour, but also by his regard for good manners and by his
. ts. T .
hti:r\{r;aliie seen, the nobility had never been‘completely 1lhterate‘:; still
less had it been impervious to the influence of literature, though this was
listened to rather than read. But a great step. fo'rward was taken whf;n
knights themselves became literary men. It is S{gnlﬁcant that the };genre tg
which they devoted themselves almost exclusively up to the thirteen ’
century was lyric poetry. The earliest of the troubadours known to us—hl
should be added that he was certainly not the ﬁr§t—ranked among the
most powerful princes in France. This was William .IX of Aqu1tl§t13e
(d. 1127). In the list of Provencal singers who followed him, as allio aflthe
later among their rivals, the lyric poets of the_ NOI‘t}:l, all ranks o the
knighthood<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>