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OBJECTIVES

After reading this unit you will be able to know;





5.1

change occurred in the agricultural production in the Middle Ages in Europe,
impact of feudalism on agriculture,
different crops and technological innovation to support the productivity, and
reasons for crop failures and famine.

INTRODUCTION

Agriculture in the Middle Ages describes the farming practices, crops, technology,
and agricultural society and economy of Europe from the fall of the Western Roman
Empire in 476 CE to approximately 1500 CE. The Middle Ages are sometimes
called the Medieval Age or Period. The Middle Ages are also divided into the Early,
High, and Late Middle Ages.
Epidemics and climatic cooling caused a large decrease in the European population
in the 6th century. Compared to the Roman period, agriculture in the Middle Ages in
western Europe became more focused on self-sufficiency. The Feudal period began
about 1000 CE. The agricultural population under feudalism in northern Europe was
typically organised into manors consisting of several hundred or more acres of land
presided over by a Lord of the Manor, with a Roman Catholic church and priest.
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Most of the people living on the manor were peasant farmers or serfs who grew
crops for themselves and either laboured for the lord and church or paid rent for their
land. Barley and wheat were the most important crops in most European regions;
oats and rye were also grown, along with a variety of vegetables and fruits. Oxen and
horses were used as draft animals. Sheep were raised for wool and pigs were raised
for meat.
Crop failures due to bad weather were frequent throughout the Middle Ages and
famine was often the result. Despite the hardships, there is anthropometric evidence
that medieval European men were taller (and therefore presumably better fed) than
the men of the preceding Roman Empire and the subsequent early modern era.
The medieval system of agriculture began to break down in the 14th century with the
development of more intensive agricultural methods in the Low Countries and after
the population losses of the Black Death in 1347–1351 CE made more land available
to a diminished number of farmers. Medieval farming practices, however, continued
with little change in the Slavic regions and some other areas until the mid-19th
century.
Three events set the stage—and would influence agriculture for centuries—in
Europe. First was the fall of the Western Roman Empire which began to lose
territory to "barbarian" invaders about 400. The last western Roman emperor
abdicated in 476. Thereafter, the lands and people of the former Western Roman
Empire would be divided among different ethnic groups, whose rule was often
ephemeral and constantly in flux. Unifying factors of Europe were the gradual
adoption of the Christian religion by most Europeans and in Western Europe the use
of Latin as a common language of international communication, scholarship, and
science. Greek had a similar status in the Eastern Roman Empire.
Secondly was an era of global cooling which started in 536 and ended about 660.
The cooling was caused by volcanic eruptions in 536, 540, and 547. The Byzantine
historian Procopius said that "the sun put forth its light without brightness." Summer
temperatures in Europe dropped as much as 2.5°C (4.5°F) and the sky was dimmed
from volcanic dust in the atmosphere for 18 months, sufficient to cause crop failures
and famine. Temperatures remained lower than the preceding Roman period for
more than one hundred years. The Late Antique Little Ice Age preceded, and may
have influenced, a number of disruptive events, including pandemics, human
migration, and political turmoil.
Third, was the Plague of Justinian which began in 541, spread throughout Europe,
and recurred periodically until 750. The plague may have killed up to 25 percent of
the people of the eastern Roman or Byzantine Empire and a similar percentage in
western and northern Europe. The double impact on population of climatic cooling
and the plague led to reduced harvests of grain. John of Ephesus's account of travel
through rural areas speaks of "crops of wheat...white and standing but there was no
one reap them and store the wheat" and "Vineyards, whose picking season came and
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went" with nobody to pick and press the grapes. John also speaks of the "severe
winter", presumably caused by volcanic dust.
The consequence of these factors was that the population of Europe was substantially
less in 600 than it had been in 500. The estimate of one scholar was that the
population on the Italian peninsula decreased from 11 million in 500 to 8 million in
600 and remained at that level for nearly 300 years. The declines in the population of
other parts of Europe were probably of similar magnitude.

5.2

THE DARK AGES

The popular view is that the fall of the Western Roman Empire caused a "dark age"
in western Europe in which "knowledge and civility", the "arts of elegance," and
"many of the useful arts" were neglected or lost. Conversely, however, the lot of the
farmers who made up 80 percent or more of the total population, may have improved
in the aftermath of the Roman Empire. The fall of Rome saw the "shrinking of tax
burdens, weakening of the aristocracy, and consequently greater freedom for
peasants". The countryside of the Roman Empire was dotted with "villas" or estates,
characterized by Pliny the Elder as "the ruin of Italy". The estates were owned by
wealthy aristocrats and worked in part by slaves. More than 1,500 villas are known
to have existed in England alone. With the fall of Rome, the villas were abandoned
or transformed into utilitarian rather than elite uses. "In western Europe, then, we
seem to see the effect of a release from the pressure of the Roman imperial market,
army and taxation, and a return to farming based more on local needs". The
population declines of the 6th century, and, thus, a shortage of labour may have
facilitated greater freedom among rural people who were either slaves or had been
bound to the land under Roman law.
The Eastern Roman Empire. Early in the Middle Ages the agricultural history of the
Eastern Roman Empire differed from that of western Europe. The 5th and 6th
centuries saw an expansion of market-oriented and industrial farming, especially of
olive oil and wine, and the adoption of new technology such as oil and wine presses.
The settlement patterns in the east were also different than the west. Rather than the
villas of the Roman Empire in the west, the farmers of the east lived in villages
which continued to exist and even expand.
Iberian peninsula. The Iberian Peninsula seems to have experienced a different
experience than eastern and western Europe. There is evidence of abandonment of
farmland and reforestation due to depopulation, but also evidence of expanded
grazing and market oriented livestock raising of horses, mules, and donkeys. The
economy of the Iberian peninsula seems to have become disconnected from the rest
of Europe and, instead, it became a major trading partner of North Africa in the fifth
century, long before the Umayyad conquest of the peninsula in 711 CE.
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5.3

MUSLIM AGRICULTURE IN IBERIA

In what historian Andrew Watson called the Arab Agricultural Revolution, the Arab
Islamic rulers of much of Al Andalus (8th through the 15th centuries) introduced or
popularized a large number of new crops and new agricultural technology into the
Iberian peninsula (Spain and Portugal). The crops introduced by the Arabs included
sugar cane, rice, hard wheat (durum), citrus, cotton, and figs. Many of these crops
required sophisticated methods of irrigation, water management, and "agricultural
technologies such as crop rotation, management of pests, and fertilizing crops by
natural means". Some scholars have questioned how much of the Arab (or Muslim)
Agricultural Revolution was unique, and how much was a revival and expansion of
technology developed in the Middle East during the centuries of Roman rule.
Whether credit of invention belongs mostly to the people of the Middle East during
the Roman Empire or to the arrival of the Arabs, "the Iberian landscape changed
profoundly" beginning in the 8th century.

5.4

FEUDALISM

Gradually, the Roman system of villas and agricultural estates using partly slave
labour was replaced by manoralism and serfdom. Historian Peter Sarris has
identified the characteristics of feudal society in sixth century Italy, and even earlier
in the Byzantine Empire and Egypt. One of the differences between the villa and
medieval manor was that the agriculture of the villa was commercially oriented and
specialized while the manor was directed toward self-sufficiency.
Slavery was important for the agricultural labour force of the Roman Empire, and
died out in western Europe by 1100. The slaves of the Roman Empire were property,
like livestock, with no rights of personhood and could be sold or traded at the will of
his owner. Similarly, the serf was tied to the land and could not leave his servitude,
but his tenure on the land was secure. If the manor changed owners the serfs
remained on the land. Serfs had limited rights to property, although their freedom of
movement was limited and they owed labour or rent to their lord.
Feudalism was in full flower for most of northern Europe by 1000 and its heartland
was the rich agricultural lands in the Seine valley of France and the Thames valley of
England. The medieval population was divided into three groups: those who pray,
those who fight, and those who work. The serf and farmer supported with labour and
taxes the clergy who prayed and the noble lords, knights, and warriors who fought.
In return the farmer received the benefits (or burden) of religion and protection by
mounted and heavily armoured soldiers. The church took its tithe and the soldiers
required a large economic investment. A social and legal gulf resulted between the
priest, the knight, and the farmer. Moreover, with the end of the Carolingian Empire
(800–888), the power of kings declined and the central authority was little felt. Thus,
the European countryside became a patchwork of small, semi-autonomous fiefdoms
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of lords and clergy ruling over a populace mostly of farmers, some relatively
prosperous, some possessing land, and some landless.
A major factor contributing to the death of feudalism in most of Europe was the
Black Death of 1347– 1351 and subsequent epidemics which killed one-third or
more of the people of Europe. In the aftermath of the Black Death, land was
abundant and labour was scarce and the rigid relationships among farmers, the
church, and the nobility changed. Feudalism is generally regarded as having ended in
western Europe around 1500, although serfs were not finally freed in Russia until
1861.
The Manor Agricultural land in the Middle Ages under feudalism was usually
organized in manors. The medieval manor consisted of several hundred (or
sometimes thousand) acres of land. A large manor house served as the home or parttime home of the lord of the manor. Some manors were under the authority of
bishops or abbots of the Catholic church. Some lords owned more than one manor,
and the church controlled large areas. Within the lands of a manor, a parish church
and a nucleated village housing the farmers was usually near the manor house. The
manor house, church, and village were surrounded by cultivated and fallow land,
woods, and pasture. Some of the land was the demesne of the lord; some was
allocated to individual farmers, and some to the parish priest. Some of the woods and
pasture were held in common and used for grazing and wood-gathering. Most
manors had a mill for grinding grain into flour and an oven to bake bread.

5.5

FIELDS

The field systems in Medieval Europe included the open field system, so called
because there were no barriers between fields belonging to different farmers. The
landscape was one of long and uncluttered views. In its archetypal form, cultivated
land consisted of long, narrow strips of land in a distinctive ridge and furrow pattern.
Individual farmers owned or farmed several different strips of land scattered around
the farming area. The reason for farmers possessing scattered strips of land was
apparently to reduce risk; if the crop in one strip failed, it might thrive in another
strip. The lord of the manor also had strips of land scattered around the fields as did
the parish priest for the upkeep of the church. The open-field system required
cooperation among the residents of the community and with the lord and the priest.
"Strips of land were cultivated individually, yet were subject to communal rotations
and (typically) communal regulation of cropping”.
Two patterns of cultivation were typical of the open-field system. In the first, the
arable land was divided into two fields. One half was cultivated and the other one
was left fallow every year. Crops were rotated between the two fields every year,
with the fallow field being allowed to recover its fertility and used for livestock
grazing when not dedicated to crops. The two-field system continued to be most
prevalent throughout the Middle Ages in dry-summer Mediterranean climates in
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which grain crops were planted in fall and harvested in spring, the summer being too
dry for spring-planted crops to prosper.
A three-field pattern was typical of the later Middle Ages in northern Europe with its
wetter climate. One field was planted in fall, one field was planted in spring, and the
third field was left fallow. Crops were rotated from year to year and field to field.
Thus, cultivation was more intensive than it was under the two-field pattern. In both
patterns, common areas of wood and pasture as well as fallowed fields were used for
communal grazing and wood-gathering.
The woods and meadows comprising common lands were open to exploitation to all
farmers in the manor, but under strict management of the number of livestock
allowed each farmer to avoid over grazing. Fallow fields were treated as common
lands for grazing.
The open-field system had a more individualistic, less-communal variant, usually
prevalent in less productive areas for agriculture. The strips of land cultivated by
farmers were more concentrated, sometimes into a single block of land rather than
scattered holdings. Crop decisions were often made by individuals or a small group
of farmers rather than a whole village. An individual farmer might possess not only
cultivated land, but woods and pastures, rather than the commons of the pure openfield system. Villages were often strung out along a road rather than nucleated as in
the archetypal open-field system.
An enclosed field system was found mostly in pastoral areas, areas of mixed farming
and pasture, and more marginal farming areas. The enclosed field system was
characterized by individual decision making. Farmers typically enclosed their land
with hedgerows, stones, or trees. The village church was often at a prominent
location and houses were scattered rather than collected into a village. This
individualistic field system was found in eastern and south-western England,
Normandy and Brittany in France, and scattered throughout Europe.

5.6

FARMERS' HOLDINGS

Farmers were not equal in the amount of land they farmed. In a survey of seven
English counties in 1279, perhaps typical of Europe as a whole, 46 percent of
farmers held less than 10 acres (4.0 ha), which was insufficient land to support a
family. Some were completely landless, or possessed only a small garden adjacent to
their house. These poor farmers were often employed by richer farmers, or practiced
a trade in addition to farming.
Thirty-three percent of farmers held about one-half virgate of land (12 acres (4.9 ha)
to 16 acres (6.5 ha)), sufficient in most years to support a family. Twenty percent of
farmers held about a full virgate, sufficient not only to support a family but to
produce a surplus. A few farmers accumulated more than a virgate of land and thus
were relatively wealthy, although not belonging to the nobility. These rich farmers
might have tenants of their own and would hire labour to work their lands.
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Thirty-two percent of arable land was held by the lord of the manor. The farmers of
the manor were required to work for a specified number of days per year on the
lord's land or to pay rent to the lord on the land they farmed.

5.7

CROPS PRODUCTIVITY

In the late Roman Empire in Europe the most important crops were bread wheat in
Italy and barley in northern Europe and the Balkans. Near the Mediterranean Sea
viticulture and olives were important. Rye and oats were only slowly becoming
major crops. The Romans introduced viticulture to more northerly areas such as
Paris and the valleys of the Moselle and Rhine rivers. Cultivation of olives in
medieval France was traditional on the south-eastern coast bordering on Italy, but
apparently the cultivation of olives in Languedoc began on a large scale began in
areas only in the 15th century.
In Roman times, spelt, a kind of wheat, was the most common grain grown on the
upper Danube River in Swabia, Germany, and spelt continued to be an important
crop in many areas of Europe throughout medieval times. Emmer wheat was of
much less importance in Swabia and most of Europe. Bread wheat was relatively
unimportant in Swabia.
In the eighth through 11th century, in northern France, the most important crops were
(in approximate order) rye (Secale cereale), bread wheat, barley, and, oats (Avena
sativa). Barley and oats were the most important crops in Normandy and Brittany.
Rye is more winter-hardy and tolerant of poor soils than wheat, and thus became the
dominant crop on many marginal and northernmost European sites. Another hardy
crop were a kind of barley, was grown in Scandinavia and England and especially in
marginal agricultural areas in Scotland.
In the lowlands of the Netherlands and adjacent France, soil influenced the crops
planted. On sandy soils, in a three-field system, wheat was nearly absent as a crop
with rye planted as a winter crop and oats and barley being the principle springplanted crops. On more fertile loess and loamy soils, wheat, including spelt, became
much more important replacing rye in many areas. Other crops included pulses
(beans and peas) and fruits and vegetables. Farmers of loess and loamy soils planted
a wider variety of crops than those on sandy soils.
In Wiltshire England in the 13th and 14th centuries, wheat, barley, and oats were the
three most common crops, with varying percentages of each on different manors.
Legumes were planted on up to 8 percent of the common fields. In addition to the
grain crops in the common fields of the open-field system, farmer's houses usually
had a small garden (croft) near their house in which they grew vegetables such as
cabbages, onions, peas and beans; an apple, cherry or pear tree; and raised a pig or
two and a flock of geese.
Livestock was more important in northern Europe than in the Mediterranean area
where dry weather in summer reduced the fodder available for animals. Near the
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Mediterranean, sheep and goats were the most important farm animals and
transhumance (seasonal movement of livestock) was common. In northern Europe
cattle, pigs, and horses were also important. Mediterranean soils were lighter than
those commonly found in northern Europe, thus reducing the need of Mediterranean
farmers for oxen and horses as draft animals. Cattle, especially oxen, were vital in
northern Europe as draft animals. Plough teams, ideally comprising eight oxen, were
necessary to plough the heavy soils. Few farmers were wealthy enough to own a full
team and thus ploughing required cooperation and sharing of draft animals among
farmers. Horses in Roman times were owned mostly by the wealthy but they were
increasingly used as draft animals to replace oxen after about 1000. Oxen were
cheaper to own and maintain, but horses were faster. Pigs were the most important
animals raised for meat in medieval England and other parts of northern Europe. Pigs
were prolific and required little care. Sheep produced wool, skin (for parchment),
meat, and milk, though less valuable in the marketplace than pigs.

5.8

PRODUCTIVITY

Crop yields in the Middle Ages were extremely low compared to those of the 21st
century, although probably not inferior to those in much of the Roman Empire
preceding the Middle Ages and the early modern period following the Middle Ages.
The most common means of calculating yield was the number of seeds harvested
compared to the number of seeds planted. On several manors in Sussex England, for
example, the average yield for the years 1350– 1399 was 4.34 seeds produced for
each seed sown for wheat, 4.01 for barley, and 2.87 for oats. Average yields of grain
crops in England from 1250 to 1450 were 7 to 15 bushels per acre (470 to 1000 kg
per ha). Poor years, however, might see yields drop to less than 4 bushels per acre.
Yields in the 21st century, by contrast, can range upwards to 60 bushels per acre.
The yields in England were probably typical for Europe in the Middle Ages.
Scholars have often criticized medieval agriculture for its inefficiency and low
productivity. The inertia of an established system was blamed. "Everyone was forced
to conform to village norms of cropping, harvesting, and building". Two reputed
inefficiencies of the predominant open-field system were the communal management
of land which resulted in less than optimal allocation of resources and the fact that
farmers had small, scattered strips of land to cultivate which was wasting of time in
traveling from one strip to another. Despite the reputed inefficiencies, the open-field
system existed for roughly one thousand years over large parts of Europe and only
disappeared slowly from 1500 to 1800. Moreover, the replacement of the open-field
system by privately owned property was fiercely resisted by many elements of
society. The "brave new world" of a harsher, more competitive and capitalistic
society from the 16th century onward destroyed the securities and certainties of land
tenure in the open-field system.
The "Postan Thesis" is also cited as a factor in the low productivity of medieval
agriculture. Productivity suffered because of inadequate fertilization to keep the land
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productive. This was due to a shortage of pasture for farm animals and, thus, a
shortage of nitrogen-rich manure to fertilize the arable land. Moreover, because of
population growth after 1000, marginal lands, pasture, and woodlands were
converted into arable lands which further reduced the number of farm animals and
the quantity of manure.
The earliest evidence of progress in increasing productivity comes in the 14th and
15th centuries from the Low Countries of the Netherlands and Belgium, and Flanders
in northern France. The agricultural practices there involved the near elimination of
fallow land by planting cover crops such as vetch, beans, turnips, and broom and
high-value crops such as rapeseed, madder and hops. As opposed to the extensive
agriculture of medieval times, this new technique involved intensive cultivation of
small plots of land. Techniques of intensive cultivation quickly spread to Norfolk in
England, agriculturally-speaking the most advanced area of England. These
advancements aside, it was the 17th century before England saw widespread
increases in agricultural productivity in what was called the British Agricultural
Revolution.
The low level of medieval yields persisted in Russia and some other areas until the
19th century. In 1850, the average yield for grain in Russia was 600 kilograms per
hectare (about 9 bushels per acre), less than one half the yield in England and the
Low Countries at that time.

5.9

FAMINES

Famines caused by crop failures and poor crop years were an ever present danger in
medieval Europe. It was often not possible to relieve a famine in one area by
importing grain from another area as the difficulty of overland transportation caused
the price of grain to double for each 50 miles it was transported.
One study concluded that famines in Europe occurred on an average every 20 years
between the years 750 and 950. The principle causes were extreme weather and
climatic anomalies which reduced agriculture production. Warfare was not found to
be a major cause of famine. A study of crop failures in Winchester, England from
1232 to 1349 found that harvest failure occurred an average of every 12 years for
wheat and every 8 years for barley and oats. Localized famine may have occurred in
years in which one or more crops failed. Weather was again identified as the chief
cause. Climatic change may have played a part as the Little Ice Age may have begun
between 1275 and 1300 with a consequent shortening of the growing season.
Warfare was apparently responsible for a major famine in Hungary from 1243 to
1245. These were the years in the aftermath of the Mongol invasion and widespread
destruction. Twenty to fifty percent of the population of Hungary is estimated to
have died of hunger and war.
The best known and most extensive famine of the Middle Ages was the Great
Famine of 1315–1317 (which actually persisted to 1322) that affected 30 million
9

people in northern Europe, of whom five to ten percent died. The famine came near
the end of three centuries of growth in population and prosperity. The causes were
"severe winters and rainy springs, summers and falls." Yields of crops fell by onethird or one-fourth and draft animals died in large numbers. The Black Death of
1347–1352 was more lethal, but the Great Famine was the worst natural catastrophe
of the later Middle Ages.

5.10 TECHNOLOGICAL INNOVATION
The most important technical innovation for agriculture in the Middle Ages was the
widespread adoption around 1000 of the mouldboard plough and its close relative,
the heavy plough. These two ploughs enabled medieval farmers to exploit the fertile
but heavy clay soils of northern Europe. In the Roman era and on light soils, the
scratch plough had sufficed. The mouldboard and heavy ploughs turned the soil over
which facilitated the control of weeds and their incorporation into the soil, increasing
fertility. Mouldboard ploughing also produced the familiar ridge and furrow pattern
of medieval fields which facilitated drainage of excess moisture. "By allowing for
better field drainage, access the most fertile soils, and saving of peasant labour time,
the heavy plough stimulated food production and, as a consequence 'population
growth, specialization of function, urbanization, and the growth of leisure".
Two additional advances coming into general use in Europe around 1000 were the
horse collar and the horseshoe. The horse collar increased the pulling capacity of a
horse. The horseshoe protected a horse's hooves. These advances resulted in the
horse becoming an alternative to slow-moving oxen as a draft animal and for
transportation.
These technological innovations and the additional agricultural production they
stimulated resulted in Europe experiencing a large increase in population from 1000
(or earlier) to 1300, an increase that was reversed by the Great Famine and the Black
Death of the 14th century.
Check Your Progress
1) How agricultural labourers were suffered due to emergence of feudalism in
Europe? Answer in ten lines.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
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2) Give an account of different technological innovation for agriculture in the
Middle Age Europe. Answer in five lines.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………............................................................................

5.11 LET US SUM UP
Compared to the Roman period, agriculture in the Middle Ages in western Europe
became more focused on self-sufficiency. Barley and wheat were the most important
crops in most European regions; oats and rye were also grown, along with a variety
of vegetables and fruits. Oxen and horses were used as draft animals. Sheep were
raised for wool and pigs were raised for meat. Crop failures due to bad weather were
frequent throughout the Middle Ages and famine was often the result. The medieval
system of agriculture began to break down in the 14th century with the development
of more intensive agricultural methods in the Low Countries and after the population
losses of the Black Death in 1347–1351 made more land available to a diminished
number of farmers. Medieval farming practices, however, continued with little
change in the Slavic regions and some other areas until the mid-19th century.

5.12 KEY WORDS
Rye

: a grass grown extensively as a grain, a cover crop and a forage crop.

Serf

: an agricultural labourer bound by the feudal system who was tied to
working on his lord's estate.

5.13 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS EXERCISE
Check Your Progress
1) See sec. 5.4
2) See sec. 5.10
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OBJECTIVES

After reading this unit you will be able to know about;



6.1

the growth and importance of Medieval town in Europe, and
development of trade and commerce in the Medieval Europe.

INTRODUCTION

When we think of Europe in the period that we call the High Middle Ages, we see
buoyant optimism everywhere. We see this Europe striking out against its
neighbours, in movements that we call the Crusades; an unprecedented period of
economic growth; the soaring of great, first Romanesque and then Gothic, cathedrals
and churches all over Europe; new states being created, in a great arc running from
the Celtic world, through Scandinavia, and on to the Slavic world. It is a truly
dynamic and remarkable period, and one that would not have been possible were it
not for the remarkable population growth. Between 700 to 1400 CE, Europe
experienced one of the longest periods of sustained growth in human history. We see
growth in almost every aspect of life and this growth is the crucial background to the
political and cultural achievements of this period.

6.2

GROWTH OF THE MEDIEVAL TOWNS OF EUROPE

After the lapse of several centuries since the break-up of the Roman empire, the
eleventh century was the first to witness positive signs of economic recovery in
Western Europe. We hear of enhanced commercial activities, of new commercial
settlements along highways and water-routes, of draining of vast swamps and
13

projected expansion in agriculture and all that, in the eleventh century. The history of
the cities during the first ten centuries of the Christian era is obscure. The old Gallic
and Roman towns suffered much during the barbarian invasions. But as the
barbarians began to settle clown to quieter life, the towns and cities began to assume
their former importance and activities. During and after the barbarian invasions the
control of the towns and cities lost their municipal form of government and passed
into the hands of bishops or nobles, or sometimes control was divided between
bishops and nobles.
It was Charles the Great who introduced some uniformity into the government of the
cities by placing each of these under an officer with the title of Count. These counts
were either churchmen or laymen, and were responsible for their government to
Charles. They ruled the cities in the name of the emperor. But after the
dismemberment of the empire when feudalism was established, these counts
assumed a feudal proprietorship over these cities. Throughout the twelfth century
towns and cities steadily grew in increasing numbers and were of diverse origin, and
varied greatly in legal status, size and importance; each different from the other yet
all had some family resemblance. The violence of the times, specially the invasions
of the Huns and Norsemen, compelled people to live together in walled enclosures,
and these in course of time became cities. Growth of trade and commerce also
encouraged establishment of towns and cities. Towns on trade-routes by land and
water grew up in this way. Inside the towns everything was crammed into their
narrow space surrounded by walls and closely guarded gates.
Churches, chapels, monasteries, counting houses, town halls, guild and fraternity
houses, dwelling houses of the leading citizens of the towns, schools, colleges and
universities were all to be found in eminent towns and cities. The most noteworthy
characteristics of the town life were the organisations of people of common interests
into guilds. The chief landowners and traders formed the merchants’ guild while the
manufacturers of the same article or commodity would form into separate guilds of
their own, called craft guilds. Weavers’ guild, spinners’ guild, shoe makers’ guild,
millers’ guild, carpenters’ guild, bakers’ guild, etc., were the illustrations of craft
guilds. It may be noted that cities of different parts of Europe had different causes
behind their growth. The Italian cities had the advantage of taking share in the trade
that passed through the Mediterranean between the European and the Asiatic
continents. Acquisition of wealth led to the acquisition of power. The main causes of
the growth and development of the Italian towns were their trade with the East and
the fillip that it received as a result of the crusades.
Towns also grew up once the itinerant traders settled down in one or other place and
became merchants. Walled episcopal centres and monasteries also served as nucleus
of towns. With the coming of wealth came power and the chief Italian towns became
self-governing states with only a seeming dependence upon the pope or the emperor.
In the course of time some of the more important cities became entirely independent
Italian towns republics. There was also a competition among the large and the small
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cities. For instance, the comparatively small cities of Amalfi, Siena and a dozen
other towns were laid low by cities like Venice, Milan, Florence, Genoa, etc.
France had her cities and St. Louis’ grandiose settlement in Provence, AiguesMertes, towns of Champagne which were proudest in Europe during the twelfth
century, but lost their importance. They attracted no trade or commerce. In many of
them grass grew again and they reverted to their former agricultural states. In France
not a single city became independent republic. French cities did not even succeed in
ridding themselves entirely of the feudal lords. After much struggle the cities
acquired some measure of liberties and in many cases liberties were purchased on
payment to the lords. The cities of France may be divided into three categories
according to the measure of liberties they succeeded in acquiring.
In the first category were the cities called villes de bourgeosie besides personal
liberties of the citizens some remission of feudal dues was allowed. The second
category called the consular cities acquired all rights of administration except the
administration of justice. The courts remained in the hands of the lords. The consuls
were responsible to the lords for the administration of the cities. The institution of
the consuls was, needless to point out, was an imitation of the Roman system. The
third category of cities were communes proper. The lords’ rights over the cities were
recognized in two ways, namely, the city paid the lord certain tolls and taxes and
could hear appeals from the cities but the lord was excluded from the administration
of the cities. At the head of the administration was the mayor assisted by a council.
The violence in the communes and the mismanagement of their administration led to
the destruction of the French communes and gradually the power of administration
was assumed by the king. In Germany the traders and later in history with the
coming of the Vikings, their Viking successors were itinerant traders. The tendency
of these traders to colonies one or the other place or to settle in some convenient
places gave rise to many towns and cities. The Rhenish towns particularly acquired
eminence as towns and cities in the twelfth century. The medieval English towns
were small like most of their continental sisters, with population varying between
one and six thousand. Only York and London were exceptions. The importance of
the city of London would be noticed even in the Anglo Saxon period. The towns of
medieval Europe differed radically from those of the near east, Arab world and also
of Russia. These non-European towns and cities were often far more advanced than
the European in technology, hygiene, industrialization and the general level of
civilization. Between the ninth and the twelfth centuries even the Russian towns
were superior to many towns of Northern Europe. Everywhere in Europe the object
of the towns and cities was freedom from serfdom and its annoying entanglements.
The townsman wanted freedom of movement, freedom of trade, freedom to marry,
freedom for his children to inherit his property without any interference from his
lord.
The struggle for such liberties succeeded in a large measure and charters were
granted guaranteeing privileges to the towns. The towns could offer shelter to
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anybody even the runaway slaves and serfs who after a period of continuous stay in
the cities or towns would become free. Hence arose the fiction “city air makes man
free”. If there were some fully independent towns as the republican cities of Italy,
most towns never secured more than elementary urban liberties. These towns were
under the control of municipal magistrates; supreme judicial authority, powers of
taxation, military command regularly remained with the lord or the suzerain. While
the secular lords agreed more easily to the status of partial autonomy of the towns,
the ecclesiastical lords were slow in coming to terms. In Northern Italy and along the
Rhine the towns had to wrest privileges from their ecclesiastical lords through
violence.
The towns had their problems of defending their liberties and for that purpose
maintain militia, pay both for defence and administration by taxation. As it was well
neigh impossible for any town to defend itself alone, there arose union of towns such
as the Lombard League of North Italy, Spanish League, Rhenish League, Swabian
League, and the Hanseatic League. In the autonomous towns the representatives of
the different guilds in which the population was organised carried on the
administration. No foreigner was allowed to trade in the town without becoming a
member of any guild. Equality of status was the chief characteristic of the guilds and
hence of the towns. All had to serve for the defence of the country and pay for it.
This was necessary clue to the smallness of the population of the town.

6.2.1 Contributions of the Medieval Towns of Europe
The urban revolution in the eleventh and the twelfth centuries had far-reaching
economic, social, political and cultural effects. The contributions of the medieval
towns have to be discussed with reference to these diverse aspects.
(a) To the society the medieval towns introduced two new classes,
i.
ii.

The bourgeoisie of merchants, Introduction bankers, capitalists, industrialists,
etc., and
The working classes of both skilled and unskilled labourers. With the
introduction of these two classes the major part of the economic, social and
even political history of the west was dominated by these two classes. In the
working classes of skilled and un skilled labourers we see the beginning of the
proletariat class of the future and in the bourgeoisie we the proletariat notice
the beginnings of a new order, i.e. the thud class estate or the commons
destined to play so important part in modern history.

The towns played an important part in under mining the feudal and manorial
systems. Possession of land was no longer the only title to rank and status. Fortunes
earned through industry and trade made the capitalists equally, if not more, important
than the former.
The towns and the cities became haven of freedom for the serfs. Serfdom received its
burial ground in towns where they were no longer bound by feudal ties and could
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sell their agricultural produce in open market for money. Runaway serfs could get
easy shelters in towns and cities where a continuous stay for ninety days would make
them free citizens. From this practice emerged the fiction ‘city air makes man free’.
(b) In their political effects, the towns may be said to have contributed to the
emergence of absolute national monarchy. The kings relied on the middle class, i.e.
the bourgeoisie and drew the burghers with the Parliaments and States Generals or
the Cortes.
In the bourgeoisie, i.e. the third estate the kings found a natural ally against the
feudal anarchy and recalcitrance. The middle class paid for the maintenance of the
standing army which freed the kings from dependence on feudal military services.
Without the middle class the political development of the later Middle Ages and of
the modern times is inconceivable.
(c) Economically the medieval towns may be regarded as a transitional structure
bridging the medieval with the modern economic systems. Medieval towns and cities
formed into independent economic units with their respective customs barriers. It
worked as an intermediate stage between the natural economy of modern states and
the medieval manor.
Mercantilism which began with the medieval towns was one of the major economic
weapons in the hands of the absolute monarchs of Europe. Medieval towns and cities
were centres of industrial and commercial life and it was from the medieval towns
that the system of international exchange and traffic emerged, which forms one of
the most characteristic features of modern European civilization.
(d) Culturally speaking, the development of towns and cities meant an acceleration
of all the social processes of growth and change. New ideas followed the merchants
and goods and travelled from town to town.
The moneyed burghers contributed liberally for the improvements of the towns and
cities. With the growth of urban population new experiments in municipal life were
undertaken to solve the problems that emerged. The wealth of the burghers, i.e.
merchants, brought liberal patronage of arts, architecture, painting, etc.
The ruined high-gabled houses, sculptured guild halls, artistic gateways, superb
palaces, imposing cathedrals even today bear testimony to the fact that the medieval
towns and cities were the foster home of culture. The urban life with all its amenities
made life worth living and the luxury that came in the wake of wealth made
monastic life or asceticism naturally monasticism less attractive.

6.3

TRADE IN MEDIEVAL EUROPE

Trade and commerce in the medieval world developed to such an extent that even
relatively small communities had access to weekly markets and, perhaps a day’s
travel away, larger but less frequent fairs, where the full range of consumer goods of
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the period was set out to tempt the shopper and small retailer. Markets and fairs were
organised by large estate owners, town councils, and some churches and
monasteries, who, granted a license to do so by their sovereign, hoped to gain
revenue from stall holder fees and boost the local economy as shoppers used
peripheral services. International trade had been present since Roman times but
improvements in transportation and banking, as well as the economic development
of northern Europe, caused a boom from the 9th century CE. English wool, for
example, was sent in huge quantities to manufacturers in Flanders; the Venetians,
thanks to the Crusades, expanded their trade interests to the Byzantine Empire and
the Levant, and new financial instruments evolved which allowed even small
investors to fund the trade expeditions which criss-crossed Europe by sea and land.

6.3.1 Markets and Shops
In villages, towns, and large cities which had been granted the privilege of a license
to do so by their monarch, markets were regularly held in public squares (or
sometimes triangles), in wide streets or even in purpose-built halls. Markets were
also organised just outside many castles and monasteries. Typically held once or
twice a week, larger towns might have a daily market which moved around different
parts of the city depending on the day or have markets for specific goods like meat,
fish, or bread. Sellers of particular goods, who paid an estate owner, the town, or
borough council a fee for the privilege to have a stall, were typically set next to each
other in areas so that competition was kept high. Sellers of meat and bread tended to
be men, but women stallholders were often the majority, and they sold such staples
as eggs, dairy products, poultry, and ale. There were middlemen and women known
as regrators who bought goods from producers and sold them on to the market
stallholders or producers might pay a vendor to sell their goods for them. Besides
markets, sellers of wares also went knocking on the doors of private homes, and
these were known as hucksters.
Trade of common, low-value goods remained a largely local affair because of the
costs of transportation. Merchants had to pay tolls at certain points along the road
and at key points like bridges or mountain passes so that only luxury goods were
worth transportation over long distances. Moving goods by boat or ship was cheaper
and safer than by land but then there were potential losses to bad weather and pirates
to consider. Consequently, local markets were supplied by the farmed estates that
surrounded them and those who wanted non-everyday items like clothing, cloth, or
wine had to be prepared to walk half a day or more to the nearest town.
In towns, the consumer had, besides markets, the additional option of shops.
Tradespeople usually lived above their shop which presented a large window onto
the street with a stall projecting out from under a wooden canopy. In cities, shops
selling the same type of goods were often clustered together in the same
neighbourhoods, again to increase competition and make the life of city and guild
inspectors easier. Sometimes location was directly related to the goods on sale such
as horse sellers typically being near the city gates so as to tempt the passing
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traveller or booksellers near a cathedral and its associated schools of learning. Those
trades which involved goods whose quality was absolutely vital such as goldsmiths
and armourers were usually located near a town council’s administration buildings
where they could be kept a close eye on by regulators. Towns also had banks and
money-lenders, many of which were Jews as usury was forbidden to Christians by
the Church. As a consequence of this clustering of trades, many streets acquired a
name which described the trade most represented in them, names which in many
cases still survive today.

6.3.2 Trade Fairs
Trade fairs were large-scale sales events typically held annually in large towns where
people could find a greater range of goods than they might find in their more local
market and traders could buy goods wholesale. Prices also tended to be cheaper
because there was more competition between sellers of specific items. Fairs boomed
in France, England, Flanders, and Germany in the 12th and 13th centuries CE, with
one of the most famous areas for them being the Champagne region of France.
The fairs which were held in June and October in Troyes, May and September in
Saint Ayoul, at Lent in Bar-sur-Aube, and in January at Lagny were encouraged by
the Counts of Champagne who also provided policing services and paid the salaries
of the army of officials who supervised the fairs. Traders of wool, cloth, spices,
wine, and all manner of other goods gathered from across France and even came
from abroad, notably from Flanders, Spain, England, and Italy. Some of these fairs
lasted up to 49 days and brought in a healthy revenue to the Counts; such was their
importance, French kings even guaranteed to protect merchants travelling to and
from the fairs. Not only did the fairs of Champagne become famed across Europe but
they were a great boost to the international reputation of Champagne wine (at that
time still not the sparkling drink that Dom Pérignon would pioneer in the 17 th
century CE).
For many ordinary people, fairs anywhere were a great highlight of the year. People
usually had to travel more than a day to reach their nearest fair and so they would
stay one or two days in the many taverns and inns which developed around them.
There were public entertainments such as the dancing girls of Champagne and all
kinds of performing street artists as well as a few more unsavoury aspects such as
gambling and prostitution that gave the fairs a poor reputation with the Church. By
the 15th century CE trade fairs had gone into decline as the possibilities for people to
buy goods everywhere and at any time had greatly increased.

6.3.3 The Expansion of International Trade
Trade in Europe in the early Middle Ages continued to some degree as it had under
the Romans, with shipping being fundamental to the movement of goods from one
end of the Mediterranean to the other and via rivers and waterways from south to
north and vice versa. However, the extent of international trade in this early period is
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disputed among historians. There was a movement of goods, especially luxury goods
(precious metals, horses, and slaves to name a few), but in what quantities and
whether transactions involved money, barter, or gift-exchange is unclear. Jewish and
Syrian merchants may have filled the gap le by the demise of the Romans up to the
7th century CE while the Levant also traded with North Africa and the Moors in
Spain. It is probable that international trade still remained the affair of only the elite
aristocracy and it supported economies rather than drove them.
Into the 9th century CE, a clearer picture of international trade begins to emerge. The
Italian city-states, under the nominal rulership of the Byzantine Empire, began to
take over the trade networks of the Mediterranean, particularly Venice and Amal
who would later be joined by Pisa and Genoa and suitable ports in southern Italy.
Goods traded between the Arab world and Europe included slaves, spices, perfumes,
gold, jewels, leather goods, animal skins, and luxury textiles, especially silk. Italian
cities specialised in the exports of cloths like linen, unspun cotton, and salt (goods
which originally came from Spain, Germany, northern Italy, and the Adriatic). There
developed important inland trading centres like Milan which then passed on goods to
the coastal cities for further export or more northern cities. The trade connections
across the Mediterranean are evidenced in descriptions of European ports in the
works of Arab geographers and the high numbers of Arab gold coinage found in, for
example, parts of southern Italy.
In the 10th and 11th centuries CE, Northern Europe also exported internationally, the
Vikings amassing large numbers of slaves from their raids and then selling them on.
Silver was exported from the mines in Saxony, grain from England was exported to
Norway, and Scandinavian timber and fish were imported in the other direction.
After the Norman Conquest of Britain in 1066 CE, England switched trade to France
and the Low countries, importing cloth and wine and exporting cereals and wool
from which Flemish weavers produced textiles.
As the Italian trio of Venice, Pisa, and Genoa gained more and more wealth, so they
spread their trading tentacles further, establishing trading posts in North Africa, also
gaining trade monopolies in parts of the Byzantine Empire and, in return for
providing transport, men and fighting ships for the Crusaders, a permanent presence
in cities conquered by Christian armies in the Levant from the 12th century CE. In
the same century, the Northern Crusades provided southern Europe with yet more
slaves. Also travelling south were such precious metals as iron, copper, and tin. The
13th century CE witnessed more long-distance trade in less valuable, everyday goods
as traders benefitted from better roads, canals, and especially more technologically
advanced ships; factors which combined to cut down transportation time, increase
capacity, reduce losses and make costs more attractive. In addition, when the goods
arrived at their point of sale, more people now had surplus wealth thanks to a
growing urban population who worked in manufacturing or were traders themselves.
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6.3.4 Trading Ports & Regulation
International business was now booming as many city-ports established international
trading posts where foreign merchants were allowed to live temporarily and trade
their goods. In the early 13th century CE Genoa, for example, had 198 resident
merchants of which 95 were Flemish and 51 French. There were German traders on
the famous (and still standing) Rialto bridge of Venice, in the Steelyard area of
London, and the Tyske brygge quarter of Bergen in Norway. Traders from Marseille
and Barcelona permanently camped in the ports of North Africa. Economic
migration reached such numbers that these ports developed their own consulates to
protect the rights of their nationals and shops and services sprang up to meet their
particular tastes in food, clothing, and religion.
With this growth, trade relations became more complex between states and rulers,
with middlemen and agents added to the mix. Trading expeditions were financed by
rich investors who, if they put up all the initial capital, often got 75% of the profits,
the rest going to the merchants who amassed the goods and then shipped them to
wherever they were in demand. This arrangement, used for example by the Genoese,
was called a commenda. An alternative setup, the societas maris, was for the investor
to provide two-thirds of the capital and the merchant the rest. The profits would then
be split 50-50. Behind these major investors, there developed consortiums of smaller
investors who put up their money for a future return but who could not afford to pay
for a whole expedition. Thus, there developed sophisticated mechanisms of
borrowing and lending, which involved a very large number of families in the Italian
cities, in particular. There were more and more financial instruments to tempt
investors and extend credit such as credit notes, bills of exchange, maritime
insurance, and shares in companies.
Trade was now assuming the guise we would recognise today with well-established
businesses run by generations of merchants from the same family (for example, the
Medici of Florence). There were increased efforts at standardisation in product
quality and helpful treatises on how to compare weights, measurements, and coins
across different cultures. State control increased with a codification of customary
trade laws and regulations and, so too, the now all-too-familiar imposition of taxes,
duties, and protectionist quotas. Finally, there was, as well, advice on how to best get
around these regulations, as mentioned in this extract on Constantinople’s trade
officials, taken from the 14th-century CE Florentine trader Francesco Balducci
Pegolotti’s guide to world trade, La Practica della Mercatura:
Remember well that if you show respect to customs officials, their clerks
and ‘turkmen’ (sergeants), and slip them a little something or some
money, they will also behave very courteously and will tax the goods that
you later bring by them lower than their real value.
By the mid-14th century CE, the Italian city-states were even trading with as distant
partners as the Mongols, although this increase in global contact brought unwanted
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side effects such as the Black Death (peaked 1347-52 CE) that entered Europe via
the rats which infested Italian trading ships. Undeterred, European pioneers - both
religious and commercial - would head o into the other direction, and so the Cape
Verde Islands were discovered by the Portuguese in 1462 CE and three decades later
Christopher Columbus would open up the way to the New World. Next, in 1497 CE,
Vasco da Gama boldly sailed around the Cape of Good Hope to reach India so that
by the end of the Middle Ages, the world was suddenly a much more connected
place, one which would bring riches for a few and despair for many.
Check Your Progress
1) Write a note on the contribution of Medieval town of Europe.
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2) Discuss the development of trade and commerce in the Medieval of Europe.
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…………………………………………………………………………………………
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6.4

LET US SUM UP

Europe in the Middle Ages was dynamic and prosperous. Such widespread
prosperity had not been seen since the Pax Romana. In certain respects it would not
be seen again until the dawn of modern times. When we talk about the society,
government, politics, culture, art, architecture, trade and literature of Medieval
Europe, we want to have in mind a picture of this growing, expanding Europe.
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6.5

KEY WORDS

Champagne : a white sparkling wine from Champagne.
Regrators : a person who regrates or buys up commodities in advance and sells
them for a higher price, specially during a crisis.

6.6

ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS EXERCISES

Check Your Progress
1) See sec. 6.2
2) See sec. 6.3
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OBJECTIVES

After reading this unit you will be able to know about;





7.1

the circumstances led to the origin and growth of Feudalism,
various forms and Structure of Feudalism,
different evolutionary phases of Feudalism in Europe, and
reasons for the decline of Feudalism.

INTRODUCTION

Feudalism was a combination of legal and military customs in medieval Europe that
flourished between the 9th and 15th centuries. Broadly defined, it was a way of
structuring society around relationships derived from the holding of land in exchange
for service or labour. Although derived from the Latin word feodum or feudum (fief),
then in use, the term feudalism and the system it describes were not conceived of as a
formal political system by the people living in the Middle Ages. The classic
definition, by François-Louis Ganshof (1944), describes a set of reciprocal legal and
military obligations among the warrior nobility revolving around the three key
concepts of lords, vassals and fiefs.
A broader definition of feudalism, as described by Marc Bloch (1939), includes not
only the obligations of the warrior nobility but also those of all three estates of the
realm: the nobility, the clergy, and the peasantry bound by manorialism; this is
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sometimes referred to as a "feudal society". Since the publication of Elizabeth A. R.
Brown's "The Tyranny of a Construct" (1974) and Susan Reynolds's Fiefs and
Vassals (1994), there has been ongoing inconclusive discussion among medieval
historians as to whether feudalism is a useful construct for understanding medieval
society.

7.2

DEFINITION OF FEUDALISM

There is no commonly accepted modern definition of feudalism, at least among
scholars. The adjective feudal was coined in the 17th century, and the
noun feudalism, often used in a political and propaganda context, was not coined
until the 19th century, from the French féodalité (feudality), itself an 18th-century
creation.
In a classic definition by François-Louis Ganshof (1944), feudalism describes a set
of reciprocal legal and military obligations among the warrior nobility, revolving
around the three key concepts of lords, vassals and fiefs, though Ganshof himself
noted that his treatment related only to the "narrow, technical, legal sense of the
word".
A broader definition, as described in Marc Bloch's Feudal Society (1939), includes
not only the obligations of the warrior nobility but those of all three estates of the
realm: the nobility, the clergy, and those living by their labour, most directly
the peasantry bound by manorialism; this order is often referred to as "feudal
society", echoing Bloch's usage.
Outside of a European context, the concept of feudalism is often used by analogy,
most often in discussions of feudal Japan under the shōguns, and sometimes Zagwe
dynasty in medieval Ethiopia, which had some feudal characteristics (sometimes
called "semi-feudal"). Some have taken the feudalism analogy further, seeing
feudalism (or traces of it) in places as diverse as Spring and Autumn
period in China, ancient Egypt, the Parthian empire, the Indian subcontinent and
the Antebellum and Jim Crow American South. Wu Ta-k'un argued that
China's fengjian, being kinship-based and tied to land controlled by the king, were
entirely distinct from feudalism. This despite the fact that in translation fengjian is
frequently paired in both directions with feudal.
The term feudalism has also been applied—often inappropriately or pejoratively—to
non-Western societies where institutions and attitudes similar to those
of medieval Europe are perceived to prevail. Some historians and political theorists
believe that the term feudalism has been deprived of specific meaning by the many
ways it has been used, leading them to reject it as a useful concept for understanding
society.
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7.3

FORM AND STRUCTURE OF FEUDALISM

Feudal society had a hierarchical structure in which individuals had their designated
positions. King was at the top of this structure who bestowed fiefs or estates on a
number of lords. The lords distributed fiefs to a number of vassals who had their
specified duties and obligations. The knights were at the bottom of this hierarchy and
performed military duties. The whole system worked on strong bonds of personal
loyalty and allegiance.
We will familiarise you with the position of Lords and Vassals and the nature of
bonds between them. The nature of fiefs and tenements would be discussed. The
conditions of cultivators and tenants with a manor will also be discussed. We will
also introduce you to the institution of knights in the feudal set up.

7.3.1

Lords, Vassals and Homage

The legal complex of acts by which one free man placed himself in the protection of
another was known as commendation. It involved a series of obligations binding on
both parties. The person who commended himself was called a vassal and assumed
the obligation of serving and respecting his superior, whom he called his lord, with
the reservation that this service and respect was compatible with the maintenance of
his status as a free man. The lord on his part agreed to assume the obligation of
providing maintenance and protection to the vassal. The validity of commendation
depended on the precise accomplishment of the formalities that accompanied these
acts.
The primary rite of commendation was known as homage, which all classes
performed during the Merovingian period but came to be limited under the
Carolingian kings to the members of the aristocratic class. Two elements were
comprised in the act of homage: immixito manuum (the rite in which the vassal,
generally kneeling, bareheaded and unarmed, placed his clasped hands between the
hands of his lord, who closed his own hands over them) and volo or the declaration
of intention, whereby the placing of the vassal‘s person at the lord‘s disposition and
the lord‘s acceptance of this surrender was verbally expressed.
Reflecting the improvement of the status of vassalage in the middle of the eighth
century, the Carolingians added to the ceremony an oath of fealty (vasal‘s
acknowledgement of fidelity to his lord) to emphasise the fact that the vassals, now
comprising the members of aristocracy, served as free men. The man would take the
oath when he would rise from his knees after performing his act of homage and
while standing, as befit a free man, swear to be loyal to his lord placing his hand on
the Scriptures or on a casket containing holy relics. In fact, the lord might demand
that his vassals repeat such oaths of fealty a number of times, particularly when he
had reason to suspect their loyalty. The act of homage and oath of fealty were held
binding until the death of one of the parties and, once the contract had been
concluded, it could not be unilaterally denounced. In principle at least the contract of
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vassalage was regarded as one freely concluded between the two parties. The doing
of homage and the taking an oath of fealty were fairly frequently accompanied,
especially in France, by a ceremonial kiss (osculum), which was not only a
spectacular way of confirming the obligations contracted by the two parties, but also
lent dignity to the status of the vassal.
During the enfeoffment, usually following the act of homage and the oath of fealty,
an act of investiture used to be performed symbolising the transfer of the property
right and the vassal‘s assumption of the obligations of administering the fief which
he received on this occasion. The rite consisted in the handing over by the lord of
some symbolic object to the vassal. In some cases the object was intended to signify
the act of concession which was taking place, and the lord retained the object
employed, which might be a sceptre, (a staff borne as symbol of personal
sovereignty or imperial authority) wand (slender rod for carrying in hand or setting
in ground) ring, knife, glove etc. In other cases the object remained in the vassal‘s
hands and symbolised the fief itself. It might be a corn-stalk, a piece of earth or turf,
a lance, a banner or a pastoral staff in the case of the investiture of imperial bishops
in Germany and Italy before the Concordat of Worms, and so on. The ceremony of
investiture represented the moment from which the vassal acquired his right in the
fief which was henceforth to be legally protected against any violation. In the later
feudal age, the ceremony of the renunciation of a fief was modelled on this rite,
where the vassal formally divested himself of the fief by handing over the lord the
same object which had been used for the original investiture.
The idea of fealty implied, in its negative aspect, the principal obligation of the
vassal of abstaining from any act which might constitute a danger to the person,
property and honour of his lord. The positive aspect of the vassal‘s duty was to
render certain services to the lord usually classified as aid (auxilium) and counsel
(consilium).
Military service was the essential element in the category of aid. The lord possessed
vassals in order that he might have soldiers at his disposal, and the institution had a
distinctly military character. According to specific settlements, some vassals were
bound to render personal service only, while others were bound to serve with a fixed
number of knights, who would generally be their own vassals. From the eleventh
century onwards, these quotas generally bore some relation to the importance of the
fief held by the vassal. By that time, the vassals were also able to impose on the lords
the conditions that they could only be held to a certain number of (often forty) days
of service, beyond which the lord could only retain them by paying wages. In
addition to its purely military aspect, the obligation of auxilium covered duties in the
administration of the manor or in the lord‘s household, the carrying of messages, the
providing of escorts, and rendering financial aid to the lord in case of need. The
payment of the lord‘s ransom if he were captured, the knighting of his eldest son, the
marriage of his eldest daughter, and his departure on a crusade were the most
common occasions for such aids. Consilium indicated the obligation to give counsel
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imposed upon the vassal the duty of meeting with his lord, usually in company with
the lord‘s other vassals, whenever the lord might summon him. Tradition limited
such gatherings to two or three a year. One of the most important of this duty of
counsel consisted of judging, under the presidency of the lord, the cases which came
before the latter‘s court.
The lord, on the other hand, owed to his vassal the obligations of protection and
maintenance. The first implied that the lord was bound to defend his vassal against
the latter‘s enemies both in cases of unjust military attack and in a court of law.
Generally, if the vassal had been granted a fief, the lord was bound as the grantee to
warrant the vassal its possession by defending it against any attempts which might be
made to deprive him of it. As far as maintenance was concerned, its primarily object,
from the lord‘s point of view, was the necessity of making it possible for the vassal
to provide the service, and in particular the military service, which he owed him. The
lord might provide the maintenance either by keeping the vassal in his court and
household or by granting him a fief. However, by the eleventh century most of the
vassals were beneficed and not purely domestic, though the grant of a benefice did
not necessarily exclude other forms of maintenance at the lord‘s expense.
The mutual obligations created by homage and fealty were of a personal character,
and so could affect nobody outside the two contracting parties. No legal relationship
was therefore recognised between the lord and the sub-vassal. A vassal might be
bound to bring to his lord‘s service some or all of his own vassals, but the latter had
no direct obligation towards their ‗suzerain‘, as the lord of a lord came to be termed
in late medieval France. There was, however, one important exception to this general
rule. When a lord died without a certain heir, his vassals were regarded as the vassals
of his lord until an heir to the deceased was legally established. In other words, the
rights of a lord in the fiefs of his vassals necessarily reverted on his death without
heirs to the lord of whom he ultimately held those fiefs.
Although in theory provisions of sanctions existed in the case of one party failing in
his obligations, up to the twelfth and thirteenth centuries they were usually quite
ineffective and in practice the conflicts which followed such breaches of agreement
were most often settled by recourse to arms. Confiscation of the fief was of course a
necessary consequence of the breach of fealty, since the grant of the fief was
conditioned by the contract and obligations of vassalage. In reality, however, the
progressive development of the rights of the vassal over his fief made confiscation
difficult, and in twelfth century France the temporary ‘seizure’ or ‘occupation’ of the
fief was developed as a less drastic sanction.

7.3.2

Fiefs, Tenements and Allods

The lord or the chief of a group of vassals could either keep the vassal in his own
house and feed, clothe and equip him at his own expense, or he could endow him
with an estate or a regular income derived from land and leave him to provide for his
own maintenance. The tenure granted freely by a lord to his vassal in order to
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procure for the latter the maintenance which was his due and to provide him with the
means of furnishing his lord with the services required by his contract of vassalage
was termed as benefice or fief. Household vassals perhaps represented an older type
of relationship than the beneficed vassals, but from the Carolingian period a great
increase in the distribution of the benefices took place. This was the case because on
the one hand, the regular provisioning of a fairly large group proved a rather difficult
undertaking for the lord. On the other hand, many of the vassals needed independent
revenues which, associated with the political authority they already exercised, would
enable them to operate in conditions consistent with their prestige. Moreover, a
vassus domincus was supposed to pass the greater part of his time in his province,
exercising his supervisory functions.
A fief normally consisted of a landed estate, which could vary greatly in size. But a
fief might also be some form of public authority, or a duty or right, including the
right to tolls and market dues, the rights of minting and justice, the functions of
advocate, mayor, provost, receiver, and so on. These fiefs which had no territorial
basis but consisted in the right to certain payment made at regular intervals were
known as money fiefs. They existed in France, Germany and the Low Countries
from the eleventh century onwards, but it was the English monarchy under the
Normans and the Angevins that made the most extensive and systematic uses of such
money fiefs. In the tenth and eleventh centuries, the lay vassals often held churches –
abbeys, parish churches, chapels – amongst their fiefs. This allowed them the profits
of the tithe, the endowments of the church, and even in some cases the income
arising from the spiritual offices themselves (offerings of the faithful, church dues
etc). One of the major objects of the eleventh century reform movements was the
abolition of this kind of fief, and they were partially successful in checking and
limiting the practice.
The nature of the rights enjoyed by the two parties, the lord and the vassal, did not
remain the same across the centuries. The processes of patrimonialisation and
subinfeudation considerably modified these rights. At the very beginning of the
feudal period the lord held the ownership rights as envisaged in the Roman law,
while the vassal was invested with rights corresponding to the Roman idea of
usufruct which consisted merely of using and enjoying the fief and appropriating its
produce. The situation began to change substantially from the ninth century as the
effective occupation of the fief enabled the vassal to strengthen and buttress his real
right over the land, and correspondingly, the power of the lord tended to decline.
This was most evident in the way the fiefs came to be regarded as part of the
patrimony or hereditary property of the vassals. Originally parcelled out as a form of
life tenure that essentially represented a stipend, in theory the death of a vassal
always brought the enfeoffment to an end and the legal rights of the lord over the fief
revived in their entirety. Since vassalage was not transmitted by inheritance, the
remuneration of the vassal could also not take on a hereditary character. But what
generally occurred in practice was that an heir immediately occupied a fief left
vacant by the predecessor from whom he hoped to inherit, and then addressed his
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request to the lord for investiture within a certain time limit determined by the local
custom. The lords continually insisted on, but usually abstained from implementing,
the principle of revocability. Because, in refusing the father‘s fief to the son the lord
not only ran the risk of discouraging new commendations, he was also in the danger
of provoking a serious reaction from his other vassals who nurtured similar
expectations. In western France and Burgundy, as an upshot of the early weakening
of the royal power, the benefices formed out of public offices were among the first to
become hereditary. The process was relatively rapid and widespread in the whole of
France, and rather slow and arrested in Germany and north Italy, and became general
in England only in the twelfth century. Nevertheless, by the end of the twelfth
century the investiture of the son in succession to the father acquired a legal status
almost everywhere.

Inheritance of Fiefs
As long as the inheritance of fiefs had not become an established custom, the lord
could demand some recompense from the aspiring candidate before admitting him as
a vassal to fealty and homage and investing him with the fief. The payment which
the lord exacted on this account was commonly known as ‗relief‘, which could vary
– depending upon the importance of the particular fief in question – from a horse and
the equipment of a knight to one year‘s revenue of the fief. The ecclesiastical
tenements, however, were free from the
seigniorial exactions arising out of the lord‘s occasional rights connected with a
breach of the continuity of possession. In the case of a fief descending by hereditary
succession to a minor, either the nearest relative of the heir became a vassal of the
lord and having been invested with the fief saw to the upkeep and education of the
heir during his minority, or the lord himself was permitted by custom to take over the
fief for the time being and enjoy its usufruct, on condition of providing for the
maintenance and education of the minor heir.
However, in both cases the child had the right, on attaining his majority, of
demanding to be allowed to do homage and take the oath of fealty and so obtain for
himself the investiture of the fief. Although originally women were entirely excluded
from any right of feudal succession, by the end of the tenth century numerous cases
of female succession were being admitted. In southern France and the Low Countries
the custom came to be accepted at a relatively early date than it was in Germany.
It was the growing patrimonialisation of the fief that considerably resisted the legal
idea of a fief being an indivisible right, and thus accelerated the process of
subinfeudation. According to Ganshof, the more a vassal came to regard a fief as one
of the elements in his personal fortune, the more he regarded it as natural that, like
any other family possession, all his children should benefit from it. Consequently,
the practice of partitioning fiefs was gradually established over the greater part of
France and Germany, although in England the custom of male primogeniture was
predominant. Along with indivisibility, the principle of inalienability also lost its
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force. With the property element in the complex of feudal relationship becoming
increasingly preponderant, the engagements and obligations attached to property
rights ceased to be personal services and instead became attached to alienable
property which might be sold to the highest bidder. Originally, the subinfeudation of
all or part of the fief was certainly not permitted to the vassal without the lord‘s
authorisation. But from the tenth century onwards in France, from the eleventh in
Germany and after the Norman Conquest in England, cases of the gift or sale of fiefs
by vassals seem to have been generally and freely practised without any intervention
on the lord‘s part. Initially, the vassal would have to resign his fief into the hands of
his lord, who would then invest the new candidate with it after having received his
fealty and homage. But eventually such complicated rites of resignation and reinvestiture came to be abandoned since the lords could no more effectively oppose
the alienation of fiefs. Nevertheless, the lord retained the right of exacting a payment
on the occasion of a change of holder, and their explicit consent was still considered
as essential. The lord‘s right of pre-emption, that is, his right to substitute himself if
he wished for the purchaser by paying him back the price which he had paid for the
fief, was also safeguarded. However, the right of disposal eventually became much
more restricted in the case of the lord than it had in that of the vassal.
Before the end of the ninth century multiple vassalage came into practice. The
practice of a vassal doing homage to several lords became rampant in France in the
tenth and in Germany in the eleventh centuries. Several attempts were made to
prevent this plurality of allegiance from too seriously weakening the binding force of
the tie of dependence. Among them most significant was the system of liegeancy that
by the end of the eleventh century was widespread in France, England, southern Italy
and parts of Germany. In this system, it was recognised that there was one among the
multiple lords of a vassal who must be served with the full strictness of early
vassalage. This lord was called the liege lord who usually provided the largest
benefice to the vassal. Gradually, however, even liege homage got multiplied.
Fief involved an obligation of service which contained a very definite element of
professional specialisation and individual action. In this respect, it was sharply
distinct from the villein tenement which was burdened with labour services and rents
in kind. The usual villein tenement, ranging between ten to thirty acres, was
distributed in scattered acre-strips in the two or three open fields of the manor. These
holdings were deemed in law to be at the will of the lord, but in practice were often
protected by the local custom and generally subjected to quasi-legal rules of
possession and inheritance on the payment of a tax.

Allods
While feudal tenure – the villein tenements and the fiefs — was certainly the most
common mode of holding land, it was not the only form of real property rights.
There were the allods‘, which remained independent to a significant degree owing to
the porous and limited nature of the feudal network of dependent ties. The allodial
right was one of complete ownership, not subject to any conditions of service or
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payment. While from the tenth century onwards, the feudal tenure rapidly spread at
the expense of the allodial rights, the latter continued to survive particularly in
southern France and Germany. Marc Bloch argues that in the countries where
feudalism was an importation it was much more systematically organised than in
those where its development had been more deeply rooted in local traditions. Hence,
neither in Syria nor in England the allod was permitted. All land was held of a lord
and this unbroken chain led link by link to the king. For most of Europe, however,
independent peasant holdings were common enough. It must be clarified that they
did not fully escape the economic exploitation of the seigneurial class who controlled
the local markets and the regional economy as a whole. Frequently, the allodialists
had to pay levies directly or indirectly through an intermediary. Their small
individual or collective scale also made their economies vulnerable to the vagaries of
the predominant feudal economy.

7.3.3

Manors

The fundamental unit of economic production as well as social life in the feudal
order was the manor. A manor was first and foremost an agglomeration of small
dependent farms directly subjected to the authority of a lord and farmed by serfs or
peasant cultivators bound to the soil. Its origins can be traced back to the Roman
institution of colonate or villae continuing to survive in Frankish Gaul and Italy in a
recognisable form. But the acquisition of new powers by the manors through the
fusion of different kinds of tenures and the transference of m any allods to the
control of a powerful individual coincided only with the development of the feudal
nexus. Manors expanded both by force and contracts.
The estates were relatively small clearings among large stretches of forest and
wastelands. In a characteristic manor the village was composed of peasant
households clustered together in crude homes around the nucleus of a church, grist
and stone mill, blacksmith shop, winepress, bakery and other facilities. Though the
manorial village was not entirely self-sufficient since certain essential commodities
like salt or metal ware had to be obtained from outside sources, most of the daily
needs of the peasants could be met with the goods produced within the manor.
However, purchases had to be made outside the village, sometimes at long distances
away, for catering to the needs of the lord and his family. The village was usually
located in the centre of the arable land, somewhere near the most convenient water
supply. Peasants as a rule lived, worked and died within the lord‘s estate and were
buried in the village churchyard. The world of the medieval peasant was essentially
the world and experience of the manor estate.
In stark contrast to the dark, damp and windowless single-roomed peasant homes
made of mud brick and straw stood the lord‘s spacious castle or the large and well
defended manor house. Although the invasions were contained and eventually
defeated in the course of the tenth century, the anxiety of lords to preserve,
consolidate and expand their lordships led to small-scale arms races with neighbours.
Wars were fought for plunder as well as conquest. The essential elements for the
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attacker were surprise and mobility, while the effective response for the defender
was to keep wealth and human resources in well fortified and well-garrisoned places.
Campaigns were by and large limited to the months immediately before the harvest
and wasting the countryside was considered an effective ploy to bring pressure on
the enemy. Particularly the high middle ages saw expensive developments in the
construction of fortifications. When a rival lord attacked a manor, the peasants
usually found protection inside the walls of the castle.
The rest of the manor typically consisted of the arable (utilised by two or three-field
rotation system), the meadowland (necessary to feed the draught animals) and the
wasteland (used for summer pasture for animals of the whole manor and also
providing wood, nuts, berries, honey, rabbits to the community). Farmland was
generally divided into strips of ploughed land, worked communally by the peasants.
Crops and peasant holdings were thus scattered in the different fields of the manor.
Surrounding agricultural land lay mostly open fields, forests and wasteland, and a
large amount of land known as the commons — land open to all to graze their
animals on, gather firewood from, trap, fish and hunt from.
The majority of the manorial population was a vast body of servile peasantry of
diverse origins, although over the course of the centuries the traces of the distinction
mostly disappeared for all practical purposes. The word ‘serf’ was used to denote the
lowest stratum of this body – who were not simply tenants of land which they did not
own, but legally had no freedom of movement, of buying and selling land and
commodities, of disposing of their own labour, of marrying and founding a family,
and of leaving property to their heirs. In reality a villein had little difference from a
serf though he was supposed to enjoy the privileges of a freedman except in his
relationship to his lord against whom he had no civil claims. One source of feudal
serfdom undoubtedly was the slavery of the ancient world and the Dark Ages. When
the Roman landowners began to parcel out vast portions of their former latifundia,
which had ceased to be profitable under direct exploitation, they allotted a certain
number of indivisible tenements (mansi) to their slaves in exchange for tithes on
crops, service in the lord‘s own fields and various other types of dues. The control of
social justice and the offer of ‘protection’ were also used to reduce free peasants to
servitude, making them hereditarily bound to their tenements and liable to arbitrary
levies and labour services. Poor harvests and flight from the invaders of course led
some freemen to surrender their liberty, but the pressure from above was probably
more powerful than the consent from below. As David Whitton points out, the most
rapid subjection of the peasantry came not in the tenth century, the period of
maximum volatility, but rather in the eleventh when harvests were improving.
The servile peasantry was bound to fulfil several obligations for the lord. Every
villein household had to send a labourer to do work on the lord‘s farm for about half
the number of days in the week. The principal of the many requirements of the
demesne was ploughing the fields belonging to the lord, and for such ploughing the
villein had not only to appear personally as a labourer, but to bring his oxen and
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plough as well. In the same way the villeins had to go through the work of harrowing
with their harrows, and of carrying the harvest in their wains and carts. Carrying
duties, in carts and on horseback, were also distributed. Then came innumerable
varieties of manual work for the erection and keeping up of hedges, the preservation
of dykes, canals, ditches and roads, the thrashing and garnering of corn, the tending
and shearing of sheep and so forth. Exceedingly burdensome services were required
at times of mowing and reaping. The villein, besides being tied to the soil (which
meant that he could not leave the manor without the lord‘s consent), was subject to
the servile fine of merchet (for marriage) on his daughter‘s marriage and to the
exaction of his best beast as ‗heriot‘ (mainmorte) or inheritance tax. He had to gain
the consent of the lord as well as pay a small fee before his marriage. A lord could
also select a wife for his serf and force him to marry her. Moreover,
there were other substantial dues to be paid to the lord: the annual capitation or head
tax (literally, a tax on existence), the taille (a money levy on the serf‘s property), and
the heriot (an inheritance tax). Lastly, medieval serfs paid a number of banalities
which were taxes paid to use the lord‘s mills, ovens and presses. As far as the clergy
was concerned, the villeins had to render hens, eggs, wax, and other special
payments to them on several occasions besides paying the regular tax of tithe for the
upkeep of the church.
While it was assumed that everything a villein possessed was the property of his lord
and liable to be resumed by him, there existed a considerable section of freeholders
within the manor. These were the tenants who stood to the lord in a relation of
definite agreement, paying certain fixed rents or performing certain specified
services which, though burdensome, did not amount to the general obligation of rural
labour incumbent on the villeins. The freeholders could seek and in some cases
obtain protection for their rights in the royal courts and thereby acquired a privileged
position in regard to holdings, dues and services vis-à-vis the villeins. However, the
legal distinction between the tenants in a relation of contract with their Lord and the
tenants in a relation of customary subjection must not be overstated. The freeholders
had not only to take part in the management of the manorial village community but
also to conform to its decisions. They were not free in the sense of being able to use
their plots as they liked, to manage their arable and pasture in severalty, to keep up a
separate and independent husbandry. If they transgressed against the rules laid down
by the community, they were liable to pay fines. Dues of all kinds, indeed, pressed
equally on the villeins and the freemen. Both sections joined to frame the by-laws
and to declare the customs that ruled the life of the village and its intricate economic
practices.
Here it is necessary to point out that over time an internally differentiated body of
manorial staff grew, often out of the class of the villeins and freeholders, to ensure
efficient management of the manorial economy. This staff comprised the stewards
and seneschals who had to act as overseers of the whole, to preside in the manorial
courts, to keep accounts, to represent the lord on all occasions; the reeves who acted
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as a kind of intermediary between the villagers and the lord and led the organisation
of rural services; the beadles and radknights or radmen who had to serve summonses
and to carry orders; the various warders, such as the hayward, who superintended
hedges, the Woodward for pastures and wood, the sower and the thrasher; the graves
of moors and dykes who looked after canals, ditches and drainage; the ploughmen
and herdsmen, employed for the use of the demesne‘s plough-teams and herds. It
was in the interest of the lord himself to strengthen the customary order which
prevented the powerful intermediaries from ruining the peasantry by extortion and
arbitrary rule. From the twelfth century this led to the enrolments of custom as to
holdings and services. They constituted a safeguard for the interests both of the
tenants and of the lord. This growth of the manorial staff was surely indicative of the
emerging differentiation within the peasantry.

7.3.4

Knights, Tournaments and Chivalry

However, ―the agents of the seigneurial exploitation – the phrase is Georges
Duby‘s were the knights. A knight was essentially a mounted warrior in the service
of his liege-lord. Using the speed and momentum of a charge, the horse could
trample his rider‘s enemies and the rider could use the long lance to injure his foes
while he remained out of reach of their weapons. Then, with all speed, the knight
could ride off, only to return for another deadly attack. This technique had the most
devastating effect when the cavalry worked together in formation. The horsemounted soldier was therefore of immense significance to an army and of great value
to the lords during the period when kingdoms and estates struggled to survive in the
face of constant threat of invasion by nomadic tribes and aggressive neighbours.
They garrisoned the castle in rotation and all rallied to its defence in time of danger.
They were frequently used also in intimidating and forcing peasants into paying dues
etc. The position of the feudal knights was far more socially buttressed than their
Roman predecessors, the equites.
A boy destined for knighthood had to undergo a long and careful training. At the age
of seven he was taken from his mother‘s keeping, and sent to the castle of one of the
great nobles to be educated with the lord‘s own children and other high-born boys.
Hence the duty of respecting God and the ladies was at once impressed upon him by
the women of the household, whom he served as a page. Masters taught him some
book learning, Latin and foreign languages, knowledge of music, singing, and the art
of making rhymes. Great value was placed upon good manners, as courtesy was one
of the most essential characteristics of a knight. Even lighter accomplishments, such
as dancing and playing at chess, tables and other games, were not despised. Physical
culture was, however, the most important part of his training. From the age of
fourteen, when he was promoted to the rank of a squire, he was gradually taught to
use knightly weapons, to bear the weight of knightly armour, to ride, to jump, to
wrestle, to swim, to hunt, to hawk, to joust, and to endure the utmost fatigues of all
kinds. Squires were supposed to attend their lord in his chamber, to serve in the hall,
to taste his food or bear his cup, to keep charge of his horse and arms. Expert squires
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also attended their lords in battle, and took charge of his prisoners. In a few cases,
young men completed their chivalric education by travelling, going to tournaments,
and studying customs in other lands. Usually at the age of twenty-one, the knight
bachelor was accoladed.
From the end of the tenth century, along with hunting deer or wild boar and falconry
tournaments began to emerge as the major amusement of the knights, which was also
a way for warriors to practise working together and rehearse their combat skills. For
the knights looking for service, they provided a proving ground as well. Frequently
legal disputes were settled after the contestants had asked God to grant victory to the
righteous. The tourney proper was an encounter between two bodies of knights while
the joust was a one-on-one combat. Usually they fought in enclosures before an
audience. The opponents were not necessarily enemies. They often fought for the
honour of their ladies or their lieges, or to gain renown in arms for themselves. No
one who had injured the Church, been false to his lord, fled without cause from the
battlefield, made a false oath, committed an outrage on a woman, engaged in trade,
or could not prove his descent from a noble family was to be allowed to take part in a
tournament. The conqueror was entitled to the armour, weapons and horse of the
vanquished, and could also demand a ransom for his person. In the early tourneys no
particular safeguard used to be taken for preventing deaths. The armours and
weapons that were employed in the real battlefield were also used in the
tournaments. However, the mounting financial and human losses that the
tournaments involved and their potential for breeding political conspiracies worried
the princes and the kings. The Church actively tried to ban the dangerous amusement
and even threatened to refuse Christian burial to any knight killed in a tourney. But
the institution had already evolved into a grand popular spectacle with the heralds
announcing it to the public weeks in advance, colourful processions and evening
banquets accompanying it. Prizes were introduced. The minstrels entertained the
crowd. Merchants frequently organised small fairs to attract the numerous visitors.
Therefore, rather than prohibiting tournaments, various measures were developed to
bring them under control. The licensing system in England, devised by Richard I in
1192, was one such attempt. Restrictions were also put on the dangerous form of
combat practice. The joust, where two mounted knights raced towards each other in
a test of skill and nerve, was more and more encouraged to test the horsemanship and
weapons skill of the individual knight. As part of the safety measures, certain special
contrivances such as blunt-tipped lances, coronals, tilt barriers and more protective
armours, gradually evolved.
The tournaments immensely contributed to the fashioning of the idealised code of
conduct for medieval knights which was known as chivalry. Derived from the
French word cheval (horse), the word gradually became associated with ‗chevalier‘
(mounted warrior). It exalted courage and courtesy in battle, generosity to one‘s
inferiors and loyalty to one‘s lord. Bravery, often verging on the border of complete
recklessness, was the fundamental quality in the chivalric code. Even the slightest
insult was to be avenged by blood and no knight could afford any suspicion of
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cowardice or treachery. Honour required that he never failed his lord or avoided a
challenge. The true knight also disdained all tricks in battle and was not supposed to
strike an unarmed or unprepared enemy. If defeated or captured, he could expect
honourable treatment until he was ransomed. Gradually, the involvement of the
Church in the Crusades added love of God and the defence of the Christian
principles to the code of chivalry. By the twelfth century, the meaning of chivalry
was expanded to include courtesy towards women and protection of the defenceless.
Although it was held that a knight ought to help all ladies to the utmost of his power,
especially if they had been deprived of their rights, or were in distress of any kind, he
was expected to choose one as the special object of his attraction. To win her grace,
or to enhance her reputation, he sought adventures, and fought for her both in war
and tournaments. As the famous medieval ballads Mort d’Arthur, Chanson de
Roland and Amadis de Gaul testify, the marvellous adventures and romantic love of
the knights became the favourite themes of the poems of the troubadours and the
minnesingers. However, chivalry might be understood more as a normative guide of
knightly behaviour than as a true reflection of what the knights actually did. With the
development of firearms in the thirteenth century the importance of cavalry and
knightly armours and weapons remarkably declined. In the changed context of the
growing commercial and urban culture knighthood increasingly became an obsolete
order both in terms of efficiency and expense. Chivalry was transformed into a code
of gentlemanly manners in polite society.

7.4

TWO EVOLUTIONARY PHASES IN FEUDALISM

In order to appreciate the complexities of the social and economic life in medieval
Europe feudalism has to be treated more as an evolving process than as a static
structure. The idea of two evolutionary phases in feudalism owes much to the
pioneering research of Marc Bloch. According to him, the first phase, which began
with the establishment of the barbarian successor states on the collapsed political
system of the Roman Empire and lasted until the middle of the eleventh century,
substantially preserved the basic social relations which characterised the late Empire.
This phase corresponds to the organisation of a fairly stable rural territory where
trade was insignificant and uncommon, coins were rare, and a wage-earning class
almost non-existent. Ties of vassalage between the greater and lesser elements
hierarchically linked the territorial aristocracies who monopolised both the social
means of coercion and the regulation of jurisdiction. Most of the peasants were either
completely un-free in the eyes of the law or so dependent in various ways on their
lords that, if they were free, their freedom was a mere formality. In this phase the
agrarian economy was producing very little surplus beyond what was necessary to
support the power and position of the landed aristocracy. Production for market was
low; rents tended to be in labour or in kind; there was little money in circulation; and
there was little effective demand for the luxury commodities of international trade
since upper class incomes were received in produce rather than in cash.
Consequentially, western European life was predominantly rural and localised.
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The second phase, from the mid-eleventh to the early fourteenth century, was the
result of the substantial growth of population, the great land clearances, the
considerable technical progress, the revival of trade, the diffusion of a monetary
economy, and the growing social superiority of the merchant over the producer.
During this period, Bloch argues, the evolution of society and the evolution of the
economy began to move in opposite directions: the former, which was slowing
down, tended to hone the class structure into closed groups, while the latter, which
was accelerating, eventually led to freedom from serfdom and the relaxation of
restrictions on trade and commerce. In the specific context of Maconnais, Georges
Duby places the turning point a century later, about 1160 from when an increase in
the agricultural surplus facilitated a greater involvement in the network of a
monetary economy, an increasing differentiation between urban and rural conditions,
and various forms of the general social upheaval. Jacques Le Goff points out that the
shift from the first to the second feudal age was a remarkably slow and stretched-out
process, and was not evenly or simultaneously accomplished across western Europe.

7.5

DECLINE OF FEUDALISM

Revival and expansion of trade and consequent growth of towns has been conceived
by some scholars as the dominant cause for the decline of feudalism. Level of
technology, agricultural productivity, demographic changes and transformation of
rural scenario are some other issues which were considered important factors which
contributed to the decline of feudalism in varying degrees. It is not possible to
include the views of all the scholars who have worked on this theme therefore we
have selected the main views only. The major scholars whose views have been
included are Henri Pirenne, Maurice Dobb, Kochuru Takahashi, Guy Bois, Marc
Bloch, Georges Duby, Paul Sweezy and Robert Brenner.
Somewhere along the line during the 1960s and 70s, a neo-Malthusian explanation
of the decline of feudalism too was advanced. Malthus had propounded the notion in
the nineteenth century that natural resources like land, forests, water etc. etc. could
sustain a certain quantum of population. Whenever in history the total human
population had exceeded this sustainable level, famines, pestilences, wars etc. have
occurred that would bring the population figures down again to levels that
corresponded to the resources. Some historians, like Emanuel Le Roy Ladurie,
argued that the growing population in medieval Europe had similarly exceeded the
sustainability level of agriculture. Therefore, the famines of 1314-15 and the
devastating pestilence of 1348-51 that caused the Black Death which wiped out
something like a quarter of the European population was such a manifestation of the
Malthusian law. This upset the entire equilibrium in medieval Europe and brought
about the transition to capitalism.
The Malthusian theory has always been subject to great controversy; understandably
therefore the explanation of the collapse of feudalism on this score found sharp
critics. The basic flaw in the Malthusian theory is the assumption that resources are
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relatively inflexible and can sustain only a given level of population. Its critics assert
that resources can always be enhanced through better technology and better
management and the same amount of land, for example, can yield much higher
output with a better method of cultivation. It is therefore fallacious to assume that
population levels in medieval Europe had exceeded what agriculture could sustain.
Such an explanation draws one‘s attention away from social factors arising from the
social structure.
A yet another opening up of the debate on transition to Capitalism appeared first in
the pages of the British journal, Past and Present in the 1970s and early 80s. The new
debate was initiated by an American historian, Robert Brenner with an essay titled
Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Development in Pre-Industrial Europe in
1976. Brenner essentially reiterated the superiority of the classical Marxist
methodology of analysing history in terms of class struggle. Although he was not
directly engaged in discussing the decline of feudalism, but the debate nevertheless
overlapped with this theme inasmuch as it was seeking explanation of the different
paths followed by Britain and France into the world of capitalism. The formulation
of the problem itself has classic Marxist frame of reference. The debate that followed
the publication of the article did not remain confined to Marxist historians alone, nor
did agreements and disagreements remain bound by one‘s ideological loyalties. In
1985, the whole set of papers was published under the title, The Brenner Debate.
Check Your Progress
1) Write a note in five lines on the Origin of Feudalism in Europe.
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
2) Discuss in ten lines about different forms and structure of Feudalism.
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
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3) Give an account on the evolutionary phases of Feudalism. Answer in five lines.
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
4) Explain in five lines the causes for the decline of Feudalism.
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................

7.6

LET US SUM UP

In early formulation feudalism was conceptualised as a method of government and a
way of securing the forces necessary to preserve that method of government. The
feudal system had its own specific forms and structures. The feudal ties involved a
series of obligations binding on Lords, Vassals and peasants. Homage and the
acknowledgement of obligation of fidelity to lord was the governing principle. The
fief in the form of a landed estate was of varying size. It was also in the form of
public authority or a duty or right. Elaborate rules governed the inheritance of fiefs
where lords had their defined powers. The peasantry within a manor had a sort of
stratification some enjoying rights and others completely subjugated. The cultivators
were subjected to heavy land tax and various cesses. The institution of knights
evolved out of the need for armed power to protect the manors and suppress dissent
inside it. Henri Pirenne established the centrality of trade in rise and decline of
feudalism. He believed that the revival of trade and urban centres marked the
beginning of the decline of feudalism. Maurice Dobb challenged the position of
Pirenne and said that trade on its own did not have the force to alter any economic
system. He felt that the cause of decline was the internal crisis of feudalism. Dobb
did concede that the urban centres were rising but he did not link it with the growth
of trade. Dobb saw the collapse of feudalism a result of migration of peasantry to
towns to escape feudal oppression which left landlords helpless.

7.7

KEY WORDS

Accolade

: Bestowal of knighthood.

Angevins

: English kings from Henry II to Richard II.
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Benefice

:Benefic – having favourable influence, benefice
property held by ecclesiastical officer.

Concordat of Worms

: Concordat agreement especially between Church and
State.

Enfeoffment

: Invest person with land or fief under feudal system.

Equites

: Horsemen

Grist

: Corn for grinding.

Investiture

:Formal investing of person (with office) especially
ceremony at which sovereign confers honours.

Joust

: Combat between two knights on horseback.

Lay Vassals

:The church was a lord with extensive lands under its
control; it also gave away some of its revenues to
vassals outside its ranks; these were lay vassals.

Liege

: Allegiance.

Low countries

: Netherlands (Holland), Belgium and Luxembourg.

Normans

: Descendants of mixed Scandinavian and Frankish
people who conquered England in 1066. English Kings
from William I to Stephen.

Page

: Boy in training for knighthood or boy or man
employed to attend to door or go on errands a; sort of
personal attendant.

Primogeniture

: Right of succession belonging to the first born male
child or the eldest son.

Reconquista

: Spanish Portuguese
Reconquesta were major
rulers for the recapture of
regions from the Arabs
centuries.

Reeve

: Manorial supervisor of villeins or minor local
official.

Tithe

:Tax of one tenth, tenth part of annual produce of land
or labour taken for support of clergy and church.

Villein

: Tenant entirely subject to lord or attached to manor.

7.8

word for re-conquest.
wars fought by Christian
Spain and other European
between 11th and 15th

ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS EXERCISES
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1) See sec. 7.1
2) See sec.7.3
3) See sec.7.4
4) See sec.7.5
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