
One of the differences between mainstream Benedictine Houses and the Cluny 
Houses was the fact that they were not subject to the local bishop. Benedictine 
houses, whether male or female, were ultimately subject to the local bishop. It 
was he who ordinarily would ordain the priests in the monastic community, or 
those priests who would administer to the needs of the nuns. Obviously nuns 
didn't have ordained members. There would be certain priests with the specific 
assignment to recite the mass and hear confession and administer last rites to 
the female members of one of these communities. 
 
This is becoming in 910 a theme that will continue throughout the Middle Ages. 
This is the repeated reform of religious life, whether it be the secular clergy or 
the monastic clergy. We will come back time and again and look at various 
figures who have made a major contribution in this reform movement. It is not 
a continuous movement and is not necessarily coordinated from the top. In the 
910s the Cluniac movement was not organized from the top because the Pope in 
910 was nothing. The Papacy was at its lowest ebb. In the 910s through the 930s 
the Papacy was dominated by this noble family of Tuscany, the Counts of 
Tuscany. One after another the men of this family. They regarded it as their 
family prize. We will come back, we are by no means finished by looking at the 
role of the church.  
 
Q: What area does an archbishop rule over?   
A: An archbishop has his own diocese and that is called an archdiocese. But 
those bishops who are under his authority comprise his province. In the tenth 
century, they are in the process of making this kind of a constitutional aspect of 

church government, but eventually the Papacy is 
going to intrude so that by the thirteenth century, 
the bishops are directly accountable to the Pope 
and the archbishops have been mediatized by the 
Pope.  
 
This is a map of the ecclesiastical divisions in 
France in the tenth century. These would 
essentially be the provinces. Within the Provinces 
you would have the smaller dioceses. Within the 
boundaries of each of those brown outlines, there 
would be the archbishop and several bishops. As I 
indicated, as you move further north the provinces 
become larger and larger. By the time you get to 
England, there are only two provinces: one in York 
and one in Canterbury. In Ireland there is only one 
province and that is Arma. There has to be one in 
Scotland but he doesn't know what it was. There 



were six provinces in Germany and they vary. Some provinces have three 
dioceses, others have over a dozen.  
 
In the Middle Ages, at least in France, these ecclesiastical boundaries 
correspond with the temporal boundaries of counties. The diocese of France are 
coterminal with the counties. Several counties in France would more or less 
comprise a duchy. There aren't duchies everywhere in France but there are 
duchies. That all changes when you get across the Rhine river. It hadn't been a 
part of the Roman world so it hadn't been urbanized as early as Gaul. There are 
no nice, neat boundaries with the civitas and the urban countryside. In the 
world of Charlemagne, the county had the bishop and the Count. Both were 
local authorities that shared the county seat /city and were administrators 
serving the king. However, across the Rhine river things are not as neat and 
tidy.  

 
Charlemagne's 
empire, both 
the German 
side and the 
French side, 
extending 
down into 
Italy and down 
a little bit into 
northern 
Spain, was 
divided into 
about 250 
counties. The 
counties have a 
number of 
names. In 
latin there is 
the word 
pagus, which 
becomes pays 
in France and 
gau in 

Germany. The counties helped Charlemagne administer this vast empire. As I 
have tried to indicate, the counties vary in size. Most counts were what we call 
Austrasian Aristocrats. The Austrasians were the Franks who came from the 
area between the Rhine river and the Meuse river. This was the heartland of 
Charlemagne's family.  



Things aren't any different today. You put people in power that are your family 
or on your side. You don't put people that are under your control into positions 
of power. People from the same area as Charlemagne's family were the same 
ones to whom these countships were given.  
 
One of the major contributions to the understanding and discovery of the 
Middle Ages was all about is associated with a group of scholars that worked at 

the University of Freiberg who 
revolutionized the way we look at the period 
from 800 to 1000. They came up with a 
research method that enabled them to 
reconstruct families even when there were 
no surnames. After 1000, noble families 
begin styling themselves after the family 
fortress. Here you can see a Carolingian 
fortification. That would have been typical of 
the ninth and tenth century.  
 
From the eleventh century onward, the style, 
manner, and technology of building 
fortifications changed. As a result we get 

much more imposing and permanent structures. In Charlemagne's day they were 
all known by various family estates. For the most part families were known by a 
prominent family member and had no surname. They simply had these wooden, 
stockade-type houses where they reside. In the eleventh century they start to 
build more permanently out of stone. They style themselves after this 
fortification. These noble families kind of emerge out of the mists of nowhere.  
 
The leader of that group was an historian named Tellenbach. He taught a whole 
generation of historians how to reconstitute families without having any kind of 
surname. What they developed was called the Leitname theorie.  
 
Most people no longer adhere to the practices that make the Leitname theorie 
possible. We don't do that any more. Going all the way back into the Middle 
Ages it was popular for families, in particular noble families, to use certain 
names over and over again so that in Bishop Adalberon's family, they almost 
never gave that name to the oldest son. It was given to the second or third son 
in the family with the intention that that person would go into the clergy. If I 
showed you the family tree of Gérard of Cambrai or Bishop Adalberon, those 
names would be used over and over again, by nephews, uncles, great uncles, etc.  
The Leading Name or Prominent Name theory. What Tellenbach was able to 
demonstrate was that instead of coming out of nowhere, the nobility go all the 
ay back to the seventh or eighth century. Some of them even go back beyond 



that. He was able to demonstrate this using a number of sources that had not 
been used before. To be able to reconstitute families in a time like this when 
records were not very plentiful is amazing.  
 
As a result of their findings, 
they came up with 111 names 
from only 42 families who 
were active in Carolingian 
government. Of these 52 of 
the 111 families were allied 
with the Carolingian dynasty. 
Virtually all of them came 
from this group of Austrasian 
Franks. They have also found 
26 families from Swabia. Six 
Bavarian counts from two 
families. Six Saxon counts 
from two families. One of 
those Saxon counts will 
eventually produce the 
German kings that rule in 
the tenth and eleventh century. There is a small group of individuals to whom 
this responsibility has been given. 
 
In order to support and pay these individuals for their service as count, 
Charlemagne and his father and even grandfather would give them land that 
would be theirs to use and exploit however they wished while they were in the 
service of the crown. When they were no longer in the service of the crown, 
then the land would be taken away and given to somebody else. The name for it 
is a benefice or beneficium. It was intended to benefit them as long as they 
performed this service as a royal administer. There are just a handful of families 
to whom this responsibility is given. A member of one family might serve as a 
count somewhere and then be shifted somewhere else. These are not lifetime 
appointments. These appointments can also be overturned. The ninth and tenth 
centuries were times of considerable upheaval. It is fun to follow some of these 
counts and their fortunes as they get caught on the wrong side of a rebellion and 
are stripped of the land they have been given by the king. Now the King cannot 
strip their private property, which is called an allod. Just as the royal family has 
property, so too do these other families.  
 
As you might expect, as the grandsons of Charlemagne begin to divide his 
empire. They divided it into thirds in the 840s. By 870, two of those three 
families had pretty much died out. The only surviving family is in the east. So 

Carolingian Empire 481 - 814



this process begins all over again of consolidation and then fragmentation. This 
is going on while the Carolingian empire is being attacked from various sides by 
Vikings, Hungarians, and to a lesser degree the Muslims. Under these 
circumstances it is very difficult for the king to marshal the forces necessary to 
repel these invasions. More and more the responsibility of this falls on local 
leaders, the counts, and even below them. By the end of  the ninth century, 
some of these counts have become very successful, not only in defending their 

own counties but in extending their power 
over their neighbors as well.  
 
One family in particular was extremely adept 
at the art of collecting counties. This family 
is called the Robertians. (Bear in mind we 
do not have actual surnames yet, this is just 
for reference.) Robert the Strong was 
appointed as count over an area to the 
northeast of France, called the Marches of 
Neustria. You will notice in addition to that 
he had managed to gather another 
countship, called the countship of Anjou. He 
has managed to pull a couple of very 
important counties into his hands. He dies 
in 866 and passes this responsibility for 
these counties onto his son Odo / Eudeux / 
Otto. Otto will build on the success of his 
father and will become the Count of Paris. 
As the Count of Paris he is successful in 
withstanding the Viking siege. This flotilla 
of Viking ships sailed up the Seine river and 

the Count of Paris was able to prevent 
them from going any farther by 
putting chains of blockades across the 
river. There is an island right in the 
middle of the Seine river. One of 
them is the Île de la Cité, the island 
on which the royal castle was located 
and the isle on which Notre Dame 
was located. The Count of Paris also 
would have had a residence here. By 
controlling these islands he was able 
to control access around the rive and 

prevent the Vikings from going any further. This is going to enhance his 
reputation a great deal. In 888, he challenges the descendant of Charlemagne, 

Marches of Neustria



in this case his great-grandson, for the throne of France and rules as the King 
for ten short years. He is tricked into leaving Paris in 898 and goes south into 
Aquitaine. While he is gone, some of his enemies put a member of 
Charlemagne's family back on the West Frankish throne.  
 
This is not the end of the Robertian family. Otto's son Robert will briefly claim 
the throne of France in 922-923. He will pass on the family power and prestige 
to his son Hugh the Great. By the time we get to Hugh the Great, you can see 
just how many offices, lands, and powers of authority that a really ambitious, 
aggressive individual could accumulate. He claims the title Duke of Francia. By 
that he means a whole swath of counties going from the Atlantic on the west to 
Germany on the east, with Paris right in the middle. He claims now as Duke  to 
control all the counties in that area. He is the direct overlord of Paris, which 
his father and grandfather also claimed, and the Count of Orléans, which is just 
south of Paris, and the Count of Dreux. These three counties he administers 
directly. He also claims to be overlord for a number of counties. These counties 
are listed above - fourteen counties spread across northern France. Here is a 
man who controls northern France at a time when the King of France doesn't 
even reside in Paris anymore. The King is now residing in Laon. In the tenth 
century he is simply referred to as the King of Laon. He has to ask permission 
to leave his city because it is controlled by someone else.  
 
Here we have this incredibly effective acquisitive family. The Robertians seize 
the throne once in the late eighth century, again in the ninth century and then 
finally in 987 the grandson of Hugh the Great will be chosen by the West 
Frankish Nobles as King. This is Hugh Capet. The men who choose him are 
themselves highly successful acquisitors. Just as we have done with Robert the 
Strong, we could take any of these families back to the point of Charlemagne or 
earlier, and find their allodial property. On top of this they are given land in 
return for serving the King as a count. They had substantial property of their 
own and they are given property as they serve the king as counts. During the 
upheavals after 840 they are going to shake off the control of the king, in some 
cases expand the expense of their neighbors. I have listed some of them (last is 
count of Burgundy).  
 
Count of Vermandois 
Count of Flanders: Today Flanders is the area north of France. It's partly in 
Belgium, partly in the Netherlands. 
Count of Toulouse: Toulouse is in southeast France. Obviously it is related witht 
the city of Toulouse. He becomes a very powerful individual up until the 
destruction of the County of Toulouse during the Genoise crusades in the 1220s. 
Count of Normandy (Reims): He has just begun to play a role in the politics of 
the West Frankish realm from 910-911 onward.  



?? the Dane landed on the shores of northern France and were allowed by the 
King to establish themselves there. They made a land for themselves in the 
province of Normandy with a capital in Rouen. They sit right beside the Seine 
river, so to get to Paris you have to sail pass Rouen. in many ways the kings 
intention by putting them there was to prevent further viking attacks.  
Duke of Aquitaine: Huge section of southeastern France near the Loire river. It 
contains such huge counties as Gascony. It extends all the way from central 
France to the Pyrenees.  
Duchy of Burgundy: southeastern France, near the Rhone river valley, today 
straddling the swiss border / swiss Alps.  
 
These are the powerful individuals who will select Hugh Capet as their king.  
 
The Counts of Anjou are another good illustration of this power-grabbing 
process. If you wonder why Gérard of Cambrai or Bishop Adalberon are writing 
letters to the King of France, keep in mind that Laon is where the king is 
located in 987. You can imagine that the Bishop is having some words because 
he is letting everyone else run the country.  
 
Let's follow the family of Anjou for a minute. We pick them up in the late ninth 
century in the loire valley where one of them was appointed Count, probably by 
Charles Duvall? grandson of Charlemagne. In the early tenth century we have a 
count Fulk the Red. Red hair and ruddy complexion seems to have been a 
characteristic of the House of Anjou. Even Henry VIII has the same qualities, 
and he is a direct descendant of the house of Anjou. He has this reddish brown 
hair and the fiery temperament that goes with it. Fulk the Red appears in the 
records of the time as a powerful individual and built on what his father had 
left by increased it through judicious marriages. He was not afraid to use force 
to hold this together. Fulk the Red was succeeded by his son Fulk the Good, 
who was the count of anjou from 941-960. It was during this period of time that 
the King loses complete control over the office of count. During Charlemagne's 
reign he appointed and dismissed them at his pleasure; the same thing toes on 
under Louis the pious. Under the third generation, under Charlemagne's 
grandsons, we see a little more independence, a little more reluctance to do the 
bidding of the king. By the time of Fulk the Good, the king has lost all power to 
compel them to do anything whatsoever. This is the period where the king is in 
Laon. Obviously if he has to ask permission to leave his own, city, he does not 
have power to compel someone else. Faulk the Good was succeeded by Geoffrey 
Greymantle as Count of Anjou. You'll notice that one of the powerful fmailies is 
the Count of Vermandois. Geoffrey Greymantle marries the heiress of the Count 
of Vermandois, bringing these two powerful counties together, creating a larger 
complex. Just as an indication of how powerful these families were. Not only do 
these 42 families, but most of the bishops. The two sons of Faulk the Good who 



did not become counts, Guy becomes the Bishop of LePuy in 970 and his 
younger brother will succeed him as bishop of that same city. These are very 
powerful families. They not only have claim then to office of count, which is 
becoming hereditary by now, the king is not in a position to challenge them, 
they also claim the right to provide Bishops.  
 
The son of Geoffrey Greymantle and Adelaide of Vermandois is Fulk the Black. 
His reign is a long one as the Count of Anjou is long, 987-1040. He comes to 
power at the age of seventeen, he was already a proven warrior. During those 
fifty-three years as Count of Anjou he built at least thirteen castles, and stone 
castles have a permanence about them that the wooden ones did not have. He 
built them strategically, on the boundary of his neighbors. Then he would use 
that as the springboard until he had eliminated his neighbor. He does this over 
and over and over again. He was very calculating and systematic. We know of 
two such battles he pitched, the Count of Brittany and the Count of Blois. 
When he was not building castles, he was worrying about his soul. The nobility 
of the tenth and eleventh century expect the religious communities to be active 
communities praying for the souls of the laymen, because they are not doing 
things that will earn them the favor of heaven. So he builds at least two abbeys, 
and these family abbeys will be places where he and his descendant are buried. 
They will establish what is known as a chantry or anniversary. Every year on the 
anniversary of their death a special mass is supposed to be said for them. He not 
only builds the monastery but he donates a considerable amount of property. 
Writing an article that is following a couple of families. To see how many 
monasteries they build. On top of this he is still concerned about his soul so he  
goes on at least three pilgrimages to Jerusalem, holing that somehow all of this 
blood he has been spilling can be atoned for by these pious acts.  


