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[Abstract)

Royalty, Aristocracy and Government
by Council in 9"-12" Century France

Yves SASSIER

University de Paris-Sorbonne

The aim of this paper is to trace the outline of the development of the royal entourage during four
centuries, from the ninth to the twelfth century, and to study its role in decision-making processes
as well as its more general function in government. My research focuses on the kingdom of the
West-Franks, one of several kingdoms into which the Romano-Frankish Empire founded a half-
century earlier by Charles the Great and was divided in the year 843.

The composition of the royal entourage is closely related to social realities, especially the
existence of a high aristocracy. This aristocracy was characterized by several factors: rich land
holdings spread all through Frankish Europe; familial solidarity; clusters of armed clientele; multi-
disciplinarity (triple military, administrative and judiciary role) in the royal service; geopolitical
mobility. But the royal entourage was also subordinate to a teleological —and theological — idea.
In the time of Charles the Great and Louis the Pious, the ideological tendency to regard the king’s
job as an institution for serving God and the Church, subordinate to the special duties, became
strong, and observing these duties was supposed to be the condition in which the king had his
legitimacy accepted by the divinity and its representatives on earth, the bishops. Thus actually two
elites existed: one religious and the repository of the words of God, careful to meet the policy of
a king to divine will; the other profane and defined by high territorial functions and supervision
of the population. These two elites formed the royal entourage and participated in decisions-
making.

From the last quarter of the ninth century the Frankish royalty witnessed a profound and
irresistible collapse. The profane elites utilized this context of external and internal insecurity in
order to consolidate their territorial powers, gain access to heredity of office, and increase their
military followers. This collapse of the royalty which attained to the dynastic change of 987 in
favor of Capetians had a lasting impact on governmental mechanisms. The new royal dynasty of
the Capetians was centered in the North of the kingdom (region of Paris, Orléans and the northern
bishoprics) and was only periodically able to rely on the alliance of princes and other lords whose
vassalic loyalty had greatly slackened. The Capetians adapted their entourage to this new reality,
with most territories lost from their hand and high aristocracy uncontrolled. They secured the
support, under normal circumstances, of the feudal lords and the petty knights of their “domain” ,

with the exception of several grand assemblies uniting a handful of secular and ecclesiastic rulers.
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The king’s authority was increased during the twelfth century and during the reign of Philippe
Auguste (1180-1223) who amplified and confirmed this tendency. Then it was from the group of
these “King’s knights” and “clergy of court”, who had close relation with schools of Paris, that
the very faithful servants of monarchy, its first baillis but also its jurists, who in the thirteenth
century applied the revived roman law in the service of the royal “sovereignty”. New elite was
thus born, of a slightly raised social standing but cultivated, with unfailing loyalty in the service
of the king. Notwithstanding the return of princes to large assemblies and their participation in de-
cisions-making with general effect, Capetian royalty became more closely dependent on this new
elite constituting an organism of restrained advisers, who, in the following centuries, formed the

firm core of the specialized services for the monarchy.
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