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TThe PPast aand   
PPresent AArthur

LESSON PLAN

Objectives
• To encounter key aspects of the Arthurian legend
• To become acquainted with the dream of a unified England
• To set the stage for the coming struggles over national 

boundaries and identity

Symposium
Students will have already encountered Geoffrey of Mon-

mouth in chapter 18 of History of the Early Middle Ages Book 1. 
There, the selection recounted Arthur’s rise to power: the death 
of Uther (Arthur’s father), Arthur’s coronation, and the new 
king’s conquests of various parts of Europe. We return to King 
Arthur here at the beginning of our journey through the high 
and late Middle Ages because of what he comes to represent at 
this point of time in history. His great achievement in Geoffrey’s History of the Kings of Britain was becoming 
High King and uniting all the British kingdoms under one rule. At the same time, his court came to be 
synonymous with the heights of chivalry: a social structure that brings together the many changes that 
the Normans would introduce to England after the conquest of 1066 (unit VII deals with courtly love, 
and we shall enter Arthur’s court again in the writings of Marie de France, Chrétien de Troyes, and Geof-
frey Chaucer). And so, on the one hand Arthur is the most British of kings, representing both the native 
Celtic population as well as the Anglo-Saxon dream of a united England. But on the other hand, he is so 
thoroughly taken up into the customs, manners, and values of the Norman nobility (which we’ll encounter 
in the ensuing chapters) that the majority of the Arthurian romances will be written in the Anglo-Norman 
dialect of Old French. His court is a legendary and literary melting pot of the major cultures that ulti-
mately became the English.
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So the goal of this unit, and particularly of this chapter, is to help students pivot from the early to the 
high Middle Ages by presenting them with a figure out of the legendary past of England as he is seen 
through the eyes of what England will become after the Norman Conquest. It is important to remember 
that the England that was encountered in the early Middle Ages was not the typical medieval England 
students are accustomed to. The England they think of is the one created by the various impositions of 
Norman culture after 1066. This chapter therefore furnishes an opportunity to have a conversation, as 
the chapter title suggests, about the past and present England, about how the historical Arthur and the 
later literary Arthur connect those two Englands, and thereby to allow the students to at last draw upon 
their sense of what medieval England was.

Warm-Up
Begin class by reading William Blake’s poem “And did those feet in ancient time,” variously known 

as the hymn “Jerusalem.” Whether you project the poem or print out copies for the students to read, be 
sure to have the poem read aloud several times. Ask students to reflect on 1) where the poet or speaker 
of the poem stands in time and 2) how the poem conceives of time—that is, how does the poem under-
stand the relation of past, present, and future. Ask students to observe and note details, stanza by stanza, 
that relate to time. They ought to note that the first two stanzas are all in the past tense while the third 
stanza moves into the present. The final stanza’s use of “will” and “Till” points us toward a hopeful future, 
whether it is ever realized or not.

The speaker seems to inhabit a tenuous place between past and future, between “And did those feet 
in ancient time” and “I will not cease . . . Till we have built Jerusalem.” In this regard, it is the poem itself 
that connects “the once and future” England. Both are dreams of a sort: Jesus did not walk through 
England’s pastures, nor has the new Jerusalem been built—in England or any place. At this point, ask 
the students to compare the place of Jerusalem in the poem to the place of Arthur’s court (the City of 
Legions) in Geoffrey’s text. In a similar way, they represent the “once and future” England (a phrase from 
T. H. White’s Arthurian novel, The Once and Future King). Both have the potential to pull us up out of the 
present, giving us a view of a glorious past (real or imagined) that engenders a hope for an idyllic future.

Questions for Discussion & Writing
1.  How does Geoffrey of Monmouth connect Roman history with Arthurian legend? Is Arthur’s 

relationship with Rome straightforward or somewhat ambivalent? What are the possible effects 
this relationship would have on English historians, on how the English conceived of themselves as 
a people, and on the political moment of the Anarchy when Geoffrey was writing?

2.  Arthur appears in Geoffrey’s text as the ideal Christian king. Enumerate the various virtues and 
attributes of Arthur and find examples in the text to support your claim.

3.  How do the virtues and traits of Arthur compare to those of previous leaders we have seen, such as 
Beowulf and Charlemagne, or English kings such as Alfred, whom we have encountered in 
later centuries?

4.  Do Arthur’s allies display any vices? Do his enemies—the Romans, their allies, and also Mordred 
and his forces? If so, what are they, and what function do they serve in the narrative? How do the 
Romans and their allies compare to Mordred’s forces?

5.   Describe the various types of entertainment in the text. How do these enrich the narrative, and 
what do they suggest about Arthur’s court? 

6.  In light of the previous question, how central is war to the account we have read?
7.  The introduction to the chapter noted there are some similarities between this text and Virgil’s 

Aeneid. In what ways does this account parallel the Aeneid? How is it different?
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8.  What are some of the major themes in this source that, given the political chaos in England during 
Geoffrey’s lifetime, may have held special significance to his contemporaries?

9.  Considering the fact that Geoffrey was writing this history in the twelfth century, what does this 
source reveal about the culture and values of his time? Of how his time viewed the past?

TEACHER’S TIPS

• As we will see later in our reading of courtly love literature (HHLMA2, chapters 32 and 33), most of 
the Arthurian stories begin on a major feast day in the Christian calendar. Christmas (which com-
memorates the incarnation) and Pentecost (which commemorates the descent of the Holy Spirit 
after the ascension) are especially common occasions for the beginning of Arthurian adventures. 
Given this, it would be worthwhile to draw attention to this detail and ask the students to be on the 
lookout for it when they read Arthurian stories. The feasts serve both religious and civil functions, 
bringing the court together to celebrate Christian holidays. The adventures that are taken up on 
these days, then, involve a sense of pride and ultimately piety both with regard to extending the 
glory of Arthur’s court and with regard to one’s Christian duty.

• Four kings and their respective bishops attend Arthur’s coronation and wait upon him: the king of 
Albany (Scotland in medieval times), the king of Cornwall (the last stronghold of Celtic Britain), 
and the kings of southern and northern Wales, which were divided in Geoffrey’s time. What is 
missing are the great Anglo-Saxon kingdoms, which do not arise until after Arthur’s time. In Geof-
frey’s account, Arthur lives as the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes are still settling in the land but before 
they have firmly established themselves (see HEMA1, chapter 17 for Gildas’s account of the Briton 
resistance of the invading Angles and Saxons and History of the Early Middle Ages Book 2, chapter 45, 
which presents entries from the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, ranging from the invasion of Julius Caesar 
to the dominance of the Anglo-Saxons to the death of Cnute in 1036, just shy of the Norman Inva-
sion). He is the ruler of all Britain, the four historical kingdoms of the Britons mentioned above, not 
all England. This is a distinction that will be helpful to ask the students to observe.

• Geoffrey refers to the Britons preserving the former Trojan custom of the men and women celebrat-
ing major feasts separately. This is a good time to remind students that the British understood 
themselves to be descendants of the Trojans through Aeneas’s grandson or great-grandson. We have 
several times now seen various nations and peoples connect their ancient past with Troy (see unit 
I of History of Ancient Rome Book 1 and HEMA2, chapter 40).

• The clash with Rome is significant in Geoffrey’s text because it asserts British independence and 
establishes a precedent or form of legitimacy for British imperial ambitions. The Britons had been 
subjected to tribute by the Romans under Julius Caesar as far back as 54 BC, and the Roman pres-
ence in Britain would dominate their history for the next 465 years—recall the Vindolanda Tablets 
and Tacitus’s account of Roman Britain in his Life of Agricola (History of Ancient Rome Book 2, chapters 
33 and 34). In many ways Arthur functions as the last resurgence of Roman Britain; at the same time, 
Geoffrey is taking pains to indicate that Arthur is something new. He is the shield that rose to protect 
the people after the Roman legions withdrew and left them without a protector. And so, to his read-
ers, Rome’s claims on Britain ring hollow: they were forfeit when Rome withdrew the last of her 
legions in AD 410.

• The sheer number of casualties of the final battle against Mordred’s forces, combined with the fact 
that so many of the commanders were slain, demonstrates that, for Geofrey, this was a disaster on 
a regional scale. Just as Arthur’s coronation and subsequent conquests drew together many king-
doms, so the end of his reign signaled their dissolution into chaos.
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• Among the figures that appear in this chapter we find Kay the Seneschal. He will be a key figure in 
the tale of Yvain, which we’ll encounter in chapter 33. Note also the presence of Gawain, who plays 
a minor role in chapter 33 and also appears in Marie de France’s lay “Lanval” in chapter 32. If your 
students are reading Gawain and the Green Knight in their literature class, they’ll encounter this 
character there as well, presenting an opportunity to compare his character across various texts.

• For more details on Arthur’s claim that his soldiers have made Britain the mistress of thirty kingdoms, 
see HEMA1, chapter 18.

CONCLUSION

The introduction and afterword to this chapter point the reader to the historical moment of the author, 
that tumultuous time known as the Anarchy, showing how Geoffrey’s portrayal of Arthur mirrors events 
happening in his own day. The purpose of this is not to turn Geoffrey’s account of Arthur into a proxy for 
a discussion of later events, but rather to set the stage for these events and to provide a means of under-
standing how they would impact various aspects of the high Middle Ages. Thus in teaching this chapter, 
the goal should be to strike a balance between seeing the character presented in his original (putative) 
historical context and seeing how he also serves to reflect the uncertainties of the author’s own time. 
While we engaged Geoffrey in a different portion of this very text, History of the Kings of Britain, in HEMA1, 
chapter 18 with an eye toward the older historical events that gave rise to the legend of Arthur, in this 
volume, we turn to focus on the author himself and his later historical context. We are interested in the 
twelfth century, and therefore in how Geoffrey used the figure of Arthur to speak into his own time.
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WW illiam tthe CConqueror aand 
the IInvasion of EEngland

LESSON PLAN

Objectives
• To track and navigate the chaos over who would inherit the throne of England after the death of 

King Edward
• To see how the Normans emerged victorious in these struggles
• To set the stage for discussion of the great changes this 

conquest would introduce to England

Symposium
The Norman Invasion marks one of the most pivotal moments 

in the history of England and in the broader history of the Mid-
dle Ages. We saw in our study of the early Middle Ages how 
Gildas describes the Anglo-Saxon invasion as a judgment of God 
on the British people (HEMA1, chapter 17), and how Wulfstan 
deployed similar rhetoric to speak, in turn, about the Vikings’ 
depredations of Anglo-Saxon England (HEMA2, chapter 49). In 
the first instance, the figure of Arthur emerged as a hero who recovered what was in danger of being lost 
to the Anglo-Saxons; and yet his achievement did not outlast his reign, and the Anglo-Saxon invaders 
ultimately won the day. In the second instance, although King Alfred had saved the English people from 
total subjugation, in Wulfstan’s own time, Anglo-Saxon England would be subjected first to the yoke of 
Sweyn Forkbeard and then to that of Cnut. This third and final invasion was to prove decisive: the Nor-
mans were the last to successfully invade England.

And yet the Norman invasion is not so much a new chapter in the struggle for mastery of the island 
fortress as it is the culmination of a family’s rise to power that was set in motion by Sweyn. It is through 
Queen Emma of Normandy, one-time wife of both the Anglo-Saxon King Aethelred the Unready and, 
after his death, the Scandinavian King Cnut, that William of Normandy was able to put forward a legit-
imate claim to the throne of England. It is important to remember that the Normans were themselves 
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Vikings who had been granted permanent residence on the continent by the Franks. With this in mind, 
William’s conquest can be seen as the final chapter in the long struggle between the Anglo-Saxons and 
Viking invaders.

Nevertheless, by the time William turned his gaze toward England, the Normans were no longer 
Vikings in any discernible sense. Their life on the continent had changed them, and they looked more 
like the Franks than the Danish. Sometime during this span from 987 (when Sweyn I rebelled against his 
father, the Danish king, and invaded Wulfstan’s England) to 1200 (just shy of the signing of the Magna 
Carta in 1215) the Normans came to refer to themselves as “the French.” This is significant, in part, because 
what makes the Norman Invasion so momentous is the series of cultural revolutions it sparked in England. 
The Normans brought feudalism, a nascent form of chivalry, as well as new forms of architecture and art 
with them. It was also through the Normans that the English would later advance their own claims on 
the throne of France, setting up more than one hundred years of struggle for the thrones of 
both kingdoms.

Warm-Up
The Bayeux Tapestry is an invaluable resource for its depiction of the story of William the Conqueror 

and the Battle of Hastings in 1066. Teachers can start class by asking students to spend time investigating 
the continuous tapestry that is featured in full in this chapter. The panel numbers have been retained 
for ease of use, but it may be helpful to note for students that the tapestry is to be read from left to right 
across the two-spread spread, first at the top and then at the bottom. Explore the tapestry with students 
by selecting certain scenes or features, whatever catches your interest or that of the students. If students 
know a little Latin, teachers can first try to have them decipher the Latin on the tapestry itself (with the 
help of the occasional summaries that appear in the captions throughout the chapter).

This tapestry is not only valuable for the way it tells the story of Hastings (it is a visual primary text 
that compliments and complicates our written primary sources), but also for what it reveals about aspects 
of material and cultural history. Ask students what their thoughts and impressions of the tapestry are. 
Remind them that this tapestry is over 220 feet long and would have required an incredible amount of 
time and resources to make! What is the state of the tapestry itself (thread, colors, etc.) like? What do 
students notice about the fashions of the day, including the clothing, shoes, and hairstyle choices of 
different social classes? What stands out about the colors, fantastical beasts in the margins, the buildings, 
or any other objects? For the war scenes, focus on the weapons, animals, bodies, armor, banners, and 
anything else that jumps out at them. What is the focus of various scenes? What topics are emphasized 
in the tapestry? What topics are left out or glossed over? How does it compare to the written texts in this 
chapter? Exploring these questions can offer some insight into society shortly after the Norman invasion 
of England.

Questions for Discussion & Writing
1.  What events paved the way for William the Conqueror to conquer England? Be sure to consider all 

the players and their relationships: Harold and William; Harold and Tostig and Harald of Norway; 
Edward the Confessor and William; Edward the Confessor and Harold.

2.  Who has the most legitimate claim to the throne? First, enumerate the claimants, then assess each 
in light of how they appear in both texts.

3.  How do these two accounts depict William and his claim to the throne? How does the portrait of 
Harold vary from Malmesbury to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle? What virtues or vices does each 
account attribute to Harold and William?

4.  Malmesbury contends that God was on William’s side. How is this borne out in his text?
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5.  How did the local church leaders and people respond to William’s invasion, according to the 
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle?

6.  Once William secured the victory, how did he administer and organize the realm? Was he a mag-
nanimous ruler or a harsh lord? What strategies does William employ in his attempt to take control 
of the English people?

7.  How does the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle describe William’s legacy? How did he promote the Christian 
faith? How did he improve the lives of the English people? On the other hand, in what ways did 
William fail to be a good ruler?

8.  How do these accounts, with their depictions of kings, lords, and battles, differ from Geoffrey of 
Monmouth’s literary-historical account of King Arthur? Be sure to consider the differences of genre 
and the primary aims of different kinds of texts.

9.  How does the Bayeux Tapestry present William and the Norman Conquest? What does a pictorial 
history offer that a textual one does not?

TEACHER’S TIPS

• It is one of the remarkable facts of this series of events that the English faced off against the Normans 
after having faced and defeated the Danish just three weeks earlier. From that battle the army had 
to march nearly two hundred miles south to meet the newly landed Norman forces. While it has 
seemed likely to many later historians that this must have influenced the outcome of the Battle of 
Hastings, contemporary accounts suggest this is not so. The English held off the Normans incredibly 
well, showing essentially no signs of fatigue. In fact, it is difficult to figure out how the English lost 
the battle at all. As best we can figure, the fortunes of war somehow led to King Harold’s death, after 
which the English morale broke. All of this provides a good opportunity to discuss with the students 
the limits of what we can know about history and that despite having written accounts of an event, 
the entire story might turn on a critical piece of information that we are lacking (such as how 
Harold died).

• The two texts in this chapter approach William of Normandy differently. He is treated sympatheti-
cally and even warmly by William of Malmesbury, while the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle takes a much 
harsher view of the king, presenting him as one who broke his coronation oath to be a good king to 
the people. This makes for a nice juxtaposition of the views of those who lived through and were 
subjugated by the Conquest and one who wrote from a position of royal favor sometime later.

• In spite of the more sober portrayal of William’s character in the Chronicle, it is careful to point out 
the good he did in the land. Especially noteworthy is its claim that William made the kingdom so 
peaceful that a man could travel freely from one side of the kingdom to the other carrying a large 
amount of gold without fear of attack. This is not to be underestimated: ever since the dawn of the 
Viking Age, England had been an incredibly dangerous place: armed men were constantly in the 
field, whether Vikings, rival lords, local brigands, or invading armies. William’s very effectiveness 
may have gone a long way to pacifying his conquered subjects.

• As this is the second time students will have encountered the Chronicle, it may be worthwhile to 
spend a little time in class revisiting the previous selections (HEMA2, chapter 45). You can pick out 
several entries to read aloud in class to remind students of what has been happening in the British 
Isles throughout the Middle Ages. In particular, be sure to read the opening section on early Britain, 
which mentions Caesar’s invasion, and the entry for the year 991, which mentions the Battle 
of Maldon.
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• In a similar vein, this is not the first time students will have read about a successful invasion of the 
British Isles. Near the end of our study of the early Middle Ages we read “The Battle of Maldon” 
(HEMA2, chapter 49). Ask students to compare the two invasions, focusing on how the battles were 
fought, won, and commemorated.

CONCLUSION

The Normans were not just making waves in England: they also conquered Sicily and threatened 
Byzantium. Thus it is not unhelpful to speak of multiple Norman invasions. The impact of this people 
on the psychology of Europeans at large was enormous. In many ways, it was the Crusades that would 
put an end to Norman expansion in Europe, focusing their military attention instead on the Holy Land.

Perhaps the simplest way to express the nature of the sweeping changes that would come to England 
as a result of the Norman victory is that it put an end to the Anglo-Saxon language. This did not happen 
overnight, but it did happen remarkably quickly. The Peterborough Chronicle contains entries in Old English 
written up to the year 1121. The text goes on in subsequent entries to cover the years from 1122 to 1154 in a 
language that many scholars consider to be the first recorded form of Middle English. Less than sixty 
years after the Norman Conquest, the linguistic conquest of Anglo-Saxon was nearly complete. Further-
more, as Anglo-Saxon changed on its way to becoming Middle English, it became more like the Norman 
dialect that had become the dominant language of the Royal Court. Indeed, one often hears today that 
the study of Latin can be helpful in improving one’s English; this is true mostly because the Germanic 
Old English language was fused with the Romance Norman language to create Middle English.
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FFeudal SSociety aand tthe RRise 
of the  AAdministrative SState

LESSON PLAN

Objectives
• To introduce students to the workings of the feudal system
• To consider the relative duties of vassals and their lords
• To become acquainted with some of the complexities of 

feudal relationships

Symposium
There are many misconceptions about feudalism, especially 

living as we do in a democratic society that has rejected it. It is 
very likely that students are coming to this material with the pre-
supposition not only that feudalism was an oppressive system 
but also that it was intentionally designed to oppress the com-
moners. Part of the goal of this chapter is to begin to dismantle 
that prejudice. It is not necessary to argue that feudalism was an 
ideal system or free from abuses—no government or social struc-
ture is. However, it is necessary for the students to understand why feudalism was attractive in Europe at 
this time, and it is equally important that students gain a sense of the social stability that feudalism 
provided throughout the second half of the Middle Ages.

As discussed in the introduction to the chapter in the student edition, feudalism began developing 
on the continent as a result of the administrative reorganization initiated by Charlemagne, and it was 
brought to England by William the Conqueror in 1066, marking another reason why the Norman Invasion 
was such a decisive moment in the history of medieval Europe. Herein lies the historical significance of 
the Domesday Book: it was commissioned in order to aid William’s project of organizing England into 
feudal fiefdoms that could then be doled out to his chief attendants. So the common view of medieval 
England—which is most likely the view your students will have, knowingly or otherwise—is really only 
a view of England after the Norman Conquest.

3
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Perhaps the greatest difficulty students will encounter in this chapter is in distinguishing between 
what was true of England before the Conquest and feudalism proper. This is very understandable, because 
there are many similarities. England did have a hierarchical social structure even before the Conquest, 
which included a monarch at the top, followed by various ranks of nobility leading down to the com-
moners at the bottom. But it was not hierarchy as such that defined the nature of feudalism. Rather, it 
was the nature of the oaths of fealty that articulated and codified the responsibilities of the feudal lord 
to his vassals and vice versa. This is what was lacking in pre-Conquest England, and this is the adminis-
trative structure the Normans brought with them.

Warm-Up
Using the chart on page 52, divide the class into distinct groups: a monarch, the nobility, knights, and 

serfs, peasants, and tenants. Think of it like a pyramid: there should be more commoners than knights, 
more knights than lords, and only one monarch. Next, assign the knights and commoners to various 
lords, and have everyone move to congregate according to their feudal relationship. Give the lords a list 
of the holdings of each of their vassals, what they produce, and how much is owed to the king each year. 
Assign the vassals to the various tenancies. Once everyone understands their obligations, introduce a 
series of conflicts, referring them to the appropriate lord for resolution. Here are some examples:

• A stream that formerly marked the boundaries of two tenancies has changed course, causing a 
significant portion of land to now be on the side of Tenant B. Tenant A is suing for re-allocation 
of land.

• A knight in the service of Lord A killed a tenant of Lord B. The murdered man’s wife has turned to 
Lord B to seek justice and redress: she has three small children and is not able to work the land on 
her own. As a result, Lord B is going to be short on his quota to the king. Lord B is going to speak 
with Lord A to see if he will be reasonable. However, the knight in question is a decorated fighter 
and the best in Lord A’s service, so Lord A does not wish to see him punished. If the lords cannot 
agree on what is to be done, the matter will have to be referred to the king. (Note: any solution that 
does not address Lord B’s labor shortage will lead to Lord B being summoned by the king to explain 
the shortfall. Also note that the king will accept financial payment in lieu of the lost produce, but 
not indefinitely: he needs that produce). Reserve the king’s consideration until the accounting at the 
end of the exercise.

• A tenant in the service of Lord A wishes to marry a tenant in the service of Lord B. Their lands are 
adjacent but in different fiefdoms. The woman is the sole heir to her tenancy, and she holds it in her 
own right. The marriage is therefore problematic: whose vassal would their children be? Would the 
children have two tenancies, one in each fiefdom, and therefore also a double vassalage? The lords 
must agree on a solution or forbid the marriage.

• When several scenarios have been played out, have the king call an accounting. Each of the lords 
must appear before the king and explain any shortfalls or irregularities in their annual production. 
If the king is dissatisfied with the results, he may impose penalties up to and including stripping 
the lord of his lands and title.

Questions for Discussion & Writing
1.  What are the duties and obligations of a vassal to his lord, according to the first document? In turn, 

how should a lord treat his vassals?
2.  What did Pope Gregory wish for William the Conqueror to do? How did William respond? What 

does this reveal about relations between the church and state at this time? In light of the various 
sources, how does the relationship change over time?
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3.  When could a vassal disobey his lord? What requests could a lord rightfully make of his vassals? If 
a vassal has more than one lord, how does he discern which lord to honor? If a lord is himself a 
vassal, must his vassals answer his lord’s call?

4.  Can a vassal switch lords? Under what circumstances? Can a bishop participate in the apparatuses 
both of the state and the Church? Can a layperson? To whom does a bishop owe his ultimate 
loyalty, the king or the pope? To whom does a layperson?

5.  Describe the ceremonies of homage and fealty. Why were these ceremonies so important?
6.  What was the knight’s fee and how could it be satisfied? Why was it important for lords and vassals 

to keep track of these?
7.  How is the granting of a fief to a bishop both similar to and different from secular fiefs?
8.  What happened in the final document? Why? Is the king justified, in light of Bishop Fulbert’s 

explanation of fealty, in his action? Has the king’s power changed by the thirteenth century? In 
what ways?

9.  How did the laws and ceremonies as set forth in these documents develop over time? What does 
this suggest about the nature of the feudal system in the Middle Ages?

TEACHER’S TIPS

• Several important clarifications need to be made to be sure that the students do not misunderstand 
the medieval feudal system. The first is that noble titles originally belonged to the land, not the 
family. The right of a count or duke to his title was rooted in the fact that they were permitted control 
of the county or duchy assigned to them by the king. The king could remove them from their posi-
tion, and in so doing he would also be stripping their title. However, in the normal course of history, 
the titles were inherited through the right of primogeniture. Additionally, as time wore on, kings 
began to confer honorary titles that were not attached to any piece of land. This eventually trans-
formed the system, such that by the end of the Middle Ages, many titles were tied to the family 
rather than the land.

• The contemporary tendency to refer to commoners with the term “peasant,” discussed in the “Peas-
ants” History Highlight on page 55, is especially unhelpful in understanding the feudal system. 
However, it is easy to see why the confusion persists: there is no one word that can replace “peasant” 
to cover the classes of peoples indicated. “Commoner” will not do, as knights were often commoners 
who yet occupied a higher place in the feudal hierarchy than most commoners. “Serf” is a technical 
term referring to those bound by a contract of serfdom, and does not apply to tenants or slaves. The 
situation gets even more complicated with the growth of cities, for some burghers (city-dwellers) 
were neither serfs, tenants, nor slaves. It was just this fact of being independent of the dominant 
feudal system that enabled the burghers to contribute to the weakening and ultimate downfall of 
the feudalism.

• It is important to emphasize that the role of the lord in a feudal system could be fulfilled by a cor-
poration rather than an individual. For example, monasteries were often invested with ample lands 
by a pious monarch or lord. In many cases, there would not be enough monks to work the land. 
Indeed there might already be people living on the land and working it for the king or lord. In such 
cases, the monastery would either lease the land out to tenants or enter into serfdom contracts with 
the workers. In such cases, the abbot administered the contracts and therefore fulfilled the role of 
the feudal lord; but he did this in the monastery’s name, not his own.
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CONCLUSION

It is important to keep in mind that any statements about the specifics of medieval feudalism are 
always generalizations. The feudal system evolved over centuries, and this evolution never arrived at a 
terminal point: the system continued to evolve until the moment of its dissolution. It was deployed dif-
ferently across different territories and at varying times. The fortunes of the knightly class provide a good 
example. In the early Middle Ages, knighthood was largely a military rank; but by the high Middle Ages, 
it had become closely associated with aristocracy in most countries, such that by this time most knights 
were members of the nobility. However, in the later Middle Ages, knighthood became a royal honor that 
could be granted to commoners as well as nobles. Regardless of these developments over time, however, 
there were also profound differences unique to place. In Scandinavia and major Italian city states, for 
example, knighthood was available to commoners throughout the entire period.

There is also no simple tale to tell about the end of feudalism. It declined over a period of centuries 
as it was eroded by various social pressures. The formal decrees that abolished the last vestiges in many 
countries were in many cases acknowledgments of a change that had already taken place rather than 
instruments of that change. Even so, these dates are often surprisingly late: England ended feudal land-
holding with the Tenures Abolition Act in 1660, but feudal privileges were not abolished in France until 
1789 at the start of the French Revolution. Spain did away with the last vestiges of feudal lordships in 1812, 
while Germany did not abolish feudal obligations until after the Revolutions of 1848. Feudalism in Italy 
lasted until the fall of the Papal States in 1870.


