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How effective was the figure of Suger in transforming the Capetian dynasty?

The title raises several questions: who was Suger; who were the Capetians; did they need transformation; how was that transformation achieved, and did it endure. We will begin by looking, briefly, at the Capetian dynasty and the state of play in France at the accession to the throne of Hugh Capet in 987.
Who were the Capetians?
The Capetian dynasty began in 888 with Odo, elected in place of the young Carolingian Charles the Simple[footnoteRef:1], and lasted until the death of Charles IV in 1328. The earliest members of the dynasty were referred to as the Robertians or Robertines, named for their founder Robert the Strong, taking over from the Carolingians after messy dynastic struggle[footnoteRef:2]. Capet, the sobriquet of the first true Capetian king, is thought to refer either to his position as head (caput) of his house or to the wearing of a cape[footnoteRef:3]. [1:  E.M.Hallam, Capetian France 987-1328 (London: Longman, 1980). p.21]  [2:  A.W.Lewis, Royal Succession in Capetian France: Studies on Familial Order and the State (Cambridge, Mass.: 1981); Hallam, Capetian France 987-1328]  [3:  Hallam, Capetian France 987-1328, p.330] 
Robertian/Capetian kings:		Carolingian kings:
Odo 888-898
					Charles the Simple 898-922 (died 929)
Robert I 922-923
Raoul 923-936
					Louis IV (d’Outremer) 936-954
					Lothar 954-986
					Louis V 986-987
(Hugh the Great 925-956)
Hugh Capet 987-996
Robert II The Pious 996-1031
Henry I 1031-1060
Philip I 1060-1108
Louis VI The Fat 1108-1137
Louis VII 1137-1180
Philip Augustus 1180-1223

















The hundred years between the accession of Odo and that of Hugh Capet were filled with incident; struggles between territorial princes and the royal families as well as between the two royal families themselves: the period seems to be a dwindling of a once great dynasty and the rise of another.
When the events of 888-987 are considered, with the alternation of the Carolingians and the Robertines, the accession of another member of the latter family, the fifth to occupy the throne, seems less remarkable. That he and his direct descendants rapidly established an exclusive claim to royal office is perhaps more striking. Otherwise little had changed apart from the royal dynasty… But the decline of royal influence and the fragmentation of political authority, well under way in 987, continued inexorably into the eleventh century [footnoteRef:4]. [4:  Hallam, Capetian France 987-1328, p. 24] 

[image: http://slantchev.ucsd.edu/courses/ps143a/maps/999%20France.gif]
France at the end of the tenth century, showing the size of the royal domain relative to the rest of the country.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  France at the end of the tenth century. Available at: http://slantchev.ucsd.edu/courses/ps143a/maps/999%20France.gif] 


Who was Suger?
While Louis VI and VII came from the very highest family in France, Suger was from more lowly stock, born in about the year 1081, and living until 1151. The man who was to become Abbot of St Denis, arguably the highest churchman in France, came from the family of a lesser knight[footnoteRef:6] and began his ecclesiastical career as a child oblate at the Abbey of St Denis, near Paris, at about the age of ten. He rose to become Abbot in 1122, aged about forty-one[footnoteRef:7]. St Denis was an important Abbey, believed to be built on the burial place of that saint by Dagobert, the great Merovingian king[footnoteRef:8]. The abbey church was already the burial place of several French kings including Dagobert, Hugh Capet and others[footnoteRef:9], but perhaps the most important feature of the Abbey was its possession of the remains of St Denis and of two relics of the Crucifixion: a thorn and a nail, acquired by Charlemagne and donated by Charles the Bald[footnoteRef:10]. Since the time of Charlemagne, the abbey had also held the flag (the vexillum) later to be called the Oriflamme[footnoteRef:11], carried by Louis VI against the German emperor in 1124 and by Louis VII to the second crusade[footnoteRef:12]. St Denis was regarded as the patron saint of France, often referred to by kings as ‘our special patron’[footnoteRef:13]. The abbey was heavily and richly patronised by the kings of all three royal lines but, by the year 1100 it was in a poor state, not in its fabric, but its ethos: Bernard of Clairvaux wrote to Suger, claiming that ‘…monastic life at St Denis had recently been such a sink of depravity…’[footnoteRef:14]. Abelard called the abbey ‘completely worldly and depraved’[footnoteRef:15]. Clearly something had gone badly wrong under the governance of Suger’s predecessor, Abbot Adam. Whatever his effect on the Capetian kings and their reputations, Suger’s first consideration, as stressed by Grant in her biography of the abbot, was to his abbey[footnoteRef:16] and the transformation of the twelfth century was not only of the royal line, but of this prestigious religious foundation. [6:  L. Grant, Abbot Suger of St Denis: Church and State in Early Twelfth-Century France (London: Longman, 1998) p. 75]  [7:  ibid., p. 67]  [8:  ibid., p. 30]  [9:  ibid., p. 63]  [10:  ibid., p. 66]  [11:  Malcolm Barber TheTwo Cities: Medieval Europe, 1050-1320 (London: Routledge, 2004) p. 273]  [12:  Grant, Abbot Suger of St Denis, p. 117]  [13:  ibid., p. 63]  [14:  ibid., p.184]  [15:  ibid., p. 184]  [16:  ibid.; Robert Fawtier The Capetian Kings of France: Monarchy & Nation, 987-1328 (London: Macmillan, 1960) p. 182] 

‘The abbey of St-Denis sat like a great spider at the centre of an immense web of churches, properties, cells, and priories all ultimately depending on it, and all to some extent dedicated to supporting it.’[footnoteRef:17] [17:  ibid., p. 215] 

As well as being primarily a churchman, Suger was an administrator, diplomat, lawyer and writer. He wrote lives of Louis the Fat and Louis VII, although the latter was uncompleted. He only tells us what he wants us to know about these two men and the first is rather flattering to its subject[footnoteRef:18], indeed Fawtier calls it is a glowing eulogy[footnoteRef:19]. Suger wrote two other major works; De Consecratione and De Administratione about, respectively, the building and consecration of the enlarged abbey church and about his administration of the Abbey. Other writings include many acta and a collection of letters from the last seven years of his life. Perhaps his most memorable work was his rebuilding of the Abbey church of St Denis, a wonderful and very early example of the gothic architectural style which came to typify the high middle ages.  [18:  Suger, The Deeds of Louis the Fat (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 1992)]  [19:  Fawtier The Capetian Kings of France, p. 19] 

[bookmark: _Hlk498674616][image: https://www.parispass.com/images_lib/2074503863_SaintDenis.jpg]The tympanum of the West door of St Denis[footnoteRef:20] [20:  The tympanum of the West door of St Denis Available:  https://www.parispass.com/images_lib/20745.03863_SaintDenis.jpg] 

In this work, Suger used ‘recycled’ pieces of Merovingian masonry and made new pieces look Merovingian. Clark in his article tells us that this was deliberate and ‘… brought the patron saint into the present’[footnoteRef:21] and that Suger ‘… created a text… that memorialized and ritualized the role of Loius VII as special patron and protector – even as the new founder – of the abbey.’[footnoteRef:22] ‘The newly enlarged church became the physical embodiment of the historical memory of the French nation… the role of Louis VII evoked simultaneously the roles of all the previous royal donors and founders…’[footnoteRef:23] This must surely have pleased Louis, and in doing do have brought benefits to Suger’s real love: the church of St Denis. [21:  William W., ‘Context, Continuity and the Creation of National Memory in Paris, 1130 – 1160: A Critical Commentary’, Gesta, 45 (2006) p. 16 Clark p. 167]  [22:  ibid., p. 168	]  [23:  ibid., p. 168] 

Did the Capetians need to be transformed?
What reputations did Louis VI’s Capetian ancestors leave? Certainly there were few distinctions, and, in the cases of Robert the Pious and Philip I, somewhat scurrilous personal lives had to be lived down. The first Capetian king, Hugh Capet, has left little record of himself as a person, although comments by Glaber, Richer and Helgaud of Fleury give an impression of a man of simple tastes who favoured monasticism. Hallam tells us in her thumbnail sketch of Hugh that he favoured diplomacy, seeing war as a last resort and that he was close to the great ecclesiastics of France[footnoteRef:24]. All in all, he appears as a good, if mild, king. [24:  Hallam, Capetian France 987-1328, p. 67] 

His son Robert is a more defined character. In later life he earned the epithet ‘the Pious’, although his earlier life was anything but. He burned a monastery; he lived with a woman not his wife, and within the prohibited degrees; he gave ecclesiastical positions to relatives. On the other hand, he was known as a learned man, energetic and warlike. ‘Yet Robert, while showing strong drive and vigour throughout his reign, achieved very little for his efforts, perhaps because he lacked the perseverance to carry through the projects he conceived with such enthusiasm.’[footnoteRef:25]  [25:  ibid., p. 70] 

Henry I was another of whom we know little as a person. As Hallam says, he ‘… appears to have been unexceptionable in his private life’[footnoteRef:26]. He is damned with very faint praise. [26:  ibid., p. 7] 

The real thorn in Louis’ side must have been his father Philip I. It is hard to find any good word written about him, apart from in respect of some grants to monasteries. He, Like his grandfather, lived with a woman to whom he was not married, perhaps incestuously and bigamously. Throughout his life he opposed the Papacy and church reform; indeed in 1095 he was excommunicated. Orderic Vitalis says of him: ‘King Philip was indolent, fat, and unfit for war.’[footnoteRef:27] [27:  ibid., p. 76] 

This, then, was the set of reputations which Louis VI inherited. The realm of France was largely in the control of territorial princes, with frequent struggles between them and the king. We may conjecture that none of these four men ever felt really secure in their position.

The two Louis.
Both Louis VI and his son, Louis VII, made use of Suger as administrator, advisor and diplomat. Louis VII also made Suger regent, a task he shared with Ralph of Vermandois, while Louis was engaged on the second crusade, from 1147 to 1149. 
When Louis VI came to the throne:
The dignity of the crown had suffered because of Philip I’s age and illness, and royal justice had been weakened by the opposition of wicked barons. Louis therefore appealed to the bishops throughout the kingdom of France for help in checking these pillagers and troublemakers… The prelates then decreed that priests were to accompany the king at sieges or into battle, with their holy banners and all their parishioners.[footnoteRef:28]  [28:  Orderic Vitalis, in G. Duby France in the Middle Ages 987-1460: From Hugh Capet to Joan of Arc (Oxford: Blackwell, (1993) p. 128] 

In 1124 Louis faced a serious threat of invasion from Henry V of Germany. He rode, with his court, to St Denis, offered prayers and took up the vexillum which represented the Vexin and St Denis himself. He sent out a call to all of France (tota Francia) to rally and, perhaps surprisingly, almost all of France came to him[footnoteRef:29]. Among those who answered the call was Suger. Was he making the point that the Church was one of the principalities of France, and equal with them? The outcome of this expedition was full retreat by Henry, at which Louis returned and created a new charter for St Denis giving further rights. This episode strengthened Louis’ position: not for many years had so many French lords joined together against a common foe. Did they do it because of Louis, or to honour St Denis? Although Suger used the phrase tota Francia in his Life of Louis, Grant tells us that it had been coined some time before by Guibert de Nogent, in relation to St Denis, in 1115[footnoteRef:30] and it may be said that the concept of tota Francia, if not the phrase itself, goes back to Charlemagne[footnoteRef:31]. As for some years before, Suger had advised Louis during this period and, while he was clearly an able advisor, would things have turned out any differently had he not been there? Fawtier tells us that Louis VI ‘…relied on the Church, and defended it, and was secured its support in return.’[footnoteRef:32] This symbiotic relationship between Church and Crown is, I think, key to the question of Suger’s impact. He was possibly the most important churchman of his time; had he not supported, and had the support of, the king, both would have suffered. [29:  Grant]  [30:  ibid., p. 115]  [31:  Roger Collins, Charlemagne, (London: Macmillan, 1998)]  [32:  Fawtier, Capetian France, p. 20] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Although the relationship between Suger and Louis VI was, overall, one of friendship, there were occasions when they clashed. Louis was angry when Suger was made abbot: he had not been consulted, but he relented, and they remained on good terms. The younger Louis was different: he kept Suger at a distance, frequently disagreeing with him although he made Suger one of his regents when he went on crusade: personal feelings aside, he recognised Suger’s worth.

Did the transformation endure?
After Suger’s death in 1151 the Capetian dynasty endured until the death of Charles IV in 1328. During this time, they brought much of what is now France under their direct control as is demonstrated in the YouTube video ‘Rise of the French Domain’.[footnoteRef:33] Had the image of the dynasty not improved on the condition in which they found themselves at the accession of Louis VI, it is doubtful that they would have survived. [33:  Rise of the French Domain, available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yvGHp3YBEC8] 


Conclusion
Clearly by the time the Capetian dynasty died out in 1328 it had been transformed from a family with many problems into a force to be reckoned with. Was this Suger’s doing? In part, probably yes. He certainly helped the two Louis to overcome the bad press from which the Capetian house had been suffering. He was the right man, in the right place, at the right time; a man able to wield power and who rose to prominence at a time when a man with his talents was needed. The kings made good use of him, Suger was a vital part of the transformation, but not its sole author.


BIBLIOGRAPHY
Baldwin, John W., The Government of Philip Augustus Foundations of French Royal Power in the Middle Ages (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986)
Barber, Malcolm, The Two Cities: Medieval Europe, 1050-1320, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 2004)
Benton, John F.,	 Suger’s Life and Personality (California: University of California Institute of Technology, 1981)
Bisson, Thomas N., 'Medieval Lordship', Speculum, 70 (1995), pp. 743-759, in JSTOR<http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/2865342>
---'The Problem of Feudal Monarchy: Aragon, Catalonia, and France', Speculum, 53 (1978), pp. 460-478, in JSTOR<http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/2855140>
Clark, William W., 'Context, Continuity, and the Creation of National Memory in Paris, 1130-1160: A Critical Commentary', Gesta, 45 (2006), pp. 161-175, in JSTOR<http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/25067138>
Collins, Roger, Charlemagne (London: Macmillan, 1998)
Duby, Georges, France in the Middle Ages 987-1460: From Hugh Capet to Joan of Arc (Oxford: Blackwell, 1993)
Fawtier, Robert, The Capetian Kings of France: Monarchy & Nation, 987-1328 (London: Macmillan, 1960)
Grant, Lindy, Abbot Suger of St-Denis: Church and State in Early Twelfth-Century France (London: Longman, 1998)
Hallam, Elizabeth M., Capetian France 987-1328 (London: Longman, 1980)
Henneman, John B., The Medieval French Monarchy (Hinsdale, Ill.: Dryden Press, 1973)
Lewis, Andrew W., Royal Succession in Capetian France: Studies on Familial Order and the State (Cambridge, Mass.; London: Harvard University Press, 1981)
Norton, Christopher, 'Bernard, Suger, and Henry I's Crown Jewels', Gesta, 45 (2006), pp. 1-14, in JSTOR<http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/25067123>
Suger, The Deeds of Louis the Fat (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 1992)
An excellent demonstration of the extents of the Capetian Royal lands is form Ollie Bye (2016); (Rise of the French Royal Domain) Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yvGHp3YBEC8 Accessed: 10/11/2017
A page from the website of Bransilav L Slantchev, a Professor at the University of California:
http://slantchev.ucsd.edu/courses/ps143a/maps/999%20France.gif
http://s3.amazonaws.com/photo.goodreads.com/photos/1337701322p8/502206.jpg
The website of Paris Pass:
https://www.parispass.com/images_lib/2074503863_SaintDenis.jpg

11

image1.gif




image2.jpeg




