
  

 

 
FEUDALISM  Definition: Political, social and economic system (WHAT) that predominated in 
Western Europe (WHERE) between the 9th and 13th centuries (WHEN).  
 
Feudal Europe  From the Atlantic ocean until Russia, from the North and Baltic seas until the 
Mediterranean.  
 

 
Carolingian Empire  Division into counties and marches.  

10th century  Holy Roman Empire (elective emperors) 
 
After the Carolingians  Insecurity  Foreign invasions.  

- Muslims (South) (From 8th century) 
- Vikings / Normans (Baltic and Atlantic) (From 9th century) 
- Magyar and Slavs (East) 

 
 Weakness of the kings  No protection of people, no taxing, no army  Need of nobles for 
assistance.  VASSALAGE (MANORIAL SYSTEM) 

ADD TO THE DEFINITION  Based on the manorial system.  
 

 
Manorial system (vassalage)  
 System of personal relationships.  

between the king and the high nobility and high clergy; and those with nobility of lower 
category. 
 Economic concessions (the manor or fief [land] and its control) in exchange of auxilium et 
consilium (loyalty, and military, economic and political help and advice). 
 Sealed by the Commendation ceremony  Homage and fealty (from fidelis).  

 

  
 

Kings  Protection of the territory  Land and their exploitation  Nobles (Feudal lords)  



  

Nobles (Feudal lords)  Fidelity, military help, advice and taxes  King  
Peasants  Under the protection of the nobles in exchange of work. 
 

 
After the Carolingian Empire  Lots of kingdoms and independent states.  
 They shared: Christianity and feudal organisation.  
Kings  Top of feudal society.  

Power came from God  Representatives of God on Earth.  
‘Primus inter pares’ (First among equals)  Weak power. Power in the hands of high nobility 

and clergy. 
KINGDOM  Territory as property of the king.  

The king could divide it, join it with another kingdom, etc. 
ROYAL POWERS: Weak power (shared with the high nobility and clergy). 

But responsibilities in:  
- Leading military campaigns. 
- Raising special taxes (wars, weddings, coronations).  
- Supreme judge.  

 
Government with the aid of:  

o ROYAL COUNCIL AND COURT 
- Royal Council (Curia Regia)  Assembly of nobles and ecclesiastics for advising.  
- Court: entourage of the king. Advice.   
- Royal officials: to carry out the king’s decisions.  

 

  
  

Feudal society  Divided into three estates of the realm. 
  Closed social groups. 
  Belonged by birth (hereditary). 
  Each had a social function.  
 

 Nobility (bellatores)  Fighting (defending society) 

 Clergy (oratores)  Prayed (saved society) 

 Peasants (laboratores)  Worked (maintained society). 
 
Privileged: minority. Political and economic power (land  Fiefs). They did not pay taxes.  

- Kings  THEY WERE VASSALS OF NOBODY. EVERYBODY WERE THEIR VASSALS. 
- Nobility 

o High nobility: king’s vassals. Lords of the lower nobility and peasants. Dukes, 
counts, marquises, barons. 

o Lower nobility: fighting (Knights). Vassals of the high nobility. 
- Clergy: 

o Regular clergy: They lived in monasteries  Monastic orders (Ora et labora). 
 High regular clergy: abbots and abbesses 
 Low regular clergy: monks and nuns. 
 Military orders  Warrior-monks. For defending or spreading 

Christianity. 



  

o Secular clergy: lived in the towns 
 High secular clergy: bishops and archbishops. Important families. 
 Low secular clergy: priests in parishes. 

o Lower clergy. 
 
Non-privileged: the great majority (90 %). Paid the tithe (tax for the Church. 10 % income). 

- Free peasants (Villains)  Free people. Vassals of the feudal lords.  
- Serfs  Not free, but not slaves. Linked to the land.  

  

 
 

  
Rural life  Economy based on agriculture and livestock.  

Self-sufficiency, and subsistence economy. 

 Agriculture: 
o In the fief. 
o Low productivity:  

 Rudimentary tools: Roman plough, scythe, hoe, etc.  
 Two-year crop rotation.  
 From 12th century  Technological advances in agriculture. 

 Livestock farming: mostly cows, pigs and sheep.  

 Handcrafts: in the fiefs, whatever they needed (self-sufficiency).  

 Trade:  
o Self-sufficiency + insecurity = little trade. 
o Only local markets and itinerant trade.  
o External trade: only luxury products for the lords. 

 

  
Fiefs (fiefdoms): large property that belonged to the king, nobility and clergy.  

Land the lord grants to the vassal (It could not be sold). 
 Source of income for the vassal.  
 Feudal lord  economic exploitation and jurisdiction over the land and the people  
Justice, taxation, etc. 
 



  

Divided into:  
- Lord’s demesne: worked by the serfs for the lord. It contained the castle, land, pastures, 

etc.  
- Holdings (tenements): plots of land given by the lord to peasants in exchange for labour 

and a part of the harvest as tax.  
- Some facilities (mill, press, bridges, etc.) belonged to the lord, and peasants had to pay 

to use them. 
 

 
 

Very important political, social, economic and cultural role.  
- Political: they participated in the decisions of the kingdoms, advising, mediating and 

naming kings.  
- Economic: large fiefs (with taxes from peasants), tithe, donations, etc.  
- Social: privileged estate.  

o They controlled and supervised the behaviour of the people.  
o They assisted the poor and sick, hosted pilgrims, etc.  
o The bell regulated the timetables.  

- Cultural: they organised teaching, they ordered works of art, preserved books (monks 
copied books by hand in the scriptoria). Also, they promoted pilgrimages (from 10th 
century). 

 Religious travel to holy places.  
 Rome, Santiago de Compostela, Jerusalem, etc. 

 

 
Military expeditions 

From Europe to the Holy Land (where Christ had lived) 
During the 12th and 13th centuries (first one in 1095)  
With the intention of conquering the Holy Places, under Muslim rule. 

 

 
Romanesque: artistic style  

In Western Europe   
Between 9th and 12th centuries.  

 First international style of the Middle Ages.  
 Spread thanks monastic orders, the Crusades and pilgrimages.  
 

Religious art (for glorifying God), in rural areas.  
 

 
Main characteristics: 

- Use of stone 
- Religious buildings: churches and monasteries.  
- Floor plans: Latin cross.  

o 1, 3 or 5 aisles separated by arches.  



  

o Transept. 
o Crossing, covered with a dome (cimborrio). 
o Head: semi-circular apses.  
o In pilgrimage churches:  

 Tribune 
 Ambulatory 

- Holding elements:  
o Walls  Thick  Few windows.  
o Columns and cross-shaped pillars  decorated capitals.  
o Buttresses outside. 

- Hold elements:  
o Semi-circular arches.  
o Barrel vaults. 
o Groin vault. 

 

 
 

 
- Religious art: decorative and didactic (teaching through images) function. 
- Figures: rigid, inexpressive, static, looking for expression (no realism or beauty). 
- Main topics: Bible, life of Christ, Virgin with child (Theothrone), saints, Final Judgement 

(Pantocrator). 
 

 
- Wall paintings: on the churches’ walls. Mostly in the apses. Adapted to the frame.   
- On wood.  
- Miniatures: for illustrating manuscripts.  
- Plain and uniform colours, no perspective, dark lines.  
- Hierarchical perspective.  
- Pantocrator, biblical scenes, etc.  

 

 
- Relieves: inserted in the walls, adapted to the frame.  

o In entrances (archivolts and tympanums) and capitals.  
- Round bulge sculpture (de bulto redondo).  

o Wood or ivory. 
o Christ in the cross, Theothrone Virgin.  

- Static, rigid, no perspective.  
 
 


