A CONCISE HISTORY OF BELGIUM

The small and densely populated nation of Belgium has played an important
role in the history of Europe and other continents, especially Africa. It was a
pioneering force in industry, trade, and finance during the Middle Ages,
through early modern times and into the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
It introduced innovative political regimes and played a leading role in the
creative arts. Yet this rich past is not widely known. This introductory
history offers an accessible and rigorous overview of this small but important
West-European country, synthesizing Belgium’s main economic, social, pol-
itical, and cultural developments from pre-Roman times until today. Today,
this nation-state, born in , is well known for the rivalries between its two
main language communities, and as a result is often considered a fragile or
even an artificial political construct. This systematic chronological analysis of
both present-day Belgium and the polities that preceded it throws fresh light
on this controversial issue and demonstrates Belgium’s enduring importance
and influence.
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Introduction

Until well into the twentieth century, writing “national history” hardly
required any justification. On the contrary: for more than a century and a
half, it was generally considered a supreme achievement in a successful
historian’s career. However, the last few decades have profoundly
changed the game, with the breakthrough of new and thrilling
approaches to the human past, for instance global, connected, or trans-
national history. Today, this “old” branch of historiography hardly yields
academic glory; it has even fallen into deep disrepute. According to the
French historian Nicolas Offenstadt national history is “an ideological
instrument, similar to the discourse on national identity. This type of
synthesis seems problematic to me, it always sounds false” (cited by the
newspaper Le Monde [des Livres],  November ). This is just one
(harsh) expression of the critical stance of many contemporary scholars
toward this genre. Obviously, the present Concise History of Belgium
needs some clarification — if not an apology.

Size is not what matters here. To be sure, Belgium is one of the
smallest nations of the planet: in the relevant world ranking, it occupies
the  th place. With its km — a surface area more or less
that of Maryland ( km ), or one and a half times that of Wales
( , km)—the country is hardly noticeable on a European, let alone
aworld map. In ,about . million people were estimated to live in
this modest nation-state. Belgium therefore belongs to the group of small
countries with a high population density: it occupies the twenty-second
position in the relevant global ranking.

But is quantity the right criterion with which to evaluate a nation’s
importance? In the case of Belgium, it is not difficult to prove that this
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country, however small, undoubtedly left important marks on European
and even on world history. Let us quickly mention just a few examples,
which we will of course elaborate in due time.

The “Belgian” principalities and cities played an important role in the
European Middle Ages and pioneered — together with the English
Magna Carta — the mechanisms of political representation and
“liberties.”

From the fourteenth to the sixteenth centuries, cities like Bruges,
Ghent and Antwerp were among the main economic centers of
their time.

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the Southern
Netherlands (the predecessor of contemporary Belgium) were often
the battleground of rivaling powers.

When it was created in , Belgium introduced one of the most
liberal constitutions of its time, a model — or a spectre — for many
citizens and politicians abroad.

In the nineteenth century, it was labelled the *“second industrial nation
of the world,” being in the vanguard of capitalist development. Belgian
entrepreneurs were active all over the planet.

Between and , King Leopold Il ruled over the Independent
Congo State, a colony that was heavily criticized in Europe and the
US, and Congolese decolonization in was an important factor in
the Cold War.

Belgium’s involvement in the First and Second World War was far
from unimportant — in the resistance of Belgian troops even
played a decisive role in the outcome of the struggle between the allied
armies and the German invader.

“Belgians” feature among the most prominent painters in Western art
history, from Jan Van Eyck, to Brueghel and Rubens, and to Magritte.

Clearly, all these — and other — facts and developments deserve a mention
in world history textbooks. From this point of view, a synthesis of Belgian
history is therefore far from irrelevant. But the crucial issue here is not so
much justifying a national history of Belgium, but rather arguing the
validity of a national history of Belgium and clarifying the perspective
from which the present book was written.

The attentive reader will have noticed that in some instances the word
“Belgian” has been put between inverted commas. In the forthcoming
chapters these punctuation marks will often reappear, surrounding the
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same word. Far from being fortuitous, they refer to several fundamental
questions confronting any author of a “national history of Belgium.” Is it
legitimate to use the words Belgium and Belgian before , the year
when the present nation-state was born? How far in the past can we
identify its roots? Did some embryonic form of modern Belgium exist
(long) before the nineteenth century? And cautiously adopting the
nationalistic vocabulary still in use today, to the great displeasure of
Nicolas Offenstadt and so many historians, when did the “Belgian
identity” come into existence? Or, more correctly, does (or did) a
“Belgian identity” (ever) exist in the first place?

These questions have haunted Belgian historiography and politics
since the early nineteenth century. They are intimately linked with a
key feature of modern Belgian history, the coexistence, within the same
nation, of two language communities, French and Dutch, the first
somewhat smaller than the second. Of course, this is far from being a
unique feature; many modern countries also host different linguistic
groups and some even have two or more official languages (for instance
Switzerland). However, Belgium differs from other multilingual coun-
tries in that its linguistic duality has exerted, and still exerts, a heavy
strain on the national state — even to the point of calling into question the
latter’s very existence. This singularity alone makes a book on Belgian
history worthwhile. The growing confrontation between the two lan-
guage communities dominates the country’s history in the second half of
the twentieth century and will therefore be a key element in our final
chapter, but it also determines the way Belgium’s past is interpreted.
Consequently, it must be mentioned in these introductory pages as well.

Indeed, Belgium’s “historical depth” was, and still is, the object of
diverging readings. Many proponents of Flemish nationalism — a polit-
ical and cultural current born in the early twentieth century, as we shall
see — largely deny any historicity (and “legitimacy”) to the Belgian
nation-state. They present it as an artificial creation of the Great
Powers in , bringing together two different “peoples,” the Dutch-
speaking Flemings and the French-speaking Walloons, in an institutional
framework dominated by the latter, and oppressing the former. Romantic
nineteenth-century Belgian nationalists held a totally opposite view. For
them, the roots of “Belgian identity” lay in a remote past. According to
them, the heroic (but ultimately defeated) Belgae mentioned by the
Roman congueror Julius Caesar in his De Bello Gallico, already displayed
some essential characteristics of the glorious Belgian “race” that finally
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gained independence in after centuries of “foreign oppression.” In
between these radically contrasting visions, many other interpretations of
Belgium’s genesis have been formulated. It is therefore one of the tasks
of this book to clarify this issue on the basis of recent scholarly insights.

Of course, nobody in earnest still defends the nineteenth-century
patriotic image claiming high antiquity for the Belgian “nation” or
“identity.” Our first chapter will nevertheless start with these oldest
times, not only to examine the origins and significance of this now
completely discredited view, but also to explain what these Belgae and
the Romans exactly represented in the flow of time, beyond the mythic
discourse produced by erstwhile Belgian patriots. This early starting
point also helps to clarify the origins and significance of the medieval
principalities, an important issue in the debate concerning Belgium’s
historical depth. Resulting from the dissolution of the Carolingian
Empire (Chapter ), a series of quasi-autonomous polities emerged in
the area that, many centuries later, would become Belgium. Some were
within the sphere of influence of the nascent French kingdom, others
within that of the Holy Roman (Germanic) Empire (Chapter ). Did
they already herald some “Belgian™ specificity? The great historian
Henri Pirenne ( - ) thought so. According to his views, mainly
elaborated in his multi-volume Histoire de Belgique ( - ) the
medieval principalities in this part of Western Europe already displayed
some specific traits leading to later Belgium — in particular the unique
mix of so-called Romanic and Germanic elements. Pirenne’s long
shadow is still perceptible in historiography today, but contemporary
scholars no longer accept his vision of Belgium’s medieval origins — we
will of course explain why.

In the course of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, all these
principalities — with the notable exception of the prince-bishopric of
Liege — came to be ruled by the same sovereigns, first the Burgundians,
then the Habsburgs, and these rulers initiated a process of submission
and centralization of the territories they governed, limiting their auton-
omy and imposing upon them some sort of common political destiny
(Chapter ). However, this process did not yet lead to modern Belgium
in a straightforward manner. The “Netherlands” or “Low Countries” (or
“Seventeen Provinces”), as they were called (Pays-Bas in French;
Nederlanden or Lage Landen in Dutch), still included the polities that,
from the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries onward, would
ultimately form today’s nation-state “The Netherlands,” modern
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Belgium’s northern neighbor. The protracted and bloody wars resulting
from the religious divide between Catholics and Protestants would
indeed mark the fate of both countries, since they led to the independ-
ence of the (Protestant) Dutch Republic, the ancestor of the contempor-
ary kingdom of The Netherlands. Some of the former Seventeen
Provinces, ruled by the emperor Charles V in the early sixteenth century,
remained under the sovereignty of the (Catholic) Habsburg dynasty, first
the Spanish and then the Austrian branch, respectively, in the seven-
teenth and eighteenth century (Chapters and ).

Henceforth called the “Spanish,” then the “Austrian Netherlands,” or
also the “Southern Netherlands,” the principalities remaining under
Habsburg authority were, however, not yet automatically “destined” to
become modern Belgium. Moreover, the principality of Liége still
existed independently from the Southern Netherlands. In a short period,
amere forty years ( — ), the fate of the latter seemed to be sealed
in very different ways. After a brief experiment of “independence”
( - ), they were first absorbed by France ( — ), together
with Liege — the realization of a dream already pursued by the French
Bourbon kings since the seventeenth century — then amalgamated with
the former Dutch Republic into the United Kingdom of the Netherlands
(= ). The vagaries of history (to be explained in Chapter )
finally led to the failure of both solutions, and to the emergence of
Belgium as an independent country in

Underneath these (apparently chaotic) chronological sequences lies a
pattern that gives some coherence to the developments analyzed in this
book. Different layers of power can be observed from the Middle Ages
until the present. First the local communities, especially the cities; then
the regions (from the medieval principalities, over the modern provinces,
to the contemporary institutions of federalized Belgium); above these
regions then comes a “national” level, budding since the rule of the
Burgundians and fully blooming with the creation of Belgium proper in

; and finally some “supranational” levels, represented by such
diverse phenomena as the medieval Holy Roman Empire or the suzer-
ainty of the French kingdom in medieval times, the Habsburg Empires in
the early modern era, and finally the European Economic Community
and Union in the second half of the twentieth century. Despite their
enormous contrasts, these entities all encompassed, at some time and in
very different ways, the previous power levels. We therefore invite the
reader to carefully watch the changing relationships between these four
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levels — they are a kind of red thread that binds together many elements
that would otherwise seem unconnected.

*

* *

A flag; an anthem; a well-defined and internationally recognized terri-
tory; a set of stable political institutions governed by local politicians; a
single legal system — Belgium seemingly possessed all the ingredients of a
genuine nation-state. However, this young and thriving bourgeois
regime, analyzed in Chapter , was inevitably confronted with a nagging
problem, that of its so-called national identity. What did it mean, exactly,
to be “a Belgian”? What differentiated this European citizen from other
inhabitants of the Old Continent? Was it religion? From the seventeenth
century, the authorities, intellectuals, and the Church itself, all presented
Catholicism as a defining element of the Southern Netherlands, trans-
formed into a bastion of the Counter-Reformation. Indeed, after the
eradication, forced conversion or emigration of the many Protestants
present there in the sixteenth century, the population of “Belgium”
remained devoutly and almost exclusively Catholic — a striking contrast
with the Protestant faith of most citizens of the newly created Dutch
Republic. But this adherence to Rome did not differentiate the residents
of the Southern Netherlands from other Europeans who also remained
faithful to Catholicism (France, Spain, the Italian principalities, etc.). In
the nineteenth century, Catholic politicians also presented their faith as
the constituent feature of the new Belgian nation. But this “identity” was
contested from the start by a large number of politicians and intellec-
tuals — and also public opinion — and the public role of the Roman
Catholic Church remained a bone of contention until far into the
twentieth century. Moreover, although the vast majority of the Belgians
indeed adhered to its faith and practices, part of the population gradually
lost contact with religion or even abruptly broke with it. In other words,
while the Catholic religion undoubtedly played a key role in both public
and private life in the Southern Netherlands, it could not (and cannot) be
considered a defining element of “Belgianness.” Throughout the
following chapters, we will address the successive phases of Catholic
presence in the history of these regions.

Perhaps language was, or could become, the key defining element of “all
things Belgian™? This was not the case either, since the population consisted of
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Francophones and Flemish speakers (i.e. people using one of the many Dutch
dialects spoken in this area). Both languages, as it were, already “had their own
nation-state” — respectively France and The Netherlands. Although language
could not become a defining character of “Belgian identity,” the patriotic
leaders and intellectuals of young Belgium nevertheless produced, as we just
saw, different discourses “proving” the reality and even the antiquity of this
“identity.” The creation of “Belgianness” was however accompanied by a
specific cultural and institutional policy, namely a thorough Gallicization of
public life. Only French was used in Belgian public administrative life. This
was also the case in the northern part of the country, where it was imposed
upon a population that predominantly spoke Flemish. Moreover, language
acted as a marker of social hierarchy. Elite figures (landlords, industrialists,
rich traders, etc.), and even the petty bourgeoisie spoke French to differentiate
themselves from common people using a Flemish dialect, an idiom they
considered obscure and unfit for civilized persons.

In the course of the late nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth
century (Chapter ), social, political, and cultural discrimination against
the Flemish population generated the “Flemish movement,” which
gradually developed a sense of “Flemish identity.” Its followers also
forged the notion of “Flanders,” a region that encompassed all Flemish
speakers in Belgium. Defined this way, Flanders was previously non-
existent, both in politics and in people’s minds, since it differed notably
from the medieval principality of the same name. The Flemish move-
ment gradually obtained equality, before the law and in public life, of the
Flemish language (meanwhile standardized into “correct” Dutch). As a
reaction against these advances, some French speakers launched the
Walloon movement. They created their own “identity” discourse, crys-
tallized around the notion of “Wallonia” — a region encompassing the
French-speaking inhabitants of Belgium (or, at least, the vast majority of
them, i.e. those living outside the bilingual capital, Brussels). This
movement, born at the end of the nineteenth century, was far less
powerful than its Flemish counterpart, but it nevertheless produced its
own interpretation of the past, now from the Francophone viewpoint.

During the twentieth century (Chapters and ), Belgium became even
more complex. After the First World Wiar, the Treaty of Versailles transferred
some  km from Germany to Belgium, the so-called East cantons (cantons
de I'Est), introducing a new, German-speaking community into an already
linguistically divided country. Since the s, although quantitatively
modest( ,  personsin ., in ), this population has enjoyed
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a specific set of institutions in Belgium’s new federal state structure.
Moreover, after the Second World War, successive waves of immigrant
workers came from Italy, then from Morocco and Turkey. They were soon
followed by growing numbers of refugees and immigrants from African,
Latin-American or Asian countries — not to mention the many “Eurocrats”
and expats working for international institutions or companies. Of course,
their languages have not been accorded official status, but this multitude of
people of different origins has turned Belgium, and especially its capital city
Brussels, into a linguistic and cultural kaleidoscope, a multicultural environ-
ment that has not only profoundly reshaped the social fabric, but also
generated new kinds of tensions, including various forms of “identity polit-
ics,” as we shall see in Chapter

Producing a homogenous narrative of the past in such a complex
country is far from evident. A century or more after Belgium’s birth,
three conflicting interpretations of this particular area’s past had
developed: a Belgian, a Flemish, and a Walloon version. One could also
add a fourth version, a “Great-Netherlandic” view, which stressed the
common political and cultural destiny of all Dutch speakers; that is,
of both The Netherlands and Flanders, whose natural fate it seemingly
was to live together in one polity, without the Francophones dominating
the “artificial” state of Belgium. During the twentieth century, some
ambitious historiographical syntheses were published, inspired by these
conflicting views. But whether they were entitled Histoire de Belgique,
Geschiedenis van Vlaanderen, Histoire de la Wallonie, or even Geschiedenis
van de Nederlandse stam (inspired by the Great-Netherlandic view), the
authors of all these works had something in common. They generally
interpreted the past from a teleological point of view — they considered
their preferred political construct as the inexorable product of historical
evolution. In the case of Belgium, the “legitimate” outcome existed and
had to be promoted, both abroad and within the country itself. In the
other instances, the desired nation-state had not yet taken form — an
injustice that needed reparation in the eyes of respective proponents. All
these historiographical endeavors tried to demonstrate that the defining
features, or “identity,” of Belgium — or Flanders, or Wallonia, or the
Great-Netherlands — were already present in the past. This almost
“natural” identity, the product of a linear past to be proud of, had to
express itself in a nation-state, existing or yet to come.

For sure, not all these views are equally vibrant today. In twenty-first-
century Belgium, undermined by a long struggle between its two main
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language communities (Chapter ), hardly anyone interprets the past
from a nationalistic “Belgicist” point of view. The defenders of Walloon
identity, for their part, very rarely strive for Wallonia’s full-fledged
independence — in a less finalistic approach, they rather promote the
existence of a purely regional identity, within the framework of a larger
nation-state (whether Belgium or, far less often, France). Proponents of
the Great-Netherlands, encompassing both the inhabitants of The
Netherlands and modern Flanders, are also very few nowadays —
although this political project enjoyed some resonance in the interwar
period. It is essentially within Flemish nationalism that the idea of an
independent Flanders lives on; since the start of the twenty-first century,
it is being vocally supported by a large fraction of Flemish public
opinion. This position is underpinned by a finalistic view, projecting
the modern region of Flanders into the past as an ever-existing entity
with a well-defined and immutable “identity.”

Our approach to the “Belgian” past is entirely different. This synthe-
sis does not want to “justify” one or the other polity or project. It not
only eschews teleological biases; it also tries, on the contrary, to decon-
struct some myths concerning Belgian, Flemish, or Walloon history. It
tries to do so by highlighting the main historical developments that took
place within the geographical scope of contemporary Belgium — while
being well aware that this spatial framework, based on the borders
defined in - , is often deficient if one wants to capture the
processes at work in bygone times. The regions constituting today’s
nation-state were previously embedded in specific, original configur-
ations that differed from the present ones. For instance, until the seven-
teenth century parts of northern France fully belonged to the Southern
Netherlands, and the country’s historical trajectory can only be under-
stood if these regions are integrated into our narrative.

Therefore, we must always bear in mind that the fate of the “Belgian”
territories was not determined by the later outcome — Belgium — but by
other political, economic, and cultural relationships, in particular those
resulting from the emergence of the Low Countries as a more or less
coherent political reality from the late fourteenth century. The position
adopted here, namely to explore the past starting from the modern Belgian
space, is indeed arbitrary and artificial (in the sense that it imposes a
framework that was not necessarily relevant before). But it is not more so
than if one chooses Flanders or Wallonia as a starting point. Writing the
“history of Flanders” or the “history of Wallonia” raises the same kinds of
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problems of retro-analysis. Taking the Low Countries as a framework to
describe past developments in this part of Western Europe also has its
shortcomings. The so-called Seventeen Provinces did not exist at all in the
Early Middle Ages; between approximately the fourteenth to the sixteenth
century they indeed constituted a more or less coherent spatial and
political framework; but they largely lose their relevance for developments
in the “Belgian” territories from the seventeenth century onward.

Any Concise History of Belgium must also avoid another pitfall.
However important during the most recent decades, the struggles
between both language communities should not become its sole point
of reference. It would indeed be wrong to assume that this specific
dimension of modern Belgian history was automatically relevant in all
times past. Clearly, it was not. Before the end of the eighteenth century,
the fact that some principalities consisted of French speakers and others
of Dutch speakers, or even that both languages were used simultaneously
within some principalities, was not a real problem. Indeed, the use of
languages was determined by other mechanisms than those dominant in
modern Belgium. Prior to Belgium’s birth in , and even thereafter,
politics of course meant far more than language issues. Moreover, eco-
nomic, social, and cultural developments, both in the “Belgian” territor-
ies and in Belgium proper, are important in their own right. We shall
therefore pay due attention to these as well.

This panoramic view obviously requires some knowledge of the geo-
graphical setting: after having travelled quickly through time, we will also
do so through space (see map ., p. ). We therefore invite the foreign
reader to imagine him- or herself as a fellow traveller of the German
aristocrat Leopold of Saxe-Coburg, the widower of the heiress to the
British throne, the late Princess Charlotte. In , he had accepted the
invitation of the young Belgian authorities to become their king. To reach
Brussels, where he was to swear a solemn oath on the brand-new Belgian
constitutiononJuly —Belgium’s national holiday since —the
future Leopold | crossed the North Sea from Dover to Calais. At the
French town of Dunkirk, he continued, via the beach, to Belgium’s north-
westernmost commune of De Panne (La Panne in French), where he first
set foot on Belgian soil. On the king’s trail, we will travel from north to
south to introduce Belgium’s main physical and topographical traits.

Belgium’s short coast, stretching a mere ~ km in a north-easternly
direction, presents itself as a long sandy beach bordered by dunes, only
interrupted first by the mouth of the (modest) river Yser (that was to
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play an important role in the First World War), then by the ports of
Ostend and Zeebrugge (the latter created as late as the beginning of the
twentieth century). Today’s seashore is largely covered with concrete,
strewn with large apartment buildings and villas, and therefore looks
immutable. This is of course a false impression, not only with regard to
the perilous future of global warming, but also when looking back in
time. Indeed, in antiquity and during the Middle Ages the limits between
sea and land often fluctuated, marked by a changing landscape of small
islands, marshes, and salty meadows. By the nineteenth century, however,
the inhabitants had long since won their age-old struggle with the sea:
behind the tiny area occupied by the dunes, tireless efforts of land
reclamation had created a landscape of polders.

Here begins Low Belgium, the first of the country’s three components
traditionally distinguished by geographical textbooks. Its main feature is
aptly described by its adjective. It presents an open and flat landscape,
with no relief. Leopold, passing through this region, still saw some
sparse forests on his way to the city of Bruges, in the east, some  km
from the Dutch border. Nowadays, these wooded zones have almost
completely disappeared. Deforestation was practiced from the Middle
Ages, not only in this part of the country, but also elsewhere. Land was
increasingly cleared for agriculture or husbandry, although the sub-soil,
consisting of sandy soils and sandy loam, is not ideally fertile for farming.
Some km south from the coast, one crosses the first of the two big
rivers flowing through Belgium, the Scheldt (Schelde, in Dutch, Escaut in
French). Leaving Bruges on his way to Brussels, Leopold and his
entourage reached Ghent, one of Flanders’ main cities. It is located on
the exact point where the Scheldt is met by its main tributary, the Lys (in
Dutch Leie). The Scheldt runs northeast but does not reach the sea on
Belgian soil: its delta is located in The Netherlands. Before leaving
Belgian territory this river borders the other important Flemish city,
Antwerp, whose port has played a key role since the fifteenth century.

A few kilometres south of the Scheldt begins Middle Belgium, the
second of Belgium’s three geographical regions. The rolling landscape
now consists of gentle hills, molded by a series of modest waterways that
ultimately flow into the Scheldt. Among them are the Senne and the
Dyle, on whose banks are located, respectively, the Brabant cities of
Brussels and Leuven (Louvain). The soil here consists of loam, making
this part of the country more fertile and fit for agriculture. Forests are
somewhat more present here — even if deforestation has also taken a
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heavy toll. The Forét de Soignes, for instance, the green lung on the
southern side of Brussels, the capital located right in the centre of
Belgium, was once part of the much larger Coal Forest, which we will
mention in Chapter

In July , Leopold of course halted in Brussels for his inauguration
ceremony, but we will continue our journey to discover the southern part
of the country. About km southeast of Brussels, one reaches the
second of Belgium’s main rivers, the Meuse. The city of Namur — today
the capital of Wallonia — is located on the confluence of this waterway
and its tributary, the Sambre. The important city of Liege is also located
on the banks of the Meuse, some  km downstream, near the Dutch
border. Indeed, the Meuse, like the Scheldt, continues its course through
the territory of The Netherlands before flowing into the North Sea. The
Meuse more or less marks the beginning of Belgium’s third physical
part, High Belgium. This is a somewhat misleading name. This southern
region is certainly known for its more accentuated relief, but Belgium’s
highest point, the Signal de Botrange in the east, culminates at a modest

m. Its soils are less conducive to agriculture, and dense forests and
large pastures dominate the area. Here is located the vast wooded and
thinly populated area of the Belgian Ardennes that imperceptibly con-
tinues into the neighboring countries of France (the French Ardennes)
and the Grand-Duchy of Luxemburg. Belgium’s south-easternmost city,
Arlon, is only  km from the city of Luxemburg, the Grand-Duchy’s
capital. The distance between De Panne to Arlon is about the longest one
can travel on Belgian territory, about km as the crow flies. By car, the
journey takes about five hours. This gives one an idea of the exiguity of
Belgium’s territory, a small part of Western Europe that nevertheless
carries a rich history spanning two millennia.

Before embarking on this narrative, it is however important to clarify some
terminological issues. Certain words may indeed seem confusing to non-
specialist readers, since they refer to different realities according to context or
period. Some of these shifting notions have already been mentioned before,
but a summary appears useful to avoid fatal anachronisms.

The term “Belgium” itself requires some clarification. As mentioned
before, it dates from Roman times, but it then referred to realities that
were very different from the present. The word disappears at the
beginning of the Middle Ages, before being picked up again by the
Humanists in the sixteenth century. However, Belgica then referred to
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the Seventeen Provinces; that is the territories of both future Belgium
and The Netherlands. The famous maps showing the Leo Belgicus
graphically demonstrate this. When the northern provinces seceded
from Habsburg rule, the remaining provinces, or Southern (or
Spanish, later Austrian) Netherlands were increasingly designated,
especially in the eighteenth century, with the adjective belgique (les
territoires belgiques, or I'Eglise belgique, etc.) or even (but rarely) with
the noun Belgique, the name finally given to the country that became
independent in (in Dutch Belgié, in French la Belgique).

The term “Low Countries” (Nederlanden in Dutch; Pays-Bas in
French) can be used in two different ways. It not only designates the
two modern nation-states Belgium and The Netherlands, but also the
collection of principalities that were ruled first by the Burgundian and
then the Habsburg sovereigns (the Seventeen Provinces).
Consequently, the reader must not confuse “the Netherlands”
(another wording in English for “Low Countries” in the old accepta-
tion) and “The Netherlands” (the modern kingdom, smaller than the
first). The Dutch language introduces a nuance to distinguish both
realities: the word Nederlanden refers to the former principalities,
while Nederland (without the final “en” indicating the plural) desig-
nates the modern kingdom. The French language, alas, uses les Pays-
Bas to express both significations.

The word “Dutch” also might produce confusion. Both as an adjec-
tive and a noun, it refers to things relating to the modern kingdom of
The Netherlands (for instance the Dutch territory, the Dutch econ-
omy, or “the Dutch,” i.e. the citizens of this country). In theory, these
meanings are irrelevant for Belgium. But “Dutch” also designates a
language of Germanic origin that is spoken not only by the Dutch
themselves, but also by the Flemings, the people living in the northern
part of modern Belgium. They represent about percent of the
total Belgian population and live in the modern region of Flanders
(see below). However, they are sometimes also referred to as speaking
“Flemish” (Vlaams, in the Dutch language; le flamand in French).
This is not a language of its own; it generally indicates one of the many
different local dialectical variants of Dutch. In the following pages we
will, however, use the word “Flemish” to designate the idiom spoken
by the inhabitants of the northern part of Belgium and its predeces-
sors until the second half of the nineteenth century; for subsequent
periods, we will switch to the word “Dutch” (Nederlands, in Dutch; le
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néerlandais in French), because the leaders of the Flemish movement
then chose to standardize their language according to the norms used
in The Netherlands (see Chapter ).
This brings us to the term “Flanders,” whose meaning drastically changed
over time. Originally, it refers to a small Carolingian pagus located near the
North Sea coast that evolved into a medieval county with a much larger
surface area. But this county did not encompass all speakers of Flemish
languages. When Belgium was created in , two of its original nine
provinces were given that name: West and East Flanders. But taken
together, these provinces still did not encompass all Flemish (or Dutch)
speakers living in Belgium. Gradually, due to the growing sense of identity
created by the Flemish movement, all people speaking Flemish/Dutch
were called “Flemings” (Vlamingen, in Dutch; Flamands in French), and
they were seen as members of one and the same community and region:
Flanders (Vlaanderen in Dutch; la Flandre in French). In the late twentieth
century, Belgium’s state reforms officially created the region (and commu-
nity) “Flanders,” a public body endowed with ever-increasing compe-
tences managing the lives of all Dutch-speaking Belgians.
One of the medieval principalities where Flemish was spoken, outside
the county of Flanders, was the duchy of Brabant. This ancient polity,
however, was much larger than nineteenth-century Brabant, one of
constitutive provinces of modern Belgium. The former included the
modern province of Antwerp and even some parts of The Netherlands
(one of the modern Dutch provinces is indeed still named “Noord-
Brabant”). The Belgian province (as the ancient principality), how-
ever, consisted of both Dutch and French speakers. Consequently, in
, one of the Belgian state reforms split this entity into two new
provinces, Vlaams-Brabant and Brabant wallon.
The word “Liege” refers to three different geographical and political
entities: first, it is an important city on the Meuse. Second, it was a
medieval principality governed by a bishop (the so-called prince-bishopric
of Liége). Finally, it is one of the modern Belgian provinces in the east of
Belgium. The spatial definition of the ancient principality was very differ-
ent from that of the modern province. Moreover, the prince-bishopric was
not part of the Seventeen Provinces (or the ancient Netherlands); only
from the late eighteenth century did this polity merge with the destiny of
the Southern Netherlands to lead to modern Belgium.
Etymologically, the words “Wallonia” and “Walloon” derive from the
old Germanic “walha” or “welsch,” designating in (post-) Roman
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times the Celtic- and Romance-speaking populations and neighboring
Germanic ones (this also explains the origin of the words “Wales,”
“Welsh,” and “Cornwall” in the United Kingdom, and of the term
Welsch used in Switzerland by German-speaking Swiss to designate
their Romance-speaking fellow compatriots). More generally, the word
also meant “foreigners,” or “strangers.” Despite some sporadic refer-
ences dating from the fifteenth century, the word “Wallonia” takes on its
modern definition — that is, the region encompassing all Francophones
living in Belgium (except those living in Brussels) — only in the final
decades of the nineteenth century. Wallonia became a political reality —
an official region — from , after the first Belgian state reform. The
word “Walloon” also refers to a series of Romance dialects spoken in the
southern parts of Belgium, characterized by a degree of Germanic
influence. These dialects gradually waned as standard French took over
(a process somewhat similar to that of Flemish and Dutch).
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Earliest Times
From Prehistory to the End of the Roman Period

Introduction

Dating back to Celtic times, the words “Belgium” and “Belgians” are
indeed very ancient, but this antiquity is wholly fallacious if one wants to
understand the genesis of the contemporary nation-state that carries this
name. These terms do not, in any way, reflect some remote historical
antecedents of the country founded in . In the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, however, many Belgian patriots — historians,
politicians, artists, teachers, and other opinion makers — were enthralled
by the abundant mentions of these “Belgians” in Julius Caesar’s De Bello
Gallico, the well-known report of his bloody conquest of Gaul. In their
eyes, these references clearly proved the age-old existence of a “Belgian
identity,” or at least of some of its constitutive elements. Of course,
nowadays no one seriously refers to “Ancient Belgians” as the “ances-
tors” of the contemporary people of this nation. But that does not mean
that these early times are irrelevant. On the contrary: the prehistoric,
Celtic, and Roman legacies played a role in shaping the territories that
were to form today’s Belgium.

Before the Celts

The people known as “Belgians” were not the first inhabitants of these
territories, and human presence in the region was of course much older.
At first sight, however, Belgium’s prehistory does not seem particularly
engaging. A contemporary tourist eager to admire spectacular relics of
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early mankind is not likely to choose Belgium as a priority destination.
Here, she or he will find no equivalents of the caves of Lascaux or
Altamira, nor monumental sites such as Carnac, Stonehenge, or the
Maltese temples of Gozo and Tarxien. But prehistoric remains are not
(necessarily) relevant because of their aesthetic qualities or impressive
dimensions, for even tiny bone fragments or crude stone objects
can reveal crucial information concerning mankind’s early develop-
ment. An example taken from Belgian soil illustrates this in a striking
way. In the s, a young physician, Philippe-Charles Schmerling
( - ), was interested in “old stones” and fossils. His explor-
ations in several caves in the province of Liege led to the discovery
of bone fragments that obviously did not belong to modern human
beings. Moreover, these fragments were linked to remains of extinct,
“antediluvian” animals and to primitive stone tools. Unfortunately,
Schmerling’s work, published in - , went largely unnoticed,
and so its author became a forgotten pioneer of the study of Prehistory,
predating by a decade and more the work of the Frenchman Jacques
Boucher de Perthes and other founding fathers of this scientific
discipline.

Among Schmerling’s discoveries, made in the cave of Engis number
was part of a child’s skull, subsequently identified as belonging to
Homo neanderthalensis. More than half a century later, in , two
incomplete skeletons came to light in another cave, located in Spy, also
in the southern part of Belgium. They belonged to the same species that
was discovered in Neanderthal in — but the discoveries in Spy
(near Namur) indisputably proved the existence of a different kind of
Homo long before the arrival of modern Homo sapiens sapiens in Europe.
According to recent C" analysis, these remains dated from , to

,  years Before Present ().

But even Neanderthal man was not the first hominid to set foot in this
part of north-western Europe. The earliest traces of human presence in
“Belgium,” as evident in finds of rudimentary stone tools made by Homo
erectus, go back toc. or , . This is much later than in
other parts of Europe. In Spain and France, hominid activity is demon-
strable . million years ago; and recent finds in Happisburgh, Great
Britain (a place much closer to Belgium), go back in time from to

, Yyears. In general, evidence from the Early Palaeolithic is rare in
Belgium. The Middle Palaeolithic is better documented, especially in its
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later phases, through the presence of Neanderthals, from c¢. ,

(the dating of a child’s mandible found in Sclayn, yet another cave in
southern Belgium) to c¢. . Homo sapiens sapiens appeared in
Belgium around . These anatomically modern humans pro-
duced the first, albeit very modest, figurative objects found in the
country (an engraved reindeer antler, a small anthropomorphic ivory
sculpture, etc.) — but the relics of the cultural activity of early societies
found in Belgium are rather modest compared to the artifacts discovered
in other parts of Europe.

After a long period almost devoid of human presence (from ,  to

, ), due to the extreme cold of the last glaciation, Belgium was
peopled by new groups of hunter-gatherers. They were bearers of the
Magdalenian industry that also produced the admirable paintings of the
Lascaux cave. The most notable, aesthetically significant artifact they left
in Belgium — a stone plaque of about by  cm now on display in the
Brussels Museum of Natural Sciences, dating to about ,  Before the
Common Era () and vividly representing a walking auroch — in fact
reveals a striking resemblance to the animals painted on the walls of the
so-called Sistine chapel of Prehistory. It would, however, be wrong to
infer from all these examples that the significant prehistoric sites in
Belgium are exclusively located in the southern part of the country
(where caves are indeed numerous); the less hilly regions constituting
today’s Flanders also yielded significant finds. In Kanne (in the province
of Limburg), for example, archaeologists unearthed a Magdalenian
hunters’ camp (dated ), identified as the most northern site
belonging to this culture ever found in Europe (together with a site in
the nearby Netherlands). During the subsequent Mesolithic period
( - ) the density of sites in Flanders even ranked among
the highest in north-western Europe.

The next crucial step in human evolution was the emergence of
agriculture. The first farmers — not only cultivating grains and vege-
tables, but also raising domesticated animals such as cattle, pigs, sheep,
and goats — arrived in Belgium c. years , coming from the
northeast and following the Meuse valley upstream. These people,
named after the typical form of their pottery (Rubané or Linear
Pottery), mostly established themselves on the loess soils of the centrally
located Hesbaye region and in northern Hainaut. Around the same time,
another type of Neolithic culture, the so-called Blicquy culture, also
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settled there. This culture was a hybrid between the Linear Pottery
culture that originated east of the Rhine, and a Neolithic culture that
came from southern Europe (the so-called Impresso-Cardial culture).

For unidentified reasons, these first agriculturalists left almost no
traces from c. . This most probably points to an important
population decline. New types of settlement and, with them, indications
of a growing population, emerged only half a millennium later, at c.

. These farmers now covered a much larger area of Belgium and
significantly changed the landscape, in particular through forest clear-
ances. Henceforth, agriculture also rapidly progressed in the northern
part of the country. A specific feature of this so-called Michelsberg
culture (named after the German site where these cultural traits were
prominently identified) was the existence of fortified structures, consist-
ing of earth walls, sometimes surrounded by ditches and topped with
wooden palisades. These structures (already present during the final
phase of the Linear Pottery culture) need not necessarily be interpreted
as defensive settlements, protecting farmers from hostile attack. Modern
archaeologists tend to identify them as ceremonial spaces with little or no
permanent habitation, or as symbolic markers of territory. In the Late
Neolithic period ( - ), the erection of dolmens and menhirs
also reveal the emergence of new (but alas largely unknown) funeral
practices and symbolic beliefs. These megaliths, located in the southern
part of the country (for example in Wéris, near the commune of Durbuy),
are quite modest when compared with the spectacular megalithic sites
found in other European countries. But the “Belgian” megaliths prove
that this region was part of a wider cultural and social space ranging from
Brittany to Germany, and from Great Britain to Malta.

The Neolithic period also shows the first signs of specialized economic
activity. Flint, a key production tool (next to wood), was dug in many
places, but some spots developed into outright specialized mining
centers. The most notable, located at Spiennes (Hainaut province) —
now ranked a UNESCO World Heritage Site — was exploited for more
than two thousand years ( - ). This intricate set of galleries,
some reaching  m deep, may have produced a total of to
tons of flint. The extracted stones underwent a first, rudimentary,
processing before being “exported” to distant places where they were
given their final form. Spiennes tools were found within a range of

km from their original locus.
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Taken together, all the features of the Neolithic period we have just
mentioned reveal a society marked by a growing complexity: agricultural
surplus fed specialized workers; trade networks linked distant places;
collective and exhausting labor schemes created the first monuments
ever; a hierarchy of places (scattered dwellings existing next to perman-
ent farming settlements, specialized camps and ceremonial spaces)
reflected a multifaceted social structure — of which, alas, little is known.
Moreover, Neolithic settlements most probably coexisted with surviving
groups of hunter-gatherers — since this way of living did not suddenly
disappear, and (hostile or peaceful?) relations with sedentary farmers
were perhaps maintained for an undetermined time span.

Far from being abrupt and clear-cut, the transition to the Metal Ages
was also slow and gradual. The first copper objects marginally penetrated
late Neolithic societies — known as the Bell-beaker culture, named after

the specific form of their pottery ( - ). Due to the absence of
essential ores, the rise of Early and Middle Bronze Age societies in
Belgium was rather protracted ( - ). Tin and copper, the

basic ores for bronze production, were absent in this part of Europe:
bronze artefacts were imported either from the Atlantic regions or from
Central Europe. These changes went hand-in-hand with the spread of
new funeral rites. Cremated bodies were henceforth buried in urns
deposited in funeral fields, the so-called urnfields. Simultaneously, social
differentiation increased: elites were interred in burial mounds, of which
some examples are still visible in the landscape. However, the material
relics of the Late Bronze Age no longer express this social differenti-
ation. Bronze Age cultural traits were not necessarily caused by the
arrival of new population groups from the east but could also be
explained by the slow adoption of new technologies and ways of living
by people already present and open to different influences. Gradually,
bronze objects were also produced locally, with specific, “regional” traits.
A striking characteristic of this period is the (possibly religiously
inspired) tradition of depositing precious bronze objects in rivers.

The Celtic Era

The Iron Age (from ) not only represented a change in technol-
ogy (the mastering of a new type of metallurgy) but also, and foremost,
the rise of new political structures and increased social differentiation
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(or, at least, different and more explicit expressions of contrasts in wealth
and power between social groups). Within this period, archaeologists
traditionally distinguish two phases: Hallstatt ( - ) and La
Tene (- ). These names refer to the eponymous (respectively
Austrian and Swiss) places where the specific traits of these cultures were
originally identified. Yet unlike the people of the Linear Pottery, or
Michelsberg, or Urnfield, etc., “cultures,” only defined by a place name
or a cultural trait, the men and women living then and there can now, for
the first time, be designated with a specific name: the Celts.

This name, first given to them by Greek sources of the late sixth
century relating to specific populations living in a wide area north of the
Alps, which they called KeAtol, could induce some false inferences. It
would indeed be wrong to see the Celtic world as a homogenous and
static bloc. A “Celtic realm,” let alone a “Celtic nation,” of course never
existed. Although they spoke related languages and shared certain cul-
tural, artistic, and religious features, the Celts primarily consisted of
autonomous, often rival, political entities characterized by moving
boundaries and contrasting levels of power, influence, and wealth.

This is clear, for instance, if one looks at the regions that would later
form Belgium. Archaeologists have noted that the break between the
Late Bronze and the Early Iron Age is not clear-cut in this part of north-
western Europe. Here, Bronze Age traditions persisted throughout the
first phases of the Hallstatt culture. Moreover, it is far from certain that
the populations living here were all of a sudden “new” ones, originating
from the primordial Celtic core and “invading” this new periphery. The
local inhabitants might well have gradually adopted some Celtic traits
(such as language, habits, material culture, etc.). Local funeral gifts do
point to increasing social differentiation, or, at least, they reflect more
spectacular ways of expressing them. However, splendid “princely”
tombs are less numerous in Belgium than, for example, in Baden-
Wirttemberg or Burgundy, with such famous sites as, respectively,
Hochdorf and Vix. Such elite grave finds in Belgium also date from a
later period.

As discovered elsewhere in the Celtic world, fortified places, generally
located on hilltops, have also been identified in Belgium. These places
were the seats of aristocrats, who possibly controlled local trade net-
works. These elites both consolidated and expressed their power through
the acquisition and display of foreign (i.e. Italic or Greek) prestige goods.
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The fortification on the Kemmelberg (province of West Flanders),
dating from the early La Tene period (fifth—fourth century ), for
instance, was probably linked to the salt trade, since the nearby North
Sea shores produced and exported large quantities of this precious
commodity. But the “Belgian” fortified places were clearly located at
the periphery of the Hallstatt and La Téne heartland. One striking
example is that the Kemmelberg excavations yielded, among many other
objects, a small fragment of Attic pottery — the most northern example of
this prestigious Greek ware ever found in Europe. Some rare, typically
Etruscan objects were also found in Belgium. In the eyes of
Mediterranean traders who maintained commercial contacts with north-
ern Europe, the land bordering the North Sea probably was a sort of finis
terrae, even if precious products such as amber came from further north
still. The wealthiest and most powerful parts of the early Celtic world
clearly lay south of contemporary Belgium.

During the La Téene phase of the Iron Age (- ), important
waves of migration directly affected later Belgium. While population
movements had already occurred before, now, for the first time, they left
a trace in a written source: the account written by the Roman general
Julius Caesar. We have of course to stress the biased, probably distorted
or even erroneous nature of Caesar’s view of a local situation wholly
unfamiliar to him. Given its unique nature, we will however briefly
summarize his description of the “ethnic” and linguistic landscape in
this part of Western Europe. At the beginning of his conquest of Gaul
( - ), Caesar had heard that the north-eastern part of this
region was inhabited by Belgae. His Gallic informers told him “most
Belgae originated in Germany and had crossed the Rhine long ago”
(De Bello Gallico [BG], Il, ). Defeating, driving away, and/or absorbing
the pre-existing populations, they had settled in the territories delimited
by the Seine and Marne rivers, the North Sea and the Rhine-Meuse
delta. Some even crossed the Channel to Britain. Nowadays, we believe
that these migrations took place during the third or second century
Consequently, Caesar clearly distinguished these Belgae from the other
inhabitants of Gaul; that is, the Aquitani and the Celts (or Gauls):
according to him, they all “differ from each other in language, customs
and law” (BG, I, ). But Caesar never used the word Belgica as a proper
noun to designate this part of Gaul. Nor did he use it as an adjective
(the term Gallia belgica, for instance, dates from later Roman times).
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To complicate things further, Caesar also sporadically mentioned a
specific region that he called Belgium (in Latin), which he situated in
the regions now known as Picardie and Haute-Normandie (in France);
that is, the western part of the (much larger) region inhabited by the
Belgae. Needless to say, Caesar’s Belgium has nothing to do with present-
day “Belgium” (in English). Etymologically, the word Belgae appears to
be linked to the old Indo-European root belg-, which means “to swell”
(cf. the English verb “to bulge™) as well as “being angry” (the meaning of
the present Dutch word “verbolgen”). Thus, the name of the Belgae
presents them as “those who are swelled [by anger],” “the angry people,”
or perhaps, figuratively, “the proud ones.”

But who exactly were these Belgae? More precisely, did they speak a
Celtic or a Germanic language? This question triggered a long-lasting
debate. For nineteenth- and twentieth-century Belgians, it was a highly
sensitive issue, both politically and psychologically. By stressing the
“Celtic” nature of the Belgae, contemporary Belgians wanted to under-
line their “kinship” with the contemporary French, “heirs of the Gauls”;
by saying that the Belgae were “Germans,” they distanced themselves
from their southern neighbor and emphasized their connection with
contemporary Germany. In his widely read Histoire de la Belgique
( , th ed, ), for instance, the romantic nineteenth-century
Belgian historian Henri-Guillaume Moke firmly stated that the Belgae
“were of German blood,” belonging “to a race as blond as the Gaéls
[Celts], but stronger than them.” In the mid-nineteenth century, this
“racial” definition of the Belgae made clear that young Belgium was
independent from expansionist France, and that Brussels was not a
subsidiary of Paris.

Based on archaeological, toponymic, and linguistic evidence, modern
scholars generally conclude that most Belgae actually belonged to the
Celtic sphere. When Caesar mentioned their “German” origin, he most
probably referred to the region where they came from, namely the
territories east of the Rhine, but not to an “ethnic” or linguistic group.
The differences in language between the Belgae and the other inhabitants
of Gaul, mentioned by Caesar in the cited passage (BG, I, ), probably
referred to regional variants of Celtic. But this does not imply that all
inhabitants of the territories occupied by the Belgae belonged to the
Celtic cultural and linguistic sphere. People speaking a Germanic lan-
guage most probably also lived there. Caesar himself — somewhat


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781139018005.002

Earliest Times

contradictorily — even made a distinction between the different tribes
inhabiting the territory of the Belgae. Only some of them, most notably
the Condrusi and the Eburones, were explicitly identified as Germani (BG,
I, ), while yet another tribe, the Aduatuci, was presented as the
offspring of the Germanic tribes Cimbri and Teutoni, that had passed
through these territories earlier, on their way to Italy (BG, Il, ).

Contrary to the worldview of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
scientists and politicians — obsessed by sharp borders, static “races” and
homogenous “identities” — these early times were characterized by
moving and mingling populations, and complex shifting zones of inter-
action between groups of different linguistic and “ethnic” origin. Tribes
were far from fixed, so that different groups could easily mix and
coalesce to form new entities. Local populations could moreover adopt
cultural elements (such as language or artistic traditions) introduced or
simply used by “foreign” (“invading” or adjacent) groups. It is therefore,
in brief, impossible to reconstruct the exact linguistic map of the terri-
tories inhabited by the ancient Belgae. Both Celtic- and German-
speaking people were probably present in different mixtures, and a
kaleidoscopic and moving picture, with mutual cultural and linguistic
exchanges, is far more plausible than a homogenous and static one.

Belgae society was characterized by the existence of aristocrats who
ruled the mass of free people, consisting of farmers; in contrast to other
parts of the Celtic world, where their presence is clearly attested, there is
no evidence of the religious specialists known as druids. As in other parts
of Gaul, their polity was fragmented, consisting of different autonomous
tribes. Some of these, smaller or less mighty, were subordinated as
“clients” to another, more powerful tribe. Once again, Caesar’s
Commentaries mentions some essential details of the tribal landscape.
The most important tribes present on the territory of later Belgium
were the Menapii (living near the North Sea coast and in Flanders, next
to the Morini, essentially dwelling in what today is northern France), the
Nervii (in the central part of contemporary Belgium, mostly in the
provinces of Hainaut and Brabant), the Eburones (mostly in today’s
province of Limburg), the Aduatuci and the Condrusi (along the Meuse
river) and the Treveri (in the south of the Ardennes).

While both archaeology and Caesar’s text prove the existence
of fortified places, or strongholds of tribes, in Belgium there are no
traces of oppida in the strict sense of the term. These pre-urban
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agglomerations — with residential, political, economic, and religious
functions — had developed in other parts of the Celtic world, but not
in the regions inhabited by the above-mentioned tribes (with the excep-
tion of the Titelberg, an oppidum of the Treveri, but this site is located in
the contemporary Grand-Duchy of Luxemburg). Money was also intro-
duced late in comparison to other parts of Gaul, that is, not until the
second half of the second century . Since the nineteenth century,
many Celtic hoards have come to light in Belgium but ordinary people
did not use these gold coins for daily economic transactions. Celtic
money most likely had a political and diplomatic function and only
circulated among tribal aristocrats. This corroborates Caesar’s famous
description of the Belgae as the “bravest” (fortissimi) of all the popula-
tions of Gaul, because they were “farthest from the civilisation and
refinement of [our] Province, and merchants less frequently resort to
them and import things which tend to effeminate the mind” (BG, I, ).
The social and political effects of commercial and cultural contact with
the Mediterranean world were far less pronounced in the territories of
the Belgae, and especially in its most northern margins. Political power
was less crystalized, social differentiation less pronounced, and com-
merce less active.

The Establishment of Roman Rule

The history of the Roman conquest of Gaul has been told many times
over; moreover, Caesar’s own narration of his feats of arms — essentially a
book expressing his political and military propaganda — is both widely
read and easily accessible. Hence, our description of Roman military
operations in the lands of the Belgae will be very brief. After Caesar’s first
incursion in southern Gaul, the Belgian tribes feared that their lands
would be among the next targets of the Roman legions. At a general
assembly they decided combine forces in order to resist the invader. Not
all Belgian tribes joined the coalition — some even helped Caesar with
troops and logistics — but Caesar considered this (shaky) alliance to be a
threat. Acting swiftly, he decided to invade the territory of the Belgae. In

the Nervii were decimated at the Sabis river (whose precise
location is still unclear and heavily debated) because, among other
reasons, their allies the Aduatuci arrived too late to help. The latter then
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took refuge in their fortress. Caesar’s troops besieged and took the place,
massacring the fighters and abducting the women and children as slaves.
The following year the Romans waged destructive campaigns against the
Morini and Menapii but failed to completely defeat them. The indefatig-
able Caesar then also briefly invaded Britain and Germania, but this did
not mean that the lands of the Belgae were entirely “pacified.” On the
contrary, a major uprising nearly jeopardized all the previous conquests.
Roman legions, spending the winter of amidst the territories of
the Belgae, suffered a surprise attack, mainly by the Eburones and the
Treveri (who had been Caesar’s allies during the battle at the Sabis, but
had now changed sides). Many Romans lost their lives and Caesar found
it difficult to restore his military supremacy ( - ). Caesar expli-
citly mentions the leader of the Eburones, Ambiorix. Except for these few
references in De Bello Gallico, nothing is known about him; but
nineteenth-century Belgian patriots did not hesitate to turn him into a
“national hero”: the symbol of Belgian resistance to foreign domination —
in fact, a striking example of nationalistic myth construction. However,
one thing is certain: in the next years, Belgian tribes continued to resist
the Roman conquerors. Some of them, for example the Atrebates and the
Menapii, even participated in the great Gallic uprising led by
Vercingetorix, who was finally defeated in at Alesia, south of
the territory of the Belgae.

That year marked the official end of the Roman conquest of Gaul.
Caesar could now pursue his higher ambitions in Roman politics. But at
that moment, the Roman presence in the lands of the Belgae was still
very superficial. The main and immediate effect of Caesar’s campaigns
was most likely demographic. The Eburones seems to have been almost
wiped out; other tribes also suffered heavy losses. Should we take
Caesar’s propagandistic writings at face value? This of course remains
unclear, since we have no other source to corroborate his claims.
Archaeological sources also remain silent on the matter, since Caesar’s
legions left not a single material trace of their presence in today’s
Belgium, with one possible exception. In , @ large quantity of leaden
Roman sling stones was found near the city of Thuin (in the province of
Hainaut), possibly the location of the fortified place of the Aduatuci.
Even today, virtually all geographical place names mentioned by Caesar
remain unidentified in Belgium. Many researchers, both scholars and
amateurs, still tenaciously try to locate his whereabouts in the country,
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fiercely rejecting identifications proposed by others and advocating their
own findings.

Notwithstanding Caesar’s extensive massacres and his destruction of
farmsteads, fields, and fortified places, the lands inhabited by the Belgae
were not yet completely brought to submission. While the Roman
legions pursued successive military operations in Germany, east of the
Rhine, uprisings continued for decades on the west bank of the river —
also, but not exclusively, on the territory of later Belgium. The Romans
put down revolts of the Treveri in - and the Morini in -

. Belgae also participated in a broader rebellion of Gallic tribes in

, and one of their leaders, the Treveri chief Julius Florus, was defeated
by Roman legions in the Ardennes, where he committed suicide. A few
decades later, yet another uprising shook Roman Gaul. In - , the
Batavi (a tribe established in what is now The Netherlands) took the lead,
under their chief Caius Julius Civilis. These developments also involved
the people and territories of later Belgium. Gaul was on the brink of
breaking away from the Empire, but Roman rule was finally restored.

These events show that Caesar’s conquest was not a clear-cut break in
the history of these northern regions. While it certainly marked the
beginning of Roman rule, for many years the bulk of the “conquered”
people continued their lives largely unchanged. Part of the Celtic
aristocracy had allied itself with the new masters, and some members
of this local elite were even Romanized to a certain extent, as indicated by
the names of the insurgent leaders just mentioned. But it was also clear
that large segments of society, from top to bottom, were disgruntled by
foreign rule. Heavy taxation and other abuses, for instance, had triggered
the revolt of . During the four decades or so following Caesar’s
victory in , the Roman imprint on the newly conquered north-
eastern regions of Gaul was rather modest — apart from destruction and
plunder. It is quite significant that the first material evidence of Roman
presence in later Belgium, except the above-mentioned finds near Thuin,

dates from about . This is no coincidence, since real organizational
and structural change only started under the first Roman emperor,
Augustus (r. - ). The founder of the Principate had close

links with the regions conquered by his adoptive father, Julius Caesar,
residing there on several occasions. This interest was largely due to his
military ambitions beyond the Rhine, and his legions waged several
bloody campaigns in Germania. When Augustus finally abandoned his
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dream of conguering and annexing these lands, the frontier or limes was
definitively established on the Rhine.

The military campaigns east of that river, and the subsequent stabiliza-
tion of this border of the Roman world, profoundly influenced the fate of
north-eastern Gaul by fundamentally changing its political, social, and
cultural status. This part of Western Europe, formerly an outskirt of the
world known to Greco-Roman civilization, now became the hinterland of
one its most strategic frontiers. Several crucial actions undertaken by
Emperor Augustus and his immediate successors profoundly trans-
formed these regions, and the results of these decisions and enterprises —
sometimes conscious, sometimes unplanned — were to last for centuries;
in some respects, they even survived the Roman Empire itself.
Administrative and legal changes went hand-in-hand with visible modi-
fications of the landscape. We will start by examining the political
framework imposed on conquered Gaul.

The Romans first exercised power through purely military means, and
army camps were obviously its quintessential and tangible expression.
One of the earliest examples of these sites on Belgian territory, dating
back to Augustan times, was excavated in the village of Velzeke (in the
province of East Flanders). However, given the permanent state of
confrontation, and later face-off, with the Germanic tribes, the main
Roman forces were naturally stationed further east near the Rhine. In
this way, most legions were established permanently on the territories of
contemporary Germany, while later Belgium evolved into a zone focused
on logistics and supply for the military guarding the limes. However, at
about the same time — the transitional decades from to - the
exercise of Roman power also gradually took on political, legal, and
administrative forms. This was reflected in the creation of a hierarchical
network of territorial entities or districts named provinciae and civitates.

Betweenc. and , Augustus divided recently conquered Gaul
into three large provinces: Aquitania, Gallia Lugdunensis, and Gallia
Belgica. Needless to say, Belgium belonged to the latter but it is worth-
while stressing that this Roman province also stretched far beyond the
boundaries of the modern nation; it covered vast regions of modern
northern France, as well as the whole of today’s Grand-Duchy of
Luxemburg. The territories west of the Rhine also belonged to Gallia
Belgica until - , from which date they were integrated into the
newly created provinces of Germania Superior and Germania Inferior.
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During the reign of Emperor Diocletian and his co-rulers, c. ,
Gallia Belgica was split into two new provinces — Belgica Prima and
Belgica Secunda — while at the same time, the two Germanic provinces
were respectively renamed Germania Prima and Germania Secunda. This
means that at the end of the third century , contemporary Belgium did
not belong to one single province, but to three, namely Belgica Secunda
(in the west), Germania Secunda (in the east) and finally, for a very
limited part, to Belgica Prima (in the south of the Ardennes).

Each province was further subdivided in a varying number of civitates,
themselves consisting of districts called pagi (singular pagus), a territorial
entity that had a fiscal and religious role, but of which very little is
known. The pagi would, however, play an important role in post-Roman
times (see Chapter ). The civitates were more or less based on the areas
occupied by the pre-existing Gallic tribes. Consequently, the following
civitates were established in the territory of later Belgium. The civitas
Menapiorum and civitas Nerviorum belonged to Belgica Secunda, while
the civitas Tungrorum probably belonged to Germania Inferior from the
start. The civitas Treverorum was part of Belgica Prima, and its territory
mainly stretched outside the borders of contemporary Belgium.
Contrary to the Menapii, Nervii, and Treveri, Caesar never mentioned
the Tungri in De Bello Gallico. They were probably a small tribe already
present that now resettled into the territories left “vacant” after Caesar’s
massacres, together with survivors of the slaughtered Eburones, Condrusi,
and Aduatuci, and with Germanic peoples coming from over the Rhine.

This administrative organization materialized through the foundation
of cities, a major innovation in this specific part of the former Celtic
world. As we have seen, these north-eastern regions of Gaul had not yet
produced permanent (pre-) urban settlements, and tribesmen and -
women gathered temporarily in existing fortified places, mainly for
ceremonial or military reasons. A few decades after Caesar’s conquest,
the power of Rome expressed itself not only through military camps, but
also through newly founded towns that acted as “capitals” (singular
caput, plural capita) of the provinciae and civitates. However, due to the
vagaries of history, Reims, Trier, and Cologne (the capitals of respectively
Gallia Belgica/Belgica Secunda, Belgica Prima, and Germania Inferior/
Secunda) are not located on the territory of contemporary Belgium. The
same largely goes for the central places of the underlying administrative
level of the civitates, since Bavay and Cassel, the capitals of the civitas
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Nerviorum and the civitas Menapiorum, are now located in France. The
sole exception is Atuatuca Tungrorum, the central place of the civitas
Tungrorum, founded around and now the city of Tongeren in the
province of Limburg. “Roman Belgium” was moreover strewn with
urban settlements, though these were mostly small. This was largely
due to yet another fundamental vector of Roman rule; that is, the road
system, a remarkable achievement that reshaped space in recently
conquered Gaul.

In all likelihood, the Belgae had already developed pathways across
their territories, but these trails left almost no traces. However, Roman
domination required a more elaborate and sophisticated communication
and transport system — the logical extension of that already developed in
Italy and in other Mediterranean regions under Roman occupation. The
first road in Gallia Belgica was built under Augustus, and by the reign of
Emperor Claudius (middle of the first century ) this network,
equipped with way stations, was largely operational. The main axis on
contemporary Belgian territory ran from west to east, linking the port of
Boulogne (on the Channel) to Cologne (on the Rhine) via the civitates
capitals Bavay and Tongeren. The latter city was linked to Arlon by a
road running from north to south. Many subsidiary and secondary roads
stretched in other directions and completed this spider’s web of Roman
power. The resultant crossroads, together with the spots bridging rivers
and smaller waterways, quickly generated new permanent settlements.
Some developed into communities of some importance called vici (sin-
gular vicus). These places did not enjoy the legal status of municipium,
that not only bestowed Roman law but other advantages as well on the
respective urban area. In the territory of later Belgium, only Tongeren
obtained this position, probably in the second century . Nevertheless,
the vici unquestionably exercised a local or even regional influence.
Indeed, as nodal points in the road system they rapidly fulfilled a crucial
economic and social role, as we shall see when examining the new society
that resulted from Roman domination.

Gallo-Roman Society during the Pax Romana

The instruments of Roman power — army, administration, cities, and
roads — jointly triggered an all-round and profound transformation of
society. This process was complex, since foreign and local elements
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combined in a subtle way. As elsewhere in the Empire, the introduction
of seemingly “flawless” Roman features was accompanied by the more or
less incomplete adoption (or adaptation) of these foreign ingredients by
the local population, or even by the persistence of pre-Roman traditions
and structures. In Gaul this process gave rise to the so-called Gallo-
Roman society. Gallia Belgica, including later Belgium, was of course no
exception to this rule. Recent scholarship has emphasized the spatial and
social variations of this process, so that in marginal rural territories and
lower social groups the impact of Rome was less pronounced, and Celtic
traditions persisted.

This Roman imprint was most clearly visible in the municipia and in
the most important vici. We have already mentioned Atuatuca
Tungrorum (Tongeren), the only municipium and undoubtedly the
leading city in the territory of future Belgium. Its first stone edifices,
replacing the previous wooden and clay constructions, were built in the
second half of the first century . The city displayed the essential
features of Roman urbanism: a grid pattern; a forum or central
marketplace (not yet excavated); religious edifices; thermae, that is,
public or private bathing facilities; more or less luxurious houses for
the well-to-do; funeral monuments on the outskirts of the town; and of
course the more modest dwellings of ordinary townspeople (for instance
the houses and workshops of artisans). A vast horreum (warehouse) shows
that the city played a significant role in the supply of the troops stationed
near the limes. The city’s population is estimated at about ,  around

. In the south of the Belgian Ardennes, Orolaunum (now

Arlon, capital of the Belgian province of Luxemburg), due to its

strategic location at the intersection of two important roads, developed

into one of the most important vici. This place possibly had some
.=, inhabitants.

Unfortunately, few remnants of Roman architecture are extant in
Belgium today. This country cannot boast spectacular monuments such
as the Porta Nigra and the Basilica of Constantine in Trier, or the well-
preserved theaters of Nimes or Arles in France. Apart from some unim-
pressive building foundations here and there, aficionados of Roman ruins
visiting Belgium will have to settle for parts of the old city walls of
Tongeren and Arlon. Nevertheless, a series of fine funerary monuments
from the latter town partially compensate for this meagre offering. The
bas-reliefs of these stelae provide a lively glimpse of daily life in the first
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Figure . Bas-relief representing a vallus, or Gallo-Roman
harvesting machine, used by Treveri peasants, second century Ap
(Virton, Musée gaumais)

centuries , for example a teacher and his pupils; a peasant harvesting
grain; merchants selling or transporting their goods; a tax official col-
lecting money, etc. (Figure . )

Indeed, these sculpted stone slabs vividly illustrate one of the most
important aspects of Gallo-Roman society, namely that it was far more
complex than its Celtic predecessor. For one, Gallia Belgica was now
much more connected to the rest of the world. Foreigners arrived there
from Rome, Italy, or other Mediterranean regions in their capacity as
administrative officials, military personnel, merchants, men of letters,
artists, and craftsmen, etc., and sometimes settled for good. This was also
the case for persons of modest social background, like Roman soldiers.
After having accomplished their tour of duty, they received a diploma
and a land grant, and some of them chose not to return to their patria.
But since no legions were stationed in the territory of later Belgium, this
probably happened rarely in these regions. All these newcomers of
course introduced their habits, beliefs, and — last but not least — their
language. Still, the number of these southerners was very limited.

The autochthonous population adapted to the new situation in varying
degrees and rates, and this phenomenon largely accounts for the massive
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character of Gallo-Romanization. Soldiers of local origin and serving in
the legions as auxilia (literally, “auxiliary troops”) were among the very
first vectors of Romanization, even if they also maintained some aspects
of their traditional habits and culture. As mentioned earlier, the surviving
aristocracy of the Belgae was also rapidly integrated into the Roman
power structure. They remained or became mighty landowners; some of
them settled in the new cities where they also held public offices. Roman
citizenship was bestowed upon former soldiers and city magistrates; this
was a powerful tool of upward social mobility. Other natives grasped the
opportunities offered by the “globalized” Roman economy, and became
specialized producers and traders, linked to regions far beyond local
horizons. Their primary commaodities were exported to distant markets,
sometimes as far as Rome and the Mediterranean. As we saw, salt
produced on the shores of the North Sea was already marketed during
the Iron Age; this activity continued during the Roman era. The
Menapii, for instance, were renowned for their smoked ham, a valued
gastronomic item transported over large distances. Iron ore was mined
and stone quarries supplied building materials, mainly for the cities.
Wine, oil, and garum, the famous fish sauce, figured prominently among
imported consumer goods. The Romans also introduced the plum and
the peach tree.

A wide variety of crafts also emerged in Gallia Belgica, as in other
parts of the Roman world. Originally, fine pottery such as the renowned
terra sigillata was imported from Italy or southern Gaul as early as the
second decade . The same goes for sophisticated manufactured
objects, such as bronzes, jewels, and other artistic artifacts. Soon, local
arts and crafts also flourished in the Roman Belgian provinces. Some of
these activities continued existing traditions; others were stimulated and
modernized by imported Roman technologies (for instance the pottery
wheel, unknown to the Celts); still others were entirely new, for example
crafts linked to stone buildings, architecture, and public facilities. Awide
variety of artisans thus emerged from the first century : fullers, dyers,
tanners, weavers, shoemakers, potters, blacksmiths, sculptors, glass-
makers, etc. They did not merely replicate Roman standards, but often
produced artifacts with a distinctive “local” character. These industrious
people — mostly of modest status, but some more prosperous — lived in or
around the neighborhoods of large and small agglomerations (the muni-
cipia, the vici, the crossroads, etc.), marketing their goods or skills locally
or regionally, and in some cases even on a wider scale. The birrus, for
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instance, a warm, hooded woollen cloak, was a valued export product of
the Nervii. Transport workers dispatched these goods far and wide — not
only carters, but also boatmen since waterways also played an important
role in communication networks.

Within this world of specialized market production, one aspect is
particularly striking: the development of large-scale production of grains
and other basic foodstuffs for the legions and the large cities located on
the Rhine. Huge rural estates known as villae took care of this important
activity. The reorganization of agriculture was preceded by yet another
Roman administrative innovation, known as the centuriatio. Parts of the
conquered territories were divided into separate land plots, generally
based on a grid pattern, and allotted to deserving persons. Many villae
have been excavated in the last few decades, and their formal aspects
and typology are by now well known. The center of these estates
consisted of a set of more or less extensive buildings, consisting partly
of sometimes lavishly equipped and decorated residential homes (the
pars urbana), and partly of structures for economic use (the pars rustica).
Their geographical location is also well known. Most villae, often
grouped near the vici, were situated on the fertile lands stretching right
through central Belgium, from west to east. But unfortunately, far less is
known about their social meaning. It is unclear, for instance, whether the
labor force was servile or free, although scholars assume that slavery was
not essential to the rural economy of this part of the Empire. Were parts
of the estates rented out? Were the villae engaged in some sort of
relationship with smallholders? These questions remain unanswered.
And who were the masters of these domains? Some might have been
newcomers, but the vast majority of powerful landowners were probably
the descendants of previous Celtic aristocratic families. While some villae
were based on pre-Roman estates, others were new exploitations.
Production intensified with the introduction of new agricultural
methods, but total output also rose through the extension of cultivated
land. Mighty landowners sometimes lived in the cities, where they also
carried out public duties, in which case an overseer ran the villa.
Deceased rich proprietors were buried in large tumuli, often along an
important road, some of which still mark the landscape.

It would, however, be wrong to equate the Gallo-Roman rural world
with these big market-oriented estates. A more traditional type of agri-
culture, with a greater presence of animal husbandry, existed north of the
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villae area. Numerous modest farms producing for nearby consumers
also existed, as well as small subsistence farms run by independent
families living in (almost complete) autarky. It goes without saying that
the latter left fewer traces, but it is nevertheless clear (and logical) that
the Roman imprint was less important as farm size diminished. In these
modest rural units, located on less fertile ground and in isolated regions,
Celtic traditions survived for an unknown time span.

Of course, life for the Gallo-Romans was not limited to producing,
trading, or consuming goods. Cultural and religious activities also left a
wealth of traces abundantly illustrating the process of Gallo-
Romanization. The introduction of writing was another major innovation
of Roman times. Many aspects of daily life now generated written
documents: administrative texts, tax registers, military orders, corres-
pondence between individuals, etc. Unfortunately, this written heritage
was almost completely lost to us. Even epigraphic evidence — inscriptions
on pottery, stone or metal — is rather scarce in this distant part of the
Roman Empire. The most recent collection of Roman inscriptions found
on the soil of contemporary Belgium, the Nouveau recueil des inscriptions
latines de Belgique (ILB nd ed., ), consists of a mere items, many
of which are very brief and repetitive. Fortunately, inscriptions originat-
ing from other countries but relating to this part of Gallia Belgica
complement this meagre harvest. These writings — on funerary steles,
dedicatory texts, etc. — can help reconstruct daily life, social practices,
and so on; they even make it possible to reconstruct (part of) the life
course of certain individuals. The literary evidence relating to Belgium in
Roman times is also rather scant. Contemporary historians and writers
only incidentally mentioned places located in, or events relating to, that
remote part of the Empire.

Religious life, for its part, is rather well documented. The archaeo-
logical museums of Brussels, Tongeren, and Arlon (to mention only the
most important) display many statues and other artefacts representing
figures of the classical Roman pantheon and mythology. Temples were
erected in Tongeren and the main vici to honour these deities, and of
course the emperor himself, in the framework of Roman civic religion.
But many sanctuaries were also erected in the countryside, outside the
urban and semi-urban centers. Fana (singular fanum) were shrines often
dating back to Celtic times and constructed according to local, pre-
Roman traditions (a square sanctuary surrounded by a portico). These
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temples were not only dedicated to Roman gods, but also to traditional
Celtic deities. Indeed, as everywhere in their vast Empire, the Romans
tolerated local cults. They never imposed their own religious views
exclusively, nor did they try to eradicate established forms of worship.
This means that in the Roman Belgian provinces the pre-existing Celtic
gods, local spirits, or natural “forces” (such as sources, trees, etc.),
continued to fulfill their ancient spiritual role. A well-known aspect of
Gallo-Romanization was the equation of local divinities with Roman
gods, the so-called interpretatio romana. This “translation” was flexible
and dynamic; and the fact that local people venerated Celtic gods was not
a sign of “opposition” to Roman dominance. City authorities were free to
choose which deity or deities would be honoured locally.

This tolerant attitude produced a diversified, but also changing reli-
gious landscape. Indeed, significant transformations in religious practices
occurred during Roman times. Funerary rites are one illustration of this
dynamic situation: the incineration of bodies, already practised during
Celtic times, persisted in Gallo-Roman Belgica before gradually giving
way to inhumation from the third century onwards. Another example of
religious change is the introduction of new cults in the later period of
Roman rule, more specifically the Mithras cult and Christianity. The
latter belief was rather marginal and essentially limited to cities. The first
bishop ever consecrated on the territory of later Belgium, more precisely
in Tongeren, was Servatius, probably from eastern (Armenian?) origins
(in the mid-fourth century ). Still, unequivocal evidence of this new
faith dating from Roman times is rather limited. Among these traces are,
for example, grave finds in Tongeren and the remains of a prayer room,
dating from the fourth century , discovered beneath the basilica, in the
same city. However, the main spread of Christianity dates from post-
Roman times (see Chapter ).

The Gradual Transformation and Demise of Roman
Rule (Third-Fifth Centuries )

In Belgium, as in other parts of Europe, Roman dominance did not
suddenly “disappear.” Long before its definitive and irrevocable end, the
Empire had already endured both severe shocks and slow transform-
ations that radically changed the entire social fabric. For decades and
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even centuries, the regions west of the Rhine lived through periods of
severe crisis alternating with years of relative restoration.

After the crushing of the Batavian revolt ( ), Gallia Belgica
enjoyed a century of Pax Romana. This long period of quiet prosperity,
unaffected by revolts or invasions, was interrupted in - by the
bloody incursion of German tribes, especially the Chauci, attacking by
land and sea, and the Chatti, invading the Roman Empire in the central
Rhine region. These invasions, marked by large-scale plunder, caused
grave destruction as evidenced by marks of fire at several urban or rural
sites. But this was only the first of many ordeals to come. The third
century  was a general period of crisis for the Roman Empire. The
weakening of central authority went hand in hand with increasing
internal troubles, and both elements facilitated successive waves of
Germanic invasion. All these elements were intimately linked. The end
of the Severan dynasty in marked the beginning of a long period of
political and military chaos. Many emperors took (and lost) power in but
a few years’ time. Some Germanic raids had already occurred in and

, before the onset of imperial anarchy. But the next damaging blow
took place around , with new invasions from over the Rhine,
especially by the Franks. In fact, this name — which probably means “the
brave ones” — refers to a federation of several Germanic peoples
(Chamavi, Bructeri, etc.), and not to a single tribe. New Frankish inva-
sions followed in around . Meanwhile, marauding bands of deserters
and poor people, the so-called bagaudae, also affected this part of the
Empire. Yet another crisis occurred in - . Carausius, a military of
Menapian origin and the commander of the Roman Channel fleet,
proclaimed himself “Emperor of Britain.” His influence also stretched
across to the mainland of Gallia Belgica. This secession came to an end in

, three years after his assassination.

Half a century after the beginning of this chaotic period, central
imperial authority was finally restored in this part of the Empire.
Emperor Diocletian (.~ — ) undertook important reforms that also
affected Gallia Belgica. We have already mentioned his reorganization of
the provinciae. Administrative changes also took place on the level of the
civitates. For instance Tornacum, now the Belgian city of Tournai in the
province of Hainaut, became the capital of the civitas Menapiorum, at the
expense of Cassel. This vicus was to play an important role in early
Frankish times, as we shall see in Chapter . Yet these measures did not
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resolve the Germanic problem. New invasions occurredin ~ , ,
and . Along with the Saxons, the Franks once again played a crucial
role in these events. This continuing pressure on the Rhine limes
enhanced the strategic importance of the provinces of Germania and
Belgica. Emperors often resided there for many years at some point of
their lives.

But under the surface of political and military turmoil more profound
changes were also taking place. The hinterland of the limes became
increasingly militarized, and this evolution of course affected, above all,
the territory of later Belgium. Cities were defended by the erection of
walls. Tongeren, for instance, was fortified in the second half of the
second century , possibly after the incursion of the Chauci. Moreover,
military camps and smaller fortified posts were established far behind the
Rhine region, especially along the important road from Bavay to
Cologne. In the Ardennes, new fortifications were built on heights, or
abandoned ones reconstructed. Since the shores of the North Sea were
also threatened by Germanic incursions, a series of forts was built there,
the so-called Litus Saxonicum. On Belgian soil the most important
castellum was erected at Oudenburg, near Ostend, and was in service
from the second to the early fifth century.

Normal social and economic life was severely affected by this growing
insecurity and, even more so, by the outright chaos caused by successive
invasions. Urban settlements decreased in population and area. Most
bathing facilities outside the main cities disappeared by the end of the
third century. The many hoards dating from the second, third, and
fourth centuries  also evidence dramatic disruptions. Not only cities,
but also rural areas were affected by Germanic attacks. Archaeological
evidence shows that several villae disappeared during the third century

. Other estates of course survived, but the final centuries of Roman
rule are characterized by a gradual withdrawal of agricultural production
from large-scale market mechanisms, and a slow shift toward autarky. In
craft production, a similar evolution is perceptible: long-distance trade
gradually receded without disappearing altogether.

Another decisive development took place during the two final centur-
ies of Roman rule. The so-called barbarian incursions of the third
century broke the fragile equilibrium between the Roman Empire and
the Germanic tribes. This marked the beginning of a new era, with an
altered relationship between the Roman polity and adjacent populations.
Before this critical juncture, Romans and Germans were not always at


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781139018005.002

Gradual Transformation and Demise of Roman Rule

loggerheads; peaceful, commercial exchanges also existed, and tribes
living near the limes had concluded alliances with the Empire, becoming
“buffer states.” In the mid-third and fourth century , these incur-
sions — turning into migrations — created a new context. Henceforth, the
Roman authorities had to deal with important new groups of foreigners
living on imperial territory. First, defeated Germanic groups were not
“expelled,” but stayed within the boundaries of the Empire. Second, it
also happened that Germanic groups were authorized to cross the border
peacefully and to settle on Roman territory. The intruding and invited
newcomers could obtain the status of laeti or foederati. Both categories
were integrated into the Roman defence system. The first were peasant-
soldiers established in scarcely populated regions, and these remained
under Roman command; the second were “allies” — separate and rela-
tively autonomous groups with their own authority.

In his Res Gestae (XVII, ), the ancient historian Ammianus
Marcellinus mentions a striking example of such events, directly
affecting later Belgium. In , the (later) emperor Julian (“the
Apostate”) routed a group of Franks, formerly (but improperly) known
as the “Salian” Franks. In fact, a specific homogeneous “sub-tribe” of
“Salians” never existed, since recent scholarship has pointed out that the
Romans probably misunderstood the old Germanic word saljon, which
simply meant “Gesellen,” or something like “fellow-tribesmen” (we shall
therefore refer to this group as “Western Franks™). They had already
occupied territories west of the Rhine for decades and the Roman
authorities had reached an agreement with them in the course of the
third century, within certain confines establishing them as auxiliaries.
The Franks possibly breached this deal, causing Julian’s intervention.
After having defeated them, he authorized them to settle in the region
known as Taxandria, a region probably located north of Tongeren, in the
territory of the Belgian and Dutch provinces of Limburg. This was the
starting point of crucial developments in the next century, as we shall see
in Chapter

This process had a dual effect. First, the nature of Roman authority
was transformed, as Germanic elements were increasingly present in the
military and political apparatus, even at top levels. Second, the basic
composition of the population also changed. Archaeology indeed reveals
the increasing presence of Germanic groups (especially through their
pottery), but is alas unable to demonstrate the exact linguistic changes
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that undoubtedly accompanied these demographic shifts — only topo-
nymic analysis can shed some light on language shifts.

Neither the measures taken in the late second century, nor the
Diocletian reforms and those of his successors (at the turn of the third
and fourth centuries) could halt the gradual erosion of Roman power.
A massive attack of Germanic tribes on the Rhine at the end of and
in early could not be stopped. Roman legions were definitively
withdrawn from the limes. A few years later, in around , the last
Roman troops also abandoned the Litus Saxonicum. This signified the
end of direct military Roman presence in north-eastern Gaul, but even
these dramatic events did not produce an absolute break with existing
political and military structures. Indeed, the Frankish leaders stepped, so
to say, into the shoes of the Romans. One of them, Chlodio (c. —¢. ),
the commander of the Western Franks, took advantage of the Roman
retreat to break out of Taxandria, where his people had settled, and to
take over the control of the adjacent, more southern regions, thus laying
the foundations of the Frankish kingdom that would dominate for
centuries to come (see Chapter ). One of his successors, Childerik
(c. — ), was not only the king of the so-called Salian Franks, but
also bore the title of governor of the province of Gallia Secunda and wore
the insignia of a “Roman” general. Although the Belgian territories
gradually slipped into another age, that of the early medieval polities,
the reference to Rome — and parts of its legacy — would survive
for centuries.

Conclusion

As in many other parts of Western Europe, imperial Rome changed the
destiny of the territories that were to form Belgium many centuries later.
In Celtic times, this part of Gaul had only very limited (commercial and
cultural) contact with the Mediterranean world; money circulated mar-
ginally, as a tool of the elites; writing was absent altogether; cities were
unknown; a central state with a legislative corps and an administration
was non-existent. Roman rule boosted or even introduced all these
elements in north-eastern Gaul from the first decennia . Intense links
were developed with southern Europe. The spread of Latin facilitated
these contacts and, together with the introduction of the alphabet,
triggered a cultural revolution. A form of market economy was intro-
duced, in agriculture as well as in craftsmanship; henceforth money was
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used far more widely than before Caesar’s conquest; some people now
lived together in permanent agglomerations; and a central polity, based
on legislation, public taxation, and administrative structures ruled the
lives of the people. Did this heritage survive the Roman Empire?

This was only partially the case. Commercial contacts with distant
lands and the monetary system certainly receded in the Early Middle
Ages, but they did not disappear. The same goes for writing: the written
word remained in use in the coming decades and centuries but was far
less widespread. Roman political organization gave way to a different sort
of polity, but some essential parts of it survived, together with the
memory of (and nostalgia for) the Empire; the Roman Empire lived on
as a crucial, albeit largely imagined touchstone. Urbanization declined
markedly. It would take centuries before cities blossomed again. The
urban network that revived during the Middle Ages differed profoundly
from the network established in the first decades and centuries
Nevertheless, some of the main cities of the future already existed as
modest Roman vici (e.g. Ghent, Antwerp, Kortrijk, Namur, etc.) — even if
the continuity between these (very small) Roman agglomerations and the
later (big) cities is not always proven.

One of the main elements that would dominate medieval and modern
society, Christianity, obviously also has roots in Roman times. The very
first signs of this new faith date from the late imperial period. But it had
only marginal importance when Roman rule came to an end. The real
expansion of Catholicism began in the Early Middle Ages. Nevertheless,
the Church preserved some essential features of the Roman Empire: its
written culture and Latin language; its hierarchical administration; and
even its spatial organization, since the first bishoprics more or less took
over the boundaries of previous Roman civitates.

In many ways, therefore, Roman rule caused important, even spec-
tacular breaks, though this observation does not extend to long-term and
large-scale population movements. As we have seen, migrations had
already taken place long before Caesar’s conquest. For centuries and
even millennia, people coming from the east crossed the Rhine and
headed west. Of course, these movements were not (necessarily) violent
and sudden “invasions™: most were probably more or less peaceful and
gradual. We also know that changes in archaeologically observable fea-
tures do not automatically denote the arrival of “foreign people”: they
can also reflect the adoption of new cultural markers by locals. But
despite these useful caveats, the basic fact remains: from ancient times,
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successive groups originating in the eastern part of Europe settled in its
western part, including the regions that were to form Belgium. The
Roman Empire temporarily succeeded in stopping this historic trend for
almost two centuries (c. toc. ), but from the second half of
the second century  the trend resumed. It gradually overcame the
physical, military, and institutional barriers erected by the Romans —
even if the latter appeared to be quite inventive and resourceful when it
came to dealing with these migrants, as shown by the laeti and foederati
system. Seen from a broad temporal perspective, Roman rule was
only a temporary parenthesis in the long-term history of migrations.
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(Fifth—Tenth Centuries)

Introduction

Almost five hundred years separate the end of Roman rule and the
formation of the medieval principalities whose gradual amalgamation
would eventually lead, many centuries later, to contemporary Belgium.
Traditionally, these so-called Barbarian or Dark Ages have been depicted
in harsh contrast with the preceding so-called civilized Roman world. In
recent decades, however, medievalists have thoroughly revised this
gloomy picture. Rejecting the idea of an abrupt break between Roman
and post-Roman times, they now rather observe complex transitions and
some measure of continuity between both periods. Important changes
undoubtedly took place during the epoch of the Frankish kingdoms.
Urban life and monumental stone architecture receded (but did not
disappear); artistic expression diverged from the classical canons;
Christianity supplanted paganism, etc. But by focusing on spectacular
changes such as these, one misses other crucial points: not all Roman
institutions vanished suddenly; economic life was not uniformly miser-
able and trade was far from insignificant; Catholicism did not swiftly
replace old creeds and cults; literacy did not disappear and was not
limited to clerical elites. Written sources dating from the fifth to the
tenth century are certainly far less numerous than those from the later
Middle Ages, characterized by an impressive révolution de I'écrit; but for
the “Belgian” territories they are unquestionably more abundant than
those dating from Roman times. Chronicles, saints’ lives, polyptychs
(inventories of goods of large rural domains), charters, diplomas, and
even correspondence offer far more than a superficial glimpse of life in
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the Frankish kingdoms — even if historians have to demonstrate great
critical acumen to distinguish forged from authentic records, or to distil
reliable “facts” from hagiographies replete with legendary tales.
Archaeology also produced startling new insights. Cemeteries, in par-
ticular, have yielded a wealth of information: most fifth- to seventh-
century objects that we know of today — weapons, jewels, clothing
articles, utensils for everyday life, etc. — have been found in graves.
New approaches to textual evidence, in combination with material cul-
ture studies and (landscape) archaeology have led to a thorough re-
evaluation of the Early Middle Ages, a complex period deserving more
than worn-out clichés.

Polities between Unity and Fragmentation

The views expressed above undoubtedly apply to large parts of Western
Europe. But once this broad geographical setting gives way to a narrower
spatial focus, analysis becomes less obvious. The writing of “national”
histories of this distant past, in particular, is especially arduous and even
perilous. In the nineteenth and twentieth century, however, nationalistic
historiographers did not hesitate to project the modern nations back into
the Early Middle Ages, claiming that the “seeds” of countries such as
France or Germany were already sown in these remote times. According to
this vision, a natural, inevitable and quasi-teleological trajectory links the
post-Roman period to the contemporary states, as if their essential features
or some invariable “national identity” existed throughout the ages. While
this approach is already highly debatable for other nations, it is wholly
untenable in the case of Belgium. Not the slightest sign of a “common
Belgian destiny” is perceptible in the second half of the first millennium

— even if some essential building blocks do go back that far.

After the end of Roman rule, the term Belgica rapidly fell into
oblivion — only to reappear a millennium later, when Humanists
retrieved it from ancient texts and gave it a new meaning. The first
chapter has shown that this ancient Belgica did not, in any way, “herald”
Belgium. From the fifth century, new terms emerged to label natural and
political regions. As we shall see, some of them have not stood the test of
time (especially Neustria and Austrasia); others have survived till today
but without keeping their original spatial definition (for instance
Flanders, Brabant, Hainaut, etc.). In fact, the political life of the later
Belgian territories unfolded simultaneously on a much larger, quasi
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West-European scale, and on a smaller, sub-regional level — but not in a
spatial setting prefiguring modern Belgium in some way or another.

The confederation of Germanic-speaking tribes known as the Franks
was to have an extraordinary historical destiny. A specific, western group
of Franks (improperly known as the “Salian” Franks, as we have seen
earlier) had settled in the extreme north-east of the Roman Empire, more
precisely in Taxandria, a territory roughly corresponding to the contem-
porary Campine region (the north of the Belgian provinces of Limburg
and Antwerp and the southern part of the Dutch province of North-
Brabant), although this localization is still debated. The Romans had
accepted them as foederati (see Chapter ). Almost nothing is known of
their first recorded leader, Chlodio, and even less of Merovech, probably
his successor. But the latter’s son and heir Childerik (c. - )
resumed an expansion initiated under his grandfather — an endeavor
that changed the face of Western Europe. From Taxandria, this group of
Western Franks moved along the river Scheldt, and finally reached the
Somme and the Seine, now on French territory. Childerik’s sumptuous
burial in the city of Tornacum (now Tournai, in the Belgian province of
Hainaut), rediscovered in the seventeenth century, might suggest that his
power base — “capital” would be an anachronistic term — was still located
in this specific region.

It soon appeared, anyway, that the struggle for supremacy took place in
amuch broader geographical setting. Under Childerik’s son and successor
Chlodowig, better known as Clovis (- ), Frankish expansion reached
unseen heights. He defeated Syagrius, a Roman general who dominated
the north of Gaul; beat other Germanic populations, such as the Visigoths
and the Alamans; conquered Aquitaine; subdued the Burgundians, who
became a tributary polity; and established his authority over the other
Frankish groups. In brief: at Clovis’ death, Gaul (except Provence) was
almost entirely ruled by Merovech’s heirs, in other words the Merovingian
dynasty. Clovis’ successors extended Frankish rule even further, in the
south of Gaul and in territories east of the Rhine.

Clearly, the ascent to power of this specific branch of Frankish rulers
was not the result of a sudden “invasion” of “barbarians” into the Roman
Empire. On the contrary, Childerik and his son were the administrators
of Belgica secunda; they considered themselves the legitimate heirs of
Roman authority. Yet they also adopted the title of rex (king), unknown
in the classical political hierarchy of Republican Rome, thereby claiming
supremacy over other contenders.
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To legitimize and consolidate this new royal power, Clovis converted
to Christianity, symbolized by his solemn baptism in Reims by the hands
of Bishop Remi in or, more probably, . This decision fortified
Clovis’ authority both internally and externally. By embracing
Catholicism, Clovis reassured — and allied himself with — the Gallo-
Roman (urban) upper classes that had already accepted this brand of
Christianity, and especially the bishops who by then had become key
figures of local and even regional public life. It was a decisive step in the
gradual fusion of the “new” Frankish elites and the “old” Gallo-Roman
ones. This amalgamation ultimately led to the formation of a “unified”
landed aristocracy, a small group of powerful families with extensive land
holdings. As we shall see, this budding aristocracy was to play a crucial role
in the political, social and economic history of the coming centuries. Clovis’
conversion also had an important international dimension. By abandoning
paganism and rejecting Arianism (a Christian “heresy” condemned by the
first ecumenical Council of Nicaea in but adopted by other Germanic
populations), he made himself acceptable to both the bishop of Rome, i.e.
the Pope, and the emperor of the eastern Roman Empire, two crucial actors
on the European scene. Henceforth, the Franks were a power to be
reckoned with. Finally, the adoption of Catholicism by the Merovingian
dynasty was also essential to the Christianization of the rural masses.

Although they embraced some elements of previous Roman politics,
the Merovingians also diverged from this model in crucial respects.
Under their rule, public authority was not an abstract and depersonal-
ized concept. Merovech’s heirs, on the contrary, considered political
power (and the wealth that goes with it) to be the “private” possession
of the ruler: it was intimately attached to their person. Together with
Frankish inheritance rules, based on the equal division of estates between
direct male descendants, this patrimonial view of political power inevit-
ably led to a potential fragmentation of monarchical rule. It was also an
ideal recipe for bloody confrontations within (and beyond) the ruling
family. Whenever a king died, internal division threatened. This already
happened when Clovis died in . The regnum Francorum, or kingdom
of the Franks, was then split between his four sons, and unity only re-
emerged temporarily after that division. In brief, the Frankish kingdom
was constantly torn between (fragile and temporary) unity and (deep and
lasting) fragmentation — even if the concept of the regnum Francorum as
an overarching reality survived, and even if the geographical borders of
both this construct and its components changed over time.
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This is not the place to dissect the intricacies of Merovingian politics,
riven with bloody strife between royal fathers and sons, brothers and
half-brothers, uncles and nephews, not to forget wives, widows, and
mothers. To understand what happened to the territories that later
became Belgium, it suffices to mention two essential “subkingdoms”:
Austrasia, the “kingdom of the east,” and Neustria, the “new kingdom,”
in the northwest of former Gaul, emerging around the end of the sixth
and the beginning of the seventh centuries. Both polities got involved
in a fierce struggle and developed a specific “identity” which, however,
had nothing to do with a struggle between “Germanic/German”
(Austrasian) and “Latin/French” (Neustrian) elements, but which was
rather fueled by the competition between aristocratic families.

At this point of our exposé, a new and crucial element emerges that
would decisively influence the fate of the Merovingian dynasty: the rise
to power of a family of grandees rooted in the Austrasian regions between
the rivers Rhine, Moselle, and the Meuse, namely the Pippinids, later
called the Carolingians. Pippin I (f ), also called “Pippin of Landen”
(a Flemish commune near today’s Liége and his supposed place of
origin) was a mighty aristocrat with huge domains in, inter alia, the
southern part of contemporary Belgium, especially along the Meuse
valley. Step-by-step, he and his heirs — most notably his grandson
Pippin Il (f ), also known as “Pippin of Herstal” (yet another com-
mune near Lieége), and his great-grandson Charles Martel (“the
Hammer,” T ) — became key figures of the Frankish political scene.
They owed their influence not only to their status of large landowners,
but also to their position at the Merovingian courts. The (successive or
simultaneous) kings had entrusted a series of tasks to specific dignitaries:
looking after the royal horses, table, or treasury, or managing the official
records, etc. The major domus (“mayor of the palace” or “leader of the
household”) was the most prominent figure of this embryonic royal
“administration.” For decades, the Pippinids occupied this key function
at the court of numerous Merovingian kings.

Gradually the majores domus eclipsed the reigning kings — a process
not unlike the ascendency of the shoguns over the emperors in ancient
Japan. From about the middle of the seventh century, the Austrasian
Pippinids exerted real political power in the Frankish realm (or they
struggled to do so against opposing forces), reducing the Merovingian
monarchs to mere instruments of their policy. However, they refrained
from openly assuming kingship due to the enduring symbolic prestige of
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the Merovingians — until , when Pippin Il “the Short” (or “the
Younger”), Charles Martel’s son, deposed the last Merovingian
Childerik 111 and was proclaimed king by the Frankish grandees — a
move prepared by Pippin himself. Three years later, in , the Pope
conferred a sacred dimension to Pippin’s kingship by anointing him in
Reims, thereby inaugurating a tradition that would last until

The Carolingian dynasty, that is, the “heirs of Charles” (Martel),
ruled over large parts of Western Europe during approximately two
centuries. Frankish predominance reached its zenith under Pippin I1I’s
son, the famous Charlemagne (c. — ). During his long reign, the
regnum Francorum not only expanded even further, beyond northern
Italy and the Pyrenees and in Central Europe; it also achieved a previ-
ously unseen (but still relative) degree of stability, organization, and
efficiency. For nine decades, a single monarch ruled this vast realm: first
Pippin 111, then Charlemagne, and his son after him. Carolus Magnus’
huge kingdom even became an empire, when he was crowned emperor
by the Pope in Rome on Christmas day . This confirmed Charles’
ambition to inscribe his reign in the continuity of the former Imperium
Romanum.

Charlemagne’s only surviving son, Louis “the Pious,” inherited his
father’s empire, along with the imperial title. The unity of the regnum
Francorum was thus preserved by biological accident. But this was no
longer the case after Louis’ death in . Political unity was now lost for
good, and the subsequent division of his realm was to have long-lasting
effects in most of Western Europe. A series of successive steps reshuffled
the spatial framework of political power in the Carolingian Empire. First,
Louis’ three sons divided the realm among themselves (Treaty of
Verdun, ). Charles the Bald reigned over West Francia (that would
gradually give birth to modern France), Louis the German over East
Francia (ditto for later Germany), while Lothar I, who also inherited the
imperial crown, ruled over Francia Media, a vast territory separating
both kingdoms and stretching from Frisia (the northern part of today’s
Netherlands) to Provence and northern Italy. By now, the previous
notions of Neustria and Austrasia (already less significant under the first
Carolingians) had lost all relevance. But Francia Media also turned out to
be an evanescent reality. At Lothar’s death, in  , his “middle realm”
was again divided among his three sons (second step). Lothar Il
inherited the northern part, named (after him) Lotharingia. In a third
step, after the latter’s demise, this ephemeral kingdom was split in two by
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his uncles Charles the Bald and Louis the German (Treaty of Meerssen,

). The first took the territories west of a north—south axis formed by
the rivers Meuse, Ourthe, and Moselle, while the second annexed the
regions east of that line. The fourth and final step, with the Treaty of
Ribemont (), delivered the whole of former Lotharingia to the
Germanic kingdom.

This brief overview of general Frankish political history, with its
repeated divisions and border shifts, allows us, at last, to tackle our main
point: the position and role of “Belgium” within this framework. From
the middle of the fifth to the beginning of the tenth century, these
territories never played an autonomous and coherent role in Frankish
history — contrary to other parts of the regnum Francorum, for example
Aquitaine or Burgundy, as they formed specific (sub-)kingdoms. As we
have seen, the Western Franks originally came from Taxandria and then
settled in the surroundings of Tournai — two regions located in contem-
porary Belgium. But once Clovis ascended to power, the Merovingians
showed no special interest in these regions: they established their con-
stantly moving seats of power in northern France, more specifically in
and around Paris and the Seine area. The territories that later became
Belgium were not only marginalized; they were, moreover, part of
different subkingdoms. Roughly defined, the territories west of the so-
called Coal Forest (Sylva carbonaria, or Forét charbonniere in French)
belonged to Neustria, the rest to Austrasia. This forest (which has now
disappeared) ran from the river Dyle in the north-east to the river
Sambre in the south-west — right through the middle of modern
Belgium, from north to south.

The rise of the Pippinids and Carolingians changed the realm’s centre
of gravity. While the exact birthplaces of these successive rulers cannot
always be determined with certainty, their cradle was located in the
Belgian part of the Meuse valley and in adjacent regions towards the
Moselle (around the French town of Metz) and the Rhine (with the
German town of Aachen). Does this make Charles Martel, or
Charlemagne, or any other member of this dynasty a “Belgian” (or a
“Frenchman,” or a “German”), as many old-school nationalistic histor-
ians have claimed in a not so remote past? Of course not: the use of these
labels is utterly anachronistic, as is the claim that Charlemagne is “the
father of Europe.” These present-day political definitions are wholly
irrelevant to understanding Europe’s Early Middle Ages. It is neverthe-
less worth noting that under the Carolingians, the southern part of
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modern Belgium, with adjacent Dutch, French, and German regions,
effectively became the heart of the realm, and since , of the empire.
As in Merovingian times, the monarchy had no fixed “capital”; the
centre of power was located wherever the monarch temporarily resided.
When Charlemagne, for instance, was not conducting some military
expedition, he regularly stayed in “Belgian” places such as Jupille and
Herstal (near Liege), in the “Dutch” city of Nijmegen or, mostly, in the
“German” city of Aachen, where he was also buried. Moreover, the
nearby and woody Ardennes were one of the favorite hunting places of
successive Carolingian monarchs.

We have just seen that in Merovingian times the territory of future
Belgium belonged to different subkingdoms, namely Neustria and
Austrasia. The many reshuffles of the Carolingian realm after Louis
the Pious’ death in led to a similar result. The northernmost part
of modern Belgium, roughly the territories stretching from the west
bank of the river Scheldt to the North Sea coast, was allotted to the
king of West Francia, Charles the Bald and his successors. The rest was
successively part of Francia Media and the smaller kingdom of
Lotharingia. The rulers of these kingdoms had their power bases else-
where, which means that the “Belgian” regions once more lost the
central status they had occupied under the first Carolingians. These
territories were (again) borderlands, not heartlands. In brief, under
Frankish rule (= ), there was no geopolitical structure “waiting”
(let alone “destined”) to “become Belgium.”

But the macro-level — the regnum Francorum and its different subking-
doms — reveals only one dimension of politics, and, for our story, it is not
the most relevant one. Indeed, in the present case, the micro-level is
essential to apprehending the real and lasting legacy of Frankish times
for the region’s subsequent political evolution. Like all other extensive
polities, the Merovingian and Carolingian monarchies inevitably faced a
difficult challenge: how to control the many (vast and sometimes distant)
territories they ruled? The first Frankish sovereigns did not maintain the
civitates, that is, the administrative subdivisions of the former Roman
provinciae (see Chapter ). Instead, they chose the pagus, the subdivision
of the civitates, as the unit composing their kingdom. Their Carolingian
successors used the same system.

In the regions that would later form Belgium, the Frankish kings
constituted around ten pagi. Some of them bore names that have disap-
peared since then, for instance, the Pagus Mempiscus, north of the river
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Leie (Lys), or the Pagus Renensium, near the present-day city of
Antwerp. Other pagi had names still existing in modern Belgium, even
if their exact definition has largely changed since Frankish times. Among
them we will only mention, by way of example, the Pagus Hainau (a
name still resonating in the contemporary Belgian province of Hainaut),
the Pagus Bracbatensis (differing from both the later duchy of Brabant
and the modern provinces with that name), the Pagus Gandensis (around
the modern city of Ghent) and the Pagus Flandrensis (along the North
Sea coast).

Given the importance of the name “Flanders” in the following devel-
opments, it is necessary to clarify the origin and significance of this
geographical and political concept. This pagus was a modest region located
between the shores of the North Sea and the surroundings of today’s
city of Bruges. Its name was derived from the word “flam” or “floem”
which in old North Sea Germanic means “hill in a sea marsh.” The
words “Fleming” (Dutch Vlaming, French Flamand) and “Flanders”
(Vlaanderen) thus originally refer to a small geographical area, not an
ethnic origin (a “Flemish tribe” never existed). More important still, the
quite limited area corresponding to the original Pagus Flandrensis was very
different from the spaces covered by the same word in later times: from
the medieval county of Flanders, over the later Belgian provinces of
East and West Flanders, to today’s political region Flanders, one of the
constituent parts of the modern federal state of Belgium.

The king controlled each pagus through a representative called grafio
in Germanic or comes in Latin (“count”). In the course of time, the term
comitatus therefore became a synonym for pagus (“county”). The comes
had broad powers, since he maintained law and order, commanded
military forces, collected taxes, and presided over the regional court of
justice — all this in the name of the monarch. He was not paid directly by
the royal treasury but was remunerated by the produce of royal domains
(or fiscus), and by part of the fines he had collected. The management of
local affairs was soon complicated by the fact that one count could
administer several pagi; or that a pagus could be divided into smaller
territories, each entrusted to a different count; or also that several pagi
could be supervised by yet another royal official, the commander of an
army with the title of dux (“duke”). Moreover, the borders of the pagi
were not immutable, and not always clearly defined.

Needless to say, the office of comes was crucial for the cohesion of the
Merovingian and Carolingian polities. In theory, the monarch chose the
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counts freely, and he could revoke them at will; but in practice, this
position was soon predominantly entrusted to aristocrats, and it grad-
ually became hereditary. From the start, the history of the Frankish
kingdoms was deeply influenced by the mighty landowning families. In
their insatiable quest for landed wealth — the main source of riches in the
Frankish world — the aristocratic grandees developed a complex and
changing relationship with the monarchy. Proximity and even, if pos-
sible, marital alliances with strong rulers, vested with sacred aura, were
essential for accumulating rural properties (through royal donations)
and/or for accessing the honores (public offices and functions such as
the comitatus). These offices also yielded more (local or regional) wealth
and power, but they were still under royal authority. A mighty ruler like
Charlemagne managed to firmly hold the reins, by supervising his
comites, in particular through the system of missi dominici, or royal envoys
inspecting the counts’ actions and reporting back on them to the imperial
court. But under weak monarchs such as the late Merovingians and the
late Carolingians, increasing competition between aristocratic families, or
between these families and the dynasty itself, produced entirely different
results. The ascent of the Austrasian Pippinids was a spectacular example
of such an aristocratic challenge to royal power, but this resulted not in
the fragmentation but, on the contrary, in the unification of the Frankish
realm. However, an entirely different scenario unfolded when the later
Carolingian rulers gradually lost power, not only due to intra-dynastic
rivalry, but also to increasing aristocratic pressure and growing external
threats, especially the repeated attacks and incursions of the Vikings
(fromc. toc. ).

A final and crucial element undermined central authority from the late
ninth century onward: feudalism. Since Charles Martel, and essentially
under Charlemagne, the Carolingian rulers had developed a system of
personal dependency, apart from “public” functions such as comes or
dux — precisely to somehow counterbalance the always-menacing influ-
ence of the great aristocratic families. By swearing an oath of allegiance to
the monarch, an individual — not necessarily an aristocratic grandee —
became his liegeman or vassus dominicus, expected to contribute to
military expeditions. In exchange for this personal submission and
fidelity, the overlord, also known as the suzerain — in this case the
Carolingian monarch — delivered protection and material support, for
instance in the form of land. Originally, this support was strictly attached
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to the person that had sworn fidelity, and the relationship ended with the
death of one of both parties. But as time went by (and as the Carolingian
monarchs grew weaker), this “temporary” material help evolved toward
hereditary tenure. Moreover, these feudal relations tended to blend with
the official positions or honores. In practice, this meant that a count often
also became the king’s liegeman. Men of aristocratic families increasingly
occupied both positions. Finally, the feudal relationship extended
beyond the limited circle of the monarch and his direct liegemen; the
latter, and also other grandees, in turn built their own relationships based
on allegiance, trust, and protection — thus creating a hierarchy of
feudal bonds.

All these elements stimulated centrifugal tendencies, heralding the
definitive end of the Carolingian dream of a single unified empire, and
even of multiple “unified” subkingdoms. More and more, comites and
vassals considered the material benefits attached to their position as
hereditary: the domains “temporarily” and “personally” put at their
disposal by the monarch became assets that were transmissible to their
own heirs. Likewise, as mentioned before, the counts and dukes increas-
ingly considered their prominent position in the counties and duchies as
definitive and destined to be transmitted to their descendants.

In the territories that later became Belgium, one specific comitatus
emerged as early as the second half of the ninth century. Count Baldwin |
(t ), who had forced himself into the Carolingian family by marrying
(in fact abducting) Charles the Bald’s daughter Judith, was the founder
of a dynasty that ruled Flanders as a quasi-independent polity. This
county was much larger than the ancient pagus Flandrensis: it covered all
the lands stretching from the North Sea shore to the left bank of the river
Scheldt — and this was only the beginning of later territorial expansion.
The counts of Flanders were the vassals of the kings of West Francia,
later of France proper. As we have seen, the rest of “Belgium” was part
of the Lotharingian kingdom (later duchy) that eventually disintegrated
into several quasi-autonomous polities in the eleventh century (especially
the duchy of Brabant, the county of Hainaut and the county of Namur)
(see Chapter ). These entities theoretically remained under the sover-
eignty of East Francia, later of the Holy Roman Germanic Empire.
These developments paved the way for the medieval principalities
emerging from the slowly disintegrating Carolingian Empire; a new
epoch was born.
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The Dawn of Christianity

In the s, the Belgian Catholic historian Léon van der Essen
( - ) labelled the Merovingian period as Le siécle des Saints;
heroic missionaries and saints turned the pagan population into devout
and fervent Catholics — a faith that was long considered, by many, as the
hallmark of the Belgian population. The spread of Catholicism — indeed
a profound change in mental and societal landscapes — undoubtedly dates
back to Frankish times, and this brand of Christianity definitely influ-
enced the minds and social practices of the vast majority of Belgians until
quite recently. Nevertheless, the process of Christianization was far more
complex than this angelic image suggests. First, modern historians have
questioned the validity of a sharp contrast between paganism and
Christianity. Second, religious developments can only be understood if
one takes into account their political, social, and economic dimensions.

Indeed, in Frankish times (as in subsequent centuries), the Catholic
religion, political power, and landed wealth were narrowly entangled.
Church, monarchy, and aristocracy developed ties that were closer than
in any later period. It would be wrong, in particular, to see Church and
state as two separate entities. Being the guardian of all things earthly, the
monarch’s interventions in clerical life were considered normal. The
Church, for its part, needed royal (and aristocratic) backing to maintain
and expand both its material wealth and its spiritual ascendency over the
people. Finally, the aristocrats, who occupied most of the leading clerical
positions, were also deeply involved in Church affairs, especially through
donations, because their religious zeal accrued to their material and
spiritual position both in society and in the afterlife.

The close link between politics and Christian religion predated
Frankish times. At the end of the fourth century, the Roman emperor
Theodosius | (- ) had turned Christianity into the state religion.
This identification between political and spiritual power explains the
adoption, by the nascent Church, of the Empire’s basic administrative
structure. The bishoprics (dioceses), the basic units of clerical organiza-
tion, were modeled on the Roman civitates. This organization was
maintained throughout the centuries, even if its pattern was redefined
over the course of time: originally existing dioceses were reshuffled or
abolished, and new ones were created. Due to its Roman origin, the
clerical pattern rapidly differed from the (extremely volatile) pattern of
post-Roman political organization: in no time, the boundaries of polities
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(kingdoms, empires, pagi, counties, duchies, etc., and finally nation-
states) no longer corresponded with those of the clerical structures. In
the long run, this duality would ultimately reinforce the diverging
dynamics between the lay world and the clerical world.

At the end of Roman rule, the Christian presence in later Belgian
territories was probably mainly limited to urban areas, but a rudimentary
organization of the Church unquestionably existed at that time (see
Chapter ). As in other parts of the Roman Empire, Gallic dioceses
corresponded with the existing civitates. Consequently, five dioceses
covered later Belgium. The bishopric of Thérouanne administered but a
small part of the territory near the river Yser. The dioceses of Tournai and
Cambrai oversaw, respectively, the western and the middle part of the
future country. The bishopric of Tongeren (whose seat was transferred to
Maastricht before the early sixth century, and from there to Liége around

) exerted its authority in the eastern part. Finally, a small part of today’s
province of Luxemburg fell within the jurisdiction of the diocese of Trier.
These dioceses respectively matched the previous civitates Morinorum,
Menapiorum, Nerviorum, Tungrorum, and Treverorum (please note that
Thérouanne and Cambrai are located in modern France, Maastricht in
The Netherlands, and Trier in Germany). This diocesan structure would
prove to be long lasting: the next reform did not take place until the
sixteenth century ( ), more than a millennium later (see Chapter ).

What happened to the early Christian communities in the very first
stages of Frankish domination is unclear, given the extreme rarity of
material and textual evidence from the fifth century. For instance, the
names of the bishops successively occupying the diocesan thrones are
either unknown or uncertain, some exceptions notwithstanding.
However, historians assume that there was no real vacancy: the seeds
sown in Roman times probably survived the initial turmoil. When he
converted to Catholicism (probably in ), Clovis took over and
reinforced the late Roman system of state religion. Running the affairs
of the Catholic Church within his realm was thus a logical and almost
natural thing, both for him and his successors. The choice of the bishops
was of course a crucial element in royal policy, since controlling the
dioceses was key to guaranteeing Merovingian (and later Carolingian)
authority over the realm. Some bishops were also entrusted with political
functions, for example as missus dominicus. Whether or not the kings
succeeded in imposing “their” men (in the majority of cases they did),
the bishops were almost always scions of aristocratic families. Indeed, the


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781139018005.003

The Era of the Frankish Kingdoms

landowning grandees also wanted to control dioceses, since this helped
them to establish, maintain, or extend their influence.

If the Christian framework had not disappeared after the end of
Roman rule, it certainly needed repairing and strengthening. The rural
masses still largely escaped control of the Church. They either adhered
to one of the many forms of paganism, or to a Christian creed inconsist-
ent with the Catholic canon. Consolidating or reshuffling the dioceses
was essential in this respect — but also insufficient, since the episcopal
seats, located in surviving Roman cities, were unable to control, on their
own, the surrounding countryside and its inhabitants. From the sixth to
the eighth century, missionary activity was therefore stepped up, with the
crucial support, or even on the initiative, of both the Merovingian
monarchs and leading aristocratic families. A remarkable aspect of this
evangelization was the role of foreign clerics, either from Aquitaine or
Ireland. They could be invested with episcopal power, thus becoming
episcopi ad praedicandum (i.e. without a fixed seat). Some of these
“imported” figures (for instance Saint Amandus or Saint Remaclus,
two Aquitanian monks of aristocratic origin), together with “autochthon-
ous” ones (for example Saint Hubert, probably close to the Pippinids),
left a lasting imprint on the hearts and minds of local people: after their
deaths, some of them were revered as saints and their graves and/or
relics became objects of an intense and persisting cult.

This drive toward Christianization is also inseparable from two insti-
tutional aspects that would mark the social, economic, and cultural
landscape of the centuries to come: first, the foundation of abbeys, and
second, the establishment of a network of parishes. Monasticism — or the
living together of religious men or women isolating themselves from
worldly affairs to pursue a devout life — originated in the Mediterranean
world but gradually spread over the whole of Western Europe in the first
centuries . The Frankish realm fully participated in this movement, as
did the regions under consideration here, from the seventh century
onward. This phenomenon perfectly illustrates the links between reli-
gion, political power, and economic wealth. Diocesan bishops could of
course establish abbeys, but kings and aristocrats, led by complex motiv-
ations, also played a decisive role. By establishing a community of monks
or nuns, through generous land donations, they not only safeguarded
their spiritual well-being on earth and in the afterlife; they also defended
their political and economic interests. Through successive gifts and
extensions, the abbeys soon became huge rural domains, rich centers
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of economic activity and loci dominating masses of peasants.
Consequently, they were essential to establish or reinforce the political
influence of the aristocratic families, and also to avoid the division of their
estates through inheritance. Control over the abbeys was therefore a crucial
issue. Since the donators had some direct or indirect influence on the
appointment of the head of the religious community (abbot or abbess), they
could turn the abbey into an instrument of power. If the abbot was invested
with episcopal power (episcopus de monasterio or abbas episcopus), the lay
founder and the abbots themselves could escape or counterbalance the
influence of a diocesan bishop belonging to a rival elite group.

This complex interplay between religion, monarchy, and aristocracy
explains the foundation, especially between and , of an impres-
sive series of abbeys, essentially along the basins of the rivers Scheldt and
Meuse, and in the regions in-between. Many of them would play a
crucial role in the centuries to come. A few examples are telling. With
the help of the Merovingian king Dagobert I, Saint Amandus founded an
abbey in Ghent, inthe s, later known as Saint Peter’s abbey. Not long
thereafter another abbey was founded nearby, dedicated to one of
Amandus’ followers, Saint Bavo. But in , the Austrasian major domus
Charles Martel deposed and exiled the abbot of Saint Peter’s, who was
an ally of Charles’ rival, the Neustrian mayor of the palace. Between

and , the widow and the daughter of the late Pippin I,
Austrasian mayor of the palace, founded an abbey in Nivelles, a place
located not far from Neustria, the realm controlled by their opponents. It
is noteworthy that in several other cases, aristocratic ladies also played an
important role in establishing religious communities. Some of these
prominent women even became the object of an enduring and lively cult;
for instance Saint Gertrude, Pippin’s daughter, and the abbess of the
aforementioned monastery. The Pippinids also created (or took control
of ) several abbeys in the region between the rivers Sambre and Meuse
(Entre-Sambre-et-Meuse), because they wanted to increase their power in
yet another border region between Austrasia and Neustria (for instance the
abbeys of Fosses, Lobbes, and Aulne). Likewise, in Neustria, pro-Pippinid
aristocrats also founded several strongly linked abbeys (for instance Mons
and Soignies, in contemporary Hainaut, and Maubeuge and Hautmont,
now in France). These and other examples demonstrate that political
motives often underpinned the creation of Merovingian abbeys.

The creation of abbeys continued under Carolingian rule, but the new
dynasty also reinforced its control over the Church. The domains of some
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abbeys were confiscated and redistributed to allied aristocrats (a policy
inaugurated by Charles Martel). But on the other hand, land donations to
other institutions continued. Charlemagne and Louis the Pious were also
keen on strengthening the uniformity of the realm: the rules governing the
abbeys were therefore standardized along the Benedictine model. Finally,
the Carolingian monarchs reinforced their hold on the monastic insti-
tutions. On the one hand, the abbot-bishops disappeared at the end of the
eighth century (under the late Merovingians they were important pawns
in elite rivalry); on the other hand, the Carolingians generalized the system
of lay abbots. Prominent members of the elite not belonging to the clerical
order were directly appointed by the king to manage one or more religious
communities (in some cases in cooperation with a clerical abbot). A well-
known example was Einhard (c. — ), a learned man and courtier, also
the famed author of Charlemagne’s biography, whom Louis the Pious
appointed as the lay abbot of Saint Peter’s and Saint Bavo’s in Ghent,
along with five other abbeys.

The Carolingian control and standardization of monasticism cannot be
understood without referring to the pre-existing system of immunities.
Since Merovingian times, abbeys had obtained important material and
judicial privileges. They were not subject to taxes, and the count, the
representative of central authority, could not intervene in their domains.
From the point of view of the Carolingian rulers, it was therefore all the
more necessary to control the activity (and the produce) of these mighty
religious institutions. But once the power of the Carolingian monarchs
weakened, the immunity enjoyed by the powerful abbeys led to a further
decline of central rule — thus reinforcing the growing subversion of royal
authority by the feudal system.

The voluntaristic religious policy of the Merovingian and Carolingian
monarchs had revived the dioceses and created rich and mighty abbeys.
Yet an in-depth, extensive, and lasting religious control of the population
also required an institutional network on the lowest level, nearest to those
dwelling in rural areas: the parishes. The parochial network was mainly
extended under Carolingian rule. Local chapels and churches were first
established in large domains; when the population grew — a clear sign of
the economic dynamism perceptible in the ninth century and analyzed
below — new hamlets developed in previously unsettled areas, and this
expansion in turn led to the erection of new churches providing for the
spiritual needs of the inhabitants and collecting tithes to sustain the
parish’s activities. New churches were not only established by the local
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bishop, but also by the lords of estates (whether the abbot or a lay
grandee). In many cases, landlords founded churches on their own
initiative, and also appointed the man who would be in charge of the
parish after being ordained. Here again, we see the intimate bond
between (landed aristocratic) wealth and religious activity.

The growing presence of missionaries and saints, the multiplication
of miracles, the foundation of abbeys and churches, and the increasing
pressure exercised by the mighty all contributed to a profound change
in the spiritual and social habits of ordinary men and women. But as
mentioned before, scholars have by now abandoned the idea of an
abrupt and monolithic switch to pure Catholicism. They are therefore
extremely cautious when it comes to dating the conversion of the inhabit-
ants of the territory of future Belgium. Changes in religious conceptions
and practices were, in all probability, gradual and complex. Even funerary
evidence is not as clear-cut as previously thought. The switch from
incineration to inhumation, generalizing since the end of Roman rule,
for instance, does not prove the end of paganism; the same goes for the
presence (or absence) of funeral gifts marked (or not) with Christian signs.
Dating the conversion process is therefore extremely difficult. In most
“Belgian” regions, clear and unambiguous signs of Christianity only
emerged in the course of the seventh century, and Christian beliefs and
practices probably generalized during the eighth century. However, so-
called pagan elements (such as amulets, magical practices, etc.), combined
with some measure of Christianity, certainly dominated the daily life of the
population long after the Church had established itself. The persistence of
such unorthodox traditions was perhaps not alien to the great popularity of
relics, and to the cult of saints in general. Obtaining (or producing)
material remnants of venerated and charismatic personalities, and expos-
ing them to public adoration, was essential to establishing and increasing
the authority of a specific church or monastery and, consequently, of the
elite groups behind them. These sacred objects attracted many
pilgrims, whose presence stimulated (or even created) local economic
activity and markets. The aura and attractiveness of the locales concerned
(and their leading figures) grew accordingly — another trump card in
political rivalries.

These new forms of religiosity also engendered various forms of
artistic activity: the construction of places of worship and shrines, and
the production of sacred objects and religious representations in various
forms. But alas, only few testimonies of Merovingian and Carolingian art
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have survived in the territories of later Belgium. Many churches,
chapels, or monasteries were indeed built in these early times, but they
hardly left any trace. Due to the continuity of worship, the original
constructions have often been thoroughly renovated and extended in
later times, or have even been completely superseded by larger buildings,
especially in the first centuries of the second millennium , with the
flowering of Romanesque art. The church at Lobbes (Hainaut province)
is a rare exception, since parts of this building date back to the early
ninth century. Consequently, careful excavations are needed to unearth
the Frankish foundations of still-existing edifices of worship. Some
religious buildings dating from Merovingian and early Carolingian times
were also destroyed during the incursions of the Vikings (ninth century),
although historians now often downplay the importance of this destruc-
tion: the monks who chronicled these events in later years apparently
exaggerated the extent of “God’s scourge” through the “terrible
Norsemen.” On the other hand, civilian buildings — ranging from
ordinary villagers’ huts to most of the “palaces” of the powerful — were
not made of stone but of wood, and, in the best of cases, these wooden
constructions only left some faintly visible traces in the soil. In
Carolingian times palatial architecture sometimes attained monumental
stone proportions, but these constructions are largely lost and what is left
of them is, moreover, located outside Belgium (particularly in Aachen).
A visitor looking for Merovingian and Carolingian artifacts in Belgian
museums will find weaponry and objects of daily life, retrieved from the
many cemeteries scattered all over the country, but such grave finds were
already less common in later Frankish times, since the spread of
Christianity led to the gradual disappearance of objects accompanying
the deceased. Sculpture was almost exclusively limited to religious and/
or funerary contexts. Some stone slabs decorated with sculpted vegetal
motifs or fantastic animal figures have been preserved, but they are both
extremely rare and fragmentary. The most spectacular example of
Frankish artistic expression in the “Belgian” area was found in a
stone sarcophagus representing — so the accompanying inscription tells
us — Sancta Chrodoara, a holy aristocratic lady who died in the early
seventh century. She was represented on the lid of her last resting place,
dressed in a cloak, holding a big walking stick, and staring us right in the
eyes — a unique but fine example of stylized human representation from
the heartland of the Pippinids (the coffin was found in the small com-
mune of Amay near Liége, where it is still on display, see Figure . ).
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The Dawn of Christianity

Figure . The Frankish aristocracy played a key role in the
beginnings of Christianization: view of the Saint Chrodoara sacrophagus
(Amay — prov. Liege, Saint-Georges church, drawing by Laure-Anne
Finoulst, )
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However, cultural and artistic expression in the regnum Francorum
reached its zenith some years later, under Charlemagne and his son
Louis the Pious. The political and religious centralization of the Empire
went hand in hand with a voluntaristic cultural policy, commonly known
as the “Carolingian renaissance.” Antique models and texts were revived;
education, at the imperial court and in the great monasteries, was
stimulated; the script was reformed and standardized (contemporary
students in palaeography sigh with relief at the legibility of the famous
“Carolingian minuscule,” compared with the more obscure Merovingian
writing); high-quality manuscripts were produced and illustrated in the
abbatial scriptoria. Carolingian miniatures and book illustrations compen-
sate for the almost entirely lost (wall) paintings, of which only few
remnants have survived in the Empire, and none at all on “Belgian”
territory. Even the finest instances of manuscript production were
realized outside modern Belgium. This cultural climax resulted not
only from political factors — centralization, stability, and the quest for
grandeur — but also from economic growth, an aspect to which we will
turn soon.

Origins and Significance of the Linguistic Frontier

But before doing so, another crucial heritage of Frankish times demands
our attention: the shifts in language use. In a multilingual nation-state
like Belgium, this phenomenon has of course been scrutinized in great
detail. It even became the object of an intense debate, where political,
ideological, and scientific dimensions mingled in sometimes-unpalatable
ways. Today, a linguistic fault line runs right through the middle of the
Belgian territory, from east to west, dividing the nation in two more or
less equal geographical parts. In the northern part, the dominant lan-
guage is Dutch, a Germanic idiom (Nederlands is the correct word in this
language, néerlandais is the French equivalent) also improperly known as
Flemish (resp. Vlaams and flamand). In the southern part, people exclu-
sively speak French, a Romance language stemming from Latin. Belgium
also has a tiny German-speaking community in the east of the country,
but this group became part of Belgium only after the First World War
and is not relevant to the present discussion (see Chapter ). Along this
fault line, also called the linguistic frontier or language border (frontiere
linguistique in French or taalgrens in Dutch), some communes have a
mixed population, speaking either Dutch or French (many individuals
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are, moreover, bilingual but bilingualism is not necessarily generalized in
the areas concerned). But with the exception of these few places, the
linguistic situation is (nowadays) generally homogenous, that is, the
population speaks Dutch (in the north) and French (in the south) — with
bilingualism far more common in the Dutch part. More importantly still
for the present topic, this more or less “homogeneous” divide has seemed
to exist since time immemorial. The country’s recent political struggles
also resulted in a legal definition of the linguistic frontier in (see
Chapter ), and this development has strengthened the (false) idea that
the language border is “naturally” stable and that its origins are age old —
even dating from the earliest Frankish times. In the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, some politicians, intellectuals, and even scholars
established a link between languages and the “Germanic” or “Latin
races,” each supposedly endowed with specific immutable moral and
physical features; the analysis of the origins and significance of this
frontier therefore became all the more controversial.

The third- to fifth-century migrations of Germanic peoples, including
the Franks, undoubtedly impacted the linguistic landscape of the north-
eastern parts of the former Roman Empire. But how and when these
changes exactly occurred is still largely unclear. They were probably far
more complex and gradual than previously assumed. As indicated in the
first chapter, the linguistic situation in the later Roman Empire was already
intricate and dynamic. Celtic languages persisted for centuries after
Caesar’s conquest. According to the testimony of Saint Hieronymous,
who lived in Trier around , Celtic was still spoken in this city,
then the capital of Belgica Prima, some decades before the end of Roman
rule. This was probably also the case in the regions of later Belgium,
especially in the countryside. Unfortunately, it is impossible to know when
the Celtic tongues disappeared altogether in Gallia Belgica, but it seems
likely that they were already completely extinct in the Early Middle Ages.
Henceforth, the two dominant tongues were Latin (and its local variants,
which eventually evolved into Romance successor-languages such as
French) on the one hand, and a variety of Germanic languages on the
other. Indeed, we saw earlier that the latter idioms were already spoken in
the territories of later Belgium before Caesar’s conquest. But their presence
undoubtedly increased from the third century , when Germanic popu-
lations, especially the Franks, were beginning to settle in these regions.

When Roman rule vanished altogether at the beginning of the fifth
century, this Germanic group extended its dominance over the whole of
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Gallia Belgica and beyond. But the crucial fact is that this new Frankish
political supremacy did not generate a complete language shift in favor of
Germanic idioms. Although it is impossible to know how many
Germanic/Frankish men and women physically moved over the territor-
ies of the former Roman Empire, their numbers were, in all probability,
fairly modest. They must have counted in the tens rather than in the
hundreds of thousands. The more southwards the Franks went, the more
their presence probably consisted of rather limited elite groups.
Consequently, the Latin-speaking majority easily absorbed Germanic/
Frankish linguistic elements. In most parts of the newly established
regnum Francorum, Latin (and the subsequent Romance tongues) pre-
vailed. This was the case in the vast majority of the territories
belonging to contemporary France, and in today’s region of Wallonia
in Belgium. But in the northern part of the latter country, and in the
northernmost regions of France, Germanic-origin idioms managed to
become dominant.

This process has been intensely studied since the nineteenth century.
How can one explain this divide? And why exactly along that line?
According to the famous historian Godefroid Kurth (- ), the
apparently “neat” separation between Germanic and Latin speakers was
due to the presence of a massive forest, the so-called Forét charbonniére
(“Coal Forest”) already mentioned above. He thought that this natural
“obstacle” had stopped the Frankish advance and the expansion of the
Germanic languages. Unfortunately for him, it later appeared that this
forest did not run from east to west, but from north to south. Another
explanation referred to the existence of the ancient Roman road, with
many fortified military posts, that stretched from Bavay in the west to
Cologne in the east, right through the middle of later Belgium, and
following more or less the same line as today’s linguistic frontier. But
could this road in any way have “stopped” the advance of Germanic
populations? This is most unlikely. Today, explanations point to other
elements, in particular the different population densities in the north and
the south of later Belgium. Roman rule and, logically, the Latin language,
were probably less deeply rooted in the northern regions from the onset,
even before the Frankish expansion. In all likelihood, these territories
were probably also less densely populated than those in the south.
This might have facilitated the dominance of newcomers speaking a
Germanic language in northern parts. Historians also think that the
Germanic-speaking populations that established themselves in the
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somewhat inhospitable and isolated areas along the North Sea and its
hinterland — consisting of sea marshes — were not Franks, but men and
women of Saxon and Frisian origin (belonging to the group of so-called
Maritime or North Sea Germans). The Franks, during the move to the
south, seemed to have “passed through” contemporary Flanders without
really settling there.

Finally, the stabilization of the linguistic divide and the homogeniza-
tion of language use on both sides was a protracted process. The border
did not crystallize once and for all, and all of a sudden, with early
Frankish expansion in the fifth century. For centuries, a large zone of
mixed Germanic—Latin use existed right in the middle of later Belgium.
The linguist Maurits Gysseling proved this by analysing the double place
names — both Dutch/Germanic and French/Romanic — so common in
central Belgium. In the areas north and south of the present linguistic
border some “pockets” of speakers of the other language also existed
(Germanic enclaves in predominantly Romanic-speaking parts, and vice
versa). These pockets slowly disappeared, being absorbed by the idiom
spoken by the majority group. Historians now estimate that the linguistic
frontier more or less stabilized, in its present form, in the course of the
tenth or eleventh century. The respective adjacent regions linguistically
homogenized at about the same time.

However, three important remarks will nuance this general picture.
First, the specific issue of the “Belgian” linguistic border cannot be
separated from the broader phenomenon of language contacts and shifts
in the vast West European area stretching from the North Sea to the
Alps. In other regions as well, for instance in Alsace-Lorraine and in
Switzerland, Germanic and Romance tongues came into contact, inter-
acted, and ultimately stabilized along a certain “border.” Consequently,
the quest for an explanation of the “origins” of the “Belgian” variant of
this process will have to take into account the scientific explanations
given for these other regions — a work still in progress. Second, language
use of the local population was in fact irrelevant when it came to politics
and, in a broad sense, public affairs. Both the medieval bishoprics and
principalities stretched across the linguistic frontier: almost all had
subjects speaking different languages, either ancient Netherlandic
tongues (Middelnederlands, and its predecessors that later gave birth to
contemporary Dutch), or one of the many Romance idioms spoken in the
southern part of later Belgium. This linguistic diversity was not relevant
to the official administration, since the clerical authorities always used
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Latin, and the lay ones switched to the language of the majority of their
subjects in the course of the medieval period. Third, after Frankish
times, the language border gradually moved into what is now northern
France. The Germanic languages slowly lost ground and were replaced
by French, partly already in the Late Middle Ages. In the nineteenth
century, only a steadily shrinking minority still used “Flemish” pri-
vately — but this is another story, of later times and relating to another
country, France. This aspect of course falls outside the scope of the
present book, but we will return later to yet another language shift which
started in the late eighteenth century: the gradual spread of French in the
Dutch-speaking regions of Belgium.

The Dynamics of Rural Society

The Frankish world was predominantly rural, and landed wealth was the
cornerstone of power. It would however be wrong to assume that this
basic pattern was static and uniformly gloomy. In the five centuries from

to , important changes occurred in social relationships and in
the way products were made and exchanged. Contrasts with the glory
years of the Roman Empire are undoubtedly striking and apparently
disadvantageous for this period, but it would be reductive to judge
Frankish economy and society from this sole perspective. This era must
be considered on its own terms, and its dynamic features should not
be underestimated.

For a start, there was no sudden and dramatic collapse at the beginning
of the fifth century, when the last Roman troops left Belgica. Crucial
changes were already underway in the two final centuries of Roman rule
(see Chapter ). From the third century, many market-oriented villae —
large rural production units — disappeared. Towns big and small, respect-
ively civitates and vici, also shrank and lost a number of their inhabitants.
The repeated incursions of Germanic groups certainly wreaked havoc, but
other wide-ranging causes, such as the general crisis of governance of the
Roman Empire and long-term adverse environmental conditions, aggra-
vated matters. The population probably declined, a trend that persisted
well into early Frankish times. Precise demographical figures for Gaul and
for the regnum Francorum, let alone for the later “Belgian” regions, are
unfortunately lacking. Specialists even disagree on rough estimates. They
nevertheless note the spread of epidemics and the ravages of malnutrition,
as evidenced by bodily remains.


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781139018005.003

The Dynamics of Rural Society

The conjuncture of these elements — the arrival and dominance of new
population groups; the crisis of Roman methods of production and
exchange; and negative biological and climatic conditions — led to pro-
found changes in both the rural landscape and the agrarian system in
early Frankish times. The area under cultivation diminished, and forests
grew accordingly. Nature, so to say, took (some) revenge on man-made
(agri)cultura. However, due to a lack of sources, the evolution of agrarian
units and corresponding social relations is less clear. What exactly
happened to the Gallo-Roman landlords: did some of them manage to
preserve their estates, or parts of them, during and after the Germanic
invasions? How extensive were the lands taken over by the Frankish
chieftains and other strongmen? And how many small Frankish (or other
Germanic) peasants succeeded in settling in the new regions? Were
freeholders prevalent or not? All these questions still await answers.
According to some scholars — though only a minority — the large
Gallo-Roman domain somehow survived in post-Roman times. They
assume some measure of continuity between the antique villa and later
forms of rural exploitation. But most historians think otherwise and
stress the discontinuity between both systems.

Indeed, in Merovingian times, modest individual farmsteads seem to
have been fairly common, while the “large” domains occupied rather
modest areas. These holdings, in the hands of minor aristocrats, were
mostly exploited by servile or semi-servile labour. From the seventh
century, however, landed wealth was increasingly concentrated. This
process continued until the ninth century, when the large “Carolingian
estate” reached its full bloom. During this long time span, great aristo-
cratic families, the mayors of the palace, the monarchs and their kin,
managed to accumulate landed property in hitherto unseen proportions.
This was also the case for the abbeys, which grew both in number and in
wealth, and we have seen the importance and meaning of the gifts made
to monasteries by aristocrats and monarchs. These large domains, called
villae (or fisci, singular fiscus, when the king was the proprietor), were also
reorganized. In their classic form, essentially in the regions between the
Seine and the Rhine (including later Belgium), the so-called bipartite
manors were subdivided into two parts: the reserve (or demesne) on the
one hand, and the tenures on the other. Some slaves or ordinary servants
worked on the domain on behalf of the landlord, that is, a monarch, an
aristocrat, or an abbot; while the tenures (also called mansi, singular
mansus) were small plots of land also belonging to the seigneur, but
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provided to farmer families who cultivated these parcels for their own
subsistence, but were obliged to work part-time on the seigneur’s reserve.
The men and women exploiting tenures were either free people (mansi
ingenuiles), whose land had been taken over, by force or legally, by the
landlord; or former slaves set free but still dependent on the seigneur and
theoretically bound to unlimited labour services for the latter’s profit
(mansi serviles). In some instances, individual peasants voluntarily sought
the protection of a mighty landlord to avoid military or fiscal require-
ments, or just to escape prevailing insecurity. They therefore ceded their
modest farmstead to the proprietor of an existing domain.

However, the significance of the large estates should not be misunder-
stood. These domains were not necessarily unsegmented. On the con-
trary, aristocratic families, abbeys, and a fortiori, monarchs held vast
estates in often-distant places, scattered all over the Frankish realm(s).
Moreover, not all rural estates corresponded to the “classic” model
described above. In some instances, the occupants of the mansi were
not compelled to work on the lord’s reserve but had to deliver certain
amounts of produce. Finally, small freeholders also existed. The classic
bipartite manors mostly occupied the richer soils in the central parts of
later Belgium, between and along the Scheldt and Meuse and their
tributaries, while independent peasants were more present on less fertile
soils, for example in the Campine region or in the coastal zones of
Flanders. In other words, far from being monolithic, social relations
and property patterns in the countryside were rather diversified.

Nor was the Carolingian rural world stagnating and withdrawn into
itself. Some decades ago, scholars used to present the Carolingian
demesnes as perfect examples of self-sufficient, even autarchic estates.
Recent research has thoroughly modified this view. The late Frankish
countryside manifested clear signs of dynamism. Contemporary written
sources prove the existence of recurrent famines, but these periods of
hardship did not prevent the population from growing. Both improving
climatic conditions and rising productivity (for example the spread
of watermills and heavy ploughs) made this evolution possible.
Demographic pressure, in turn, led to the land clearances observed
during the ninth century (and mentioned above (p. - ) when we
evoked the multiplication of the parishes). Once again, man reshaped the
rural landscape by pushing back “the wild.”

Thanks to these trends, surpluses were far from inexistent. They took
many forms and involved many destinations. Independent peasants sold


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781139018005.003

The Dynamics of Rural Society

small quantities of daily produce at modest but multiplying local markets.
Large estates transported their output to places of monastic, aristocratic,
or monarchical residence and consumption, where all sorts of people had
to be fed and clothed: monks, nuns, courtiers, artists, privileged and idle
family members, not to forget the subaltern personnel and the profes-
sional military. The large domains also created other forms of productive
activity. Abbeys such as Lobbes and the Ghent monasteries of Saint
Peter and Saint Bavo, for instance, controlled vast possessions in differ-
ent, sometimes distant areas. The small plots of salt marsh in the Flemish
plains near the North Sea owned by the latter abbeys are also noteworthy.
Sheep were raised there, and part of their wool was transported to
Ghent, where it was processed — forming the embryo of the industry
that later thrived in this city. But many independent sheep breeders in
fact dominated these northern pasturelands: they were actors in their
own right in much larger economic networks. Recent archaeological
research has revealed the relative wealth of this early Flemish
peasant society.

Indeed, trade in the classical sense of the word, even long-distance
commerce, was not unknown in the Frankish world. From Merovingian
times, exchange links with the Mediterranean world gradually dwindled,
but they were never completely severed. On the other hand, commercial
relations increased with the Nordic world. Viking, Saxon, and Frisian
merchants took the lead in the circulation of commodities such as slaves,
furs, amber, etc. On the northern fringes of the Carolingian Empire, two
places near modern Belgium developed into prosperous entrepdts
(emporia), Dorestad (located in The Netherlands) and Quentovic (in
France). These places were repeatedly destroyed by the Vikings in the
ninth century and finally lost their relevance; however, they revealed that
the Carolingian economy was not landlocked, but definitely had an
important maritime component. While the Mediterranean was now far
away, the North Sea was all the more present. All these commercial
exchanges, great and small, furthered the persistence of a monetary
economy. Coins continued to be minted both in Merovingian and
Carolingian times. Next to many other initiatives, the Carolingians also
introduced monetary reforms involving the circulation of new and
qualitative silver currency. Mints were located in several places along
the Meuse (on later Belgian territory in Huy, Dinant, etc.). However,
money still played a very limited role in everyday life — it was mostly
used either as a prestige item, or for paying taxes, fines or tribute (to the
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Vikings, for instance), or also within the framework of long-distance
trade. In Carolingian times there is also evidence of the use of money
in a rural setting: services owed by tenants, or the wages of free labour-
ers, could sometimes be paid in money.

This brings us to a final heritage of the Frankish period: the cities.
While urban life indubitably receded compared with Roman times, it did
not disappear in the Merovingian and Carolingian era. For sure, the
aristocrats, including the Frankish monarchs, rarely resided in the
former Roman cities; as we saw earlier, they generally preferred their
rural manors, regularly switching between them. Charlemagne, however,
increasingly stayed in Aachen — now in Germany — near the Belgian
border. But the slow rebirth of urbanization was definitely not the result
of dynastic or aristocratic rule. This phenomenon was caused by other
evolutions. First, the bishops resided in the old Roman civitas that was
the siege of their diocese. On later Belgian territory, this was the case at
Tournai — also an important city in the later Middle Ages. Tongeren, on
the other hand, almost completely disappeared and played an insignifi-
cant role in later centuries, since the bishop left the city before the
beginning of the sixth century. He first moved to Maastricht, a strategic
location on the Meuse, now on Dutch territory. From there, the seat of
the diocese was transferred to Liége around  , originally only a rural
villa where Bishop (and later Saint) Lambert was murdered around

by a courtier of the Austrasian grandee Pippin 11, and where his
relics were kept and revered. This locale would become one of the main
cities in the region. In some other places, the existence of abbeys also led
to the creation of permanent settlements. Many pilgrims gathered there
to worship the relics of saints, hoping for miracles; but producing,
buying, and selling things was also common, as the monasteries were
important centers of economic activity. In other words: religion caused
some old Roman cities to survive (even if in a more modest manner) or
generated new human agglomerations.

Trade and defence were other reasons for people to gather and dwell
in certain places — sometimes also combined with religious motives.
Ghent is a case in point: it was not only the seat of two important abbeys,
but also a trading place at the confluence of Scheldt and Lys; moreover,
the count’s castle was built there. The economic importance of feudal
forts, in general, should not be underestimated. Bruges, another key city
in later centuries, also emerged in late Frankish times. It started on a very
modest scale in the ninth century, but only acquired some importance in
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the middle of the tenth century. Some places (e.g. Ghent and Antwerp)
had very modest Roman origins (probably military camps), and archae-
ologists now hypothesize some kind of (modest) continuous occupation.
Viking attacks during the ninth century caused destruction but did not
wipe out these seeds of urban life, and reconstruction seemed to have
been rapid. In brief, several cities slowly emerged or re-emerged, mostly
along the Scheldt and the Meuse. From the eleventh and twelfth centur-
ies onward, they would not only blossom economically but also play a
crucial political role, as the next chapter will make clear.

Conclusion

Half a millennium covered in just a few pages: at first sight, this book
seems seriously imbalanced. Or is the Frankish heritage irrelevant? Both
conclusions are wrong. First, it is not unjustified to devote just one short
chapter to a period representing almost one-quarter of the total time
span considered here. Indeed, our view of these five hundred years is
impaired by the relative scarcity of sources. Although written and mater-
ial sources definitely exist, as we stressed earlier, they are obviously far
less abundant than in later periods. Consequently, many developments
are simply beyond the reach of contemporary observers. Second, the
basic patterns of Frankish times are not specifically relevant to later
Belgium. The political system, the social fabric, the organization of the
economy (for instance the Carolingian large demesne), the commercial
networks, etc., all unfolded within a much larger geographical setting
than the modern nation-state, and this broader framework falls outside
the scope of the present book.

Nonetheless, these five centuries have left crucial imprints on the rest
of our story. Catholicism is probably the most important and lasting one.
The religious foundations built in Frankish times dominated public and
private life for centuries to come, since parishes, abbeys, dioceses,
churches and chapels, pilgrimages, devotional practices, sacred images,
etc., all originated between and . Economically, the Carolingian
era laid the foundations of later medieval growth, resulting from the
dissolution of the large domains and the development of the urban seeds
sown before the eleventh century. The political heritage, on the other
hand, is more complex. The dream of many Merovingian and
Carolingian monarchs, in particular Charlemagne’s imperial ambition,
ended in spectacular failure. Although it can be doubted that the latter
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ever envisaged and pursued long-term unity (he elaborated successive
partition schemes between his sons), the basic fact remains that lasting
unification of (large parts of ) Western Europe under one scepter did not
materialize. Instead, deep and enduring divisions henceforth character-
ized public governance. The profoundly disruptive feudal system was a
Carolingian invention. It took centuries to build modern, centralized
nation-states such as France and Germany, while the intermediate
regions (among them, later Belgium) would continue to exist as a
“leftover,” consisting of separate, independent principalities — some
important, some more modest — in-between these two powerful entities.
The fate of these principalities will be recounted in the next chapter.
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The Origins of the Medieval Principalities
(Tenth-Fourteenth Centuries)

Introduction

After centuries of state formation, fourteenth-century “Belgium” con-
sisted of three duchies (Brabant, Limburg, and Luxemburg), three coun-
ties (Flanders, Hainaut, and Namur), a prince-bishopric (Liége) and some
smaller territories. The names and, in some measure, also the territories of
the present-day Belgian provinces refer to these historical principalities.
The dukes, counts, and prince-bishops were vassals of the French king or
the German king-emperor (medieval German kings often bore the title of
Holy Roman Emperor; for simplicity’s sake we only use the title of (Holy
Roman) Emperor in this and the following chapters). The counts of
Flanders and Hainaut were vassals of both the French king and the
emperor. The power of counts and dukes very much depended on the
monarch’s (in)ability to check their ambitions (see Map . ).

The geographical framework within which these principalities arose is
broader than that of present-day Belgium. Located on the periphery of
France and Germany, the Low Countries, the area where three important
rivers (the Rhine, the Meuse, and the Scheldt) flow into the North Sea,
also comprised today’s Netherlands, Luxemburg, and parts of Northern
France. The monumental Histoire de Belgique ( volumes, - ) by
the famous Belgian historian Henri Pirenne depicts the rise, during the
Middle Ages, of a predominantly urban civilization, focused on trade and
industry, in the area that would later become Belgium. In his view, this
civilization linked Latin (read French) and Germanic (read Dutch)
elements in such a way that the creation of an independent Belgian state
was the logical consequence of this synthesis.
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Today, almost no historian still accepts Pirenne’s thesis about the
historical inevitability of the Belgian nation. The emergence of a pre-
dominantly urban civilization did play an important role iRy the political
and socio-economic development of the main “Belgian” medieval prin-
cipalities. But the present and the following chapters will make clear that
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the birth of modern Belgium was by no means written in the stars. Other
outcomes of the state formation process in the Low Countries would
certainly have been possible, had it not been for factors such as religion
and the influence of powerful neighboring states (see Chapters - ). It
was mainly the latter that led to the final result: the three small, densely
populated and highly developed states we just mentioned, surrounded by
three large neighboring countries.

In this chapter we will answer three questions. First: how were the
“Belgian” principalities born out of the dissolution of the Carolingian
Empire and its aftermath? This complex history involved, first, many
rivaling lords, noblemen and clergy and, later, also urban elites in
multiple polities. In many ways, the county of Flanders was
the frontrunner in this process. We will therefore pay due attention to
it. Second: how did the “Belgian” part of the Low countries become one
of the most economically advanced regions of medieval Europe north of
the Alps? The third question concerns urbanization. How did urban
growth and the changing urban social and economic fabric influence the
functioning of the body politic, and when did some kind of balance of
power emerge between the rulers, the nobility, and the urban elites?

The Carolingian Inheritance Shapes the International
and Domestic Setting

The disintegration of the Carolingian empire marked the beginning of a
process of political fragmentation. After the death of Louis the Pious
(), his empire was divided among his sons in (the Treaty of
Verdun). West Francia contained the greatest part of future France, while
East Francia covered large areas of future Germany. Lothar received the
imperial crown and Middle Francia, consisting of the Low Countries,
eastern and south-eastern France, Switzerland and northern Italy. This
division and the centrifugal force of feudalism (see Chapter ) exposed
the structural weaknesses of the Carolingian Empire. In , Middle
Francia was divided among Lothar’s sons. The northern part, consisting
of the Low Countries, western Rhineland and the north-eastern part of
present-day France, became a new kingdom, Lotharingia. When its ruler
died without children in , his kingdom was divided between his
uncles. But from the king of East Francia or one of his siblings
ruled the whole of Lotharingia as a separate kingdom. In Lotharingia
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eventually became an integral part of East Francia as a duchy. In it
was divided in two: Upper Lorraine, which became the duchy of
Lorraine in present-day France, and Lower Lorraine, the largest part
of the Low Countries, which will be discussed later in this chapter. The
other, smaller, part of the Low Countries belonged to West Francia from
the first division of the Carolingian Empire. This region, west of the
river Scheldt, would develop into the county of Flanders.

Until the last quarter of the twelfth century, the French kings were
more or less like the primus inter pares among their great vassals, due to
the modesty of their personal domains. The handling of three succession
crises in Flanders demonstrates the changing balance of power between
the crown and the county. In and the king had to accept the
victory of claimants he had not supported. Moreover, in the vic-
torious claimant was supported by the Flemish towns. However, in

- the French king imposed his decision not only on Flanders
but also on Hainaut, mostly a fief of the Holy Roman Empire. From the
last quarter of the twelfth century onwards, the French monarchy would
make full use of its military and political potential to strongly influence
the course of events in the Low Countries.

Political developments took a different turn in East Francia. After the
death of the last Carolingian king in  , the Ottonian dynasty, named
after their founder Otto I, ruled until with great authority.
Germany consisted of some large duchies that were based on older
Germanic tribes and, as such, may have provided the king with a solid
base of power. To offset the decline of the royal domain and thus of royal
power, Otto | founded the Imperial Church. Bishops and abbots of
sizeable abbeys were appointed by the king and bestowed with secular
authority in large parts of the empire. Lorraine hosted some of these
spiritual principalities, with the bishoprics of Liége, Utrecht, and
Cambrai. Since spiritual functions were not hereditary, the king was able
to fill vacancies with his relatives and allies. However, the Imperial
Church’s function as the mainstay of royal authority could only function
as long as the Church submitted to it.

After a long struggle, the Gregorian reform movement effectively
ended imperial authority over the Church in the last quarter of the
eleventh century. The Worms Concordat ( ) stipulated that bishops
and abbots would no longer be appointed by the king. Only after their
election by a chapter or their appointment by the Pope did the prince
grant them secular power. Moreover, the emperor suffered an extra loss
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of power because local and regional rulers or even foreign monarchs
could influence the appointment of bishops.

Contrary to France, where kingship quickly became hereditary, the
great vassals of the crown elected the German king-emperor. The
struggle between rival dynasties, between the emperor and the Pope,
and the obsession of successive emperors for their power position in Italy
resulted in a decline of imperial power in the thirteenth century. After

, imperial authority, unlike that of the French kings, was limited to
their own, often small, territory.

The Emergence and Expansion of Flanders
(Ninth—Twelfth Centuries)

The Carolingian Empire was divided into pagi (counties) led by a
comes (count), representing the emperor. One of these counties was
the pagus Flandrensis located in the area of present-day Bruges. In the
turbulent period after the dissolution of the empire, a certain Baldwin
(. = ) became a prominent political figure. He acquired (quasi-)
independence in a spectacular way, namely by abducting and subse-
quently marrying Judith, the eldest daughter of the French king. The
latter eventually accepted the marriage and, consequently, the
Carolingian descent of Baldwin’s offspring conferred great prestige to
his lineage.

Successive Flemish counts were very active in expanding their
territory. In the ninth and tenth centuries, this expansion mainly went
south, even as far as the river Somme in northern France. In the tenth
century, expansion eastwards was prevented by the strong position of
the Ottonian emperors who had established three “margraves,” military
commanders, to protect the western marches of the Empire. Baldwin 1V
(= ) conquered Western Zeeland, comprised of territories in the
Scheldt estuary. This marked the beginning of expansion in the direction
of the empire. During the reign of Baldwin V “the Great” or “of Lille”
(r. - ) Flanders reached a first zenith in terms of administrative
organization and expansion. At the end of his life, Baldwin definitively
conquered the northern part of the margrave Ename of the Holy Roman
Empire. As a result, he also became the emperor’s vassal: Germanic
“Imperial Flanders” was born, next to French “Crown Flanders.”
Baldwin also served for six years as regent of France.


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781139018005.004

The Origins of the Medieval Principalities

Successive counts organized both the general and judicial adminis-
tration from the late tenth century. The effective power of the count was
greater in the northern “Belgian™ part of the county, where he owned
many private domains. In the southern part, the power of local nobility
was still considerable. At the end of the tenth century, three viscounties
(Ghent, Bruges, and Tournai-Kortrijk) were founded in the north. The
viscount, a local nobleman, was the count’s representative. In the vis-
county of Bruges, for example, the administration of justice was per-
formed by twelve aldermen appointed by the count, under the direction
of the viscount.

Around , the county enjoyed institutions comparable to a royal
government. In the other principalities of the Low Countries this would
only become the case at the end of the twelfth or in the thirteenth
century. There was a Curia, a council of nobles and prelates, and a
chancellor was in charge of the administration. In order to keep the
often violently competing nobles in line, the Church, with the support of
the count, tried to enforce the so-called Pax Dei (Peace of God). As the
count’s authority grew — around there were already twelve vis-
counties — the Pax Dei developed more and more into a Pax Comitis, law
and order imposed by the count. The prestigious marriages of Baldwin
V’s children — his daughter Mathilde married William the Conqueror —
reflected his status and were of great importance for later political and
territorial developments.

After the short reign of Baldwin VI, who also ruled Hainaut through
marriage, a conflict arose about his succession. His brother seized power
and ousted the rightful heir. He swiftly succeeded in getting his position
recognized by the king and the emperor, thereby demonstrating his
power. In another major political crisis shook Flanders. Two claim-
ants for the succession of the deceased count took up arms. Thierry
(Dutch, Diederik) of Alsace who opposed the French king’s candidate
eventually prevailed, thanks to the support of both a part of the Flemish
nobility and an important new player, the Flemish towns (see p. - ).
During his reign ( — ) and that of his son Philip ( - ), the
county of Flanders reached a second zenith and gained international
renown. Thierry quickly succeeded in establishing his authority. After a
few years, the king accepted his coup and Thierry was able to pay
homage. Furthermore, the count was on good terms with the emperor
and successfully navigated between the French and English rivals — thus
serving the interests of the Flemish economy (see p. - ).
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Philip of Alsace focused on expansion in north-western Europe. First,
he settled his problems with Hainaut through the marriage of his sister to
the count. Through his own marriage, Philip ruled an area stretching
from Zeeland to the border of Tle de France, the royal domain! In terms
of power and wealth, he was almost equal to the English or French king.
Though prestigious, this prominent position also provoked opposition
from an unexpected side. After his appointment as counsel to the future
Philip 11 August, he immediately arranged a marriage of the young king
to his cousin and pledged an important part of his own county as a
dowry — namely the region that was to become the county of Artois.

Philip’s hopes did not materialize, on the contrary. The king was not
grateful. He became an extraordinarily successful monarch, the first in a
series of French rulers who, in the thirteenth to fifteenth centuries,
expanded the royal domain and subjected vassals to the crown. The
county of Flanders would also suffer the consequences. The count
remained a powerful vassal, but in the final years of his reign he focused
more on the administrative organization of the county. As Philip had no
offspring, the count of Hainaut succeeded him, thereby restoring the
union between the two counties that had been broken in

The Disintegration of Lorraine (Tenth—Twelfth Centuries)

Although Lotharingia became part of East Francia after ~ , the kings of
West Francia did not give up their claims to the area until the extinction
of the Carolingian dynasty (). This made sense, since Lotharingia,
with its palaces, rich domains, and monasteries, was the core area of the
Carolingian Empire (see Chapter ). Many powerful nobles from the area
were prepared to respond favorably to the advances of West Francia
because they preferred the relationship between a weak king and mighty
vassals that existed there. Moreover, from the end of the tenth century,
the counts of Flanders also aspired to an eastward expansion. These
factors made it difficult for the German king-emperors to maintain their
authority in linguistically and ethnically divided Lotharingia.

In the duchy was divided and renamed Lorraine. Upper Lorraine
included (approximately) present-day Lorraine, Champagne-Ardennes
in France, Luxemburg, and the German Mdselregion. Lower Lorraine
consisted of the rest of the Low Countries, territories east and north of
the river Scheldt and the lower Rhineland.
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From the end of the eleventh century onwards, things went downhill
quickly for Lower Lorraine as a polity. The ducal title gave status to its
bearer, but increasingly less so as several counts acted more and more as

rulers of independent principalities. In , the emperor gave the ducal
title to Godfrey of Bouillon (c. — ). Godfrey was one of the
leaders of the first Crusade ( — ). After the conquest of

Jerusalem ( ) his fellow crusaders made him king. During the nine-
teenth century, romantic nationalist historians in young Belgium canon-
ized him as a “Belgian” hero, although he was probably born in French
Boulogne and his “government” of Lower Lorraine was not much to
speak of.

In - the ducal title was granted no less than four times to
members of two competing noble lineages, the counts of Limburg and
Leuven. This clearly shows that none of the protagonists was able to gain
control over the whole area. In , one of Lower Lorraine’s rulers
changed the title in duke of Brabant and Lothier. Factually, Lower
Lorraine ceased to exist as a polity. However, the possession of the ducal
title remained attractive because it could legitimize its owner’s territorial
expansion in the Low Countries. Godfrey Il of Leuven eventually
became duke. Brabant was one of several major principalities that came
into being in the “Belgian” part of Lower Lorraine, as we will see in the
next paragraph.

Formation and Territorial Expansion of the Lotharingian
Principalities (Tenth—Thirteenth Centuries)

The prince-bishopric of Liege was the first important Lotharingian
principality. In  , the emperor appointed the bishop as comes. This
decision established the Imperial Church in the Holy Roman Empire.
From the end of the tenth century onwards, (arch)bishops and abbots
would acquire temporal power throughout the Empire through dona-
tion, purchase, and political pressure.

A distinction must be made between the diocese of Liege and the
prince-bishopric. The diocese was considerably larger and covered a
large part of south-east Belgium and the south of today’s Netherlands.
The prince-bishopric, the territory where the bishop directly
exercised his secular power, was a kind of patchwork of small and larger
territories, acquired mainly during the eleventh century. In , the
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empress-dowager donated the huge county of Huy to bishop Notger.
From , the latter settled permanently in Liege and transformed the
city into a religious and political center. Rich abbeys such as Saint-Hubert,
Lobbes and Gembloux also became possessions of the prince-bishop.

In the county of Loon, consisting of the greatest part of the

present-day province of Limburg, became a fief of the prince-bishop. In

Loon became an integral part of the prince-bishopric. Mechelen, a
city far beyond the territory of Liege, as well as its surrounding villages,
was formally under the authority of the prince-bishop, although he had
to share power with a mighty Brabant family. By the thirteenth century,
the prince-bishopric had developed into a polity with numerous enclaves
and exclaves that stretched for about km along the banks of the
Meuse and Sambre rivers, from the present-day French border in the
south to the north of present-day Belgian Limburg.

During the period of the Imperial Church, successive prince-bishops
faithfully supported imperial authority. In the prince-bishop suc-
ceeded in imposing a Paix de Dieu (God’s Peace) in the entire diocese
with the help of neighboring counts. This Paix de Dieu, which was
primarily intended to restrain noble violence, was maintained by synods
of ecclesiastical and secular authorities under the leadership of the
prince-bishop, the so-called Tribunal de la Paix. After the Worms
Concordat ( ) the political position of the prince-bishop changed.
From then on, he was to be nominated by the sixty canons of the chapter
of the Liege Saint-Lambert Cathedral and appointed by the Pope. In this
appointment process, the private interests of the canons, their “friends”
and neighboring powers played an increasing role. From the thirteenth
century onwards, the political influence of the prince-bishops ceased in
the part of the diocese that did not belong to the prince-bishopric.
Internally, prince-bishops were similarly increasingly confronted with
the changing balance of power between nobility, the Saint-Lambert
chapter and the towns (see p. - ).

The duchy of Brabant originated in the small county of Leuven.
During the eleventh century, its successive counts acquired possessions
in the area between the Scheldt and Meuse rivers, including the county
of Brussels ( - ), the region around Tienen ( , ) and
Nivelles (c. ). In , the emperor elevated the count of Leuven (r.

- ) to the rank of landgrave of Brabant, originally the region
between the rivers Dender and Senne. Two decades later, his son became
duke of Lower Lorraine and margrave of Antwerp ( ) but there was


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781139018005.004

The Origins of the Medieval Principalities

no longer any real exercise of authority throughout Lower Lorraine, as
was shown above (p. ). Around , the duke acquired guardianship
over all abbeys located in the area under his direct authority.

The most important expansion of Brabant took place between the end
of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries in a northern and eastern direc-
tion. Territorial expansion in a western or southern direction, that is, at
the expense of the powerful county of Flanders, was not an option. In the
north, the scattered possessions were adjacent to territory owned by the
count of Holland and the bishop of Utrecht. The territory was rounded
off in the early thirteenth century, with the upper reaches of the Meuse
and Rhine rivers as the northern boundary.

The eastward expansion led to a collision with the prince-bishopric of
Liege. The duke conquered the county of Duras and from the
prince-bishop had to share control of the strategically important city of
Maastricht with the duke. In , the duke suffered an important defeat
against the prince-bishop and his allies at Steppes, after which relations
with Liége stabilized for over a century and the eastern border of the
duchy became permanent. Henry | was the first to be called duke
of Brabant.

Limburg was a rather small polity consisting of scattered territories in
the north-east of the present-day Belgian province of Liege and the
southern part of the Dutch province of Limburg. John I of Brabant (r.

- ) became the most important claimant for the succession of
the childless duchess. In he won a great victory over his opponents.
In Belgian historiography the battle of Worringen, a village and castle of
the left bank of the Rhine, north of Cologne was considered a milestone.
Brabant succeeded in expanding its territory east of the Meuse by
conquering Limburg. This made Brabant-Limburg, next to Flanders, a
powerful “Belgian” polity in the making.

According to the same historiographical tradition (mainly expressed
by Pirenne), Brabant, through its extension, loosened its feudal ties with
the Holy Roman Empire and moved towards “Belgian” civilization and
state building. According to others, the Brabant Drang nach Osten (push
eastward) was mainly inspired by economic motives, namely controlling
the trade route between Bruges and Cologne, which was also the route
between England and the Rhineland. Arguments exist in defense of both
visions. Protection and control of the trade route certainly played a role
in the dukes’ foreign policy. However, acquiring complete control of the
mentioned route was an unlikely goal, as it was unfeasible. Nor was there
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any question of a diminished involvement of the dukes of Brabant in the
affairs of the Holy Roman Empire. On the contrary, it seems that the
successive dukes of Brabant took their position as a member of the
Reichsfiirstenstand very seriously. Through the guardianship of Aachen,
the city of Charlemagne, and their numerous vassals in the Rhineland,
they pursued status and prestige in the Reich even if this went against the
interests of their subjects, as we shall see.

Demographic Growth and Economic Development

According to reliable estimates, Europe’s population doubled between
the tenth and thirteenth centuries. In the short term, crop failures, wars,
and other calamities would temporarily reverse the positive trend. The
most important economic challenge was the production of food for the
growing population. The obvious solution was to cultivate more land.
This process could continue until the area suitable for agriculture had
been fully utilized. Once this point was reached, population growth
theoretically came to an automatic halt due to either excess mortality
caused by food shortage or emigration.

Much of the food supply depended on the social and economic
dynamics of a region. Applying more efficient farming methods and
breaking institutional relations that hindered change could raise agricul-
tural productivity. The part of agricultural production that was skimmed
off by secular and spiritual rulers — princes, aristocracy, Church, and
landowners in general — was largely determined by institutional relation-
ships. Due to the lack of a proper road network and the high cost of land
transport, imports were mainly limited to areas accessible by sea or
waterways. Taking these considerations into account, the challenges the
growing population of the Low Countries faced in acquiring their
livelihood were obviously impressive.

From a European perspective, the Low Countries, especially their
“Belgian” part, developed into one of the most economically dynamic
regions of the continent during the period - . The classic large,
self-sufficient Carolingian domain (see Chapter ) disappeared under the
pressure of population growth. Much of the land was cultivated through
deforestation and reclamation. The average surface area of agricultural
holdings fell to between or ha, that is, just enough to provide for the
maintenance of a household. However, more than two-thirds of the total
agricultural area consisted of farms with a surface of - ha that also
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produced for the market. This development, which occurred mainly in
the county of Flanders, resulted in the creation of a numerous peasantry
consisting of small farms that did not yield enough to maintain a
household. These peasants contributed to their livelihood by working
as laborers for the big farmers, the construction of dikes, peat digging,
and especially the textile manufacturing industry (see p. - ).

The reclamation of land was achieved in two ways: from small cores in
wooded areas, village communities gradually emerged in a spontaneous,
quasi-organic way. This was the case, for instance, in the region between
the rivers Leie, Scheldt, and Dender in Flanders and in the Campine
region of Brabant in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. On the other
hand, rulers such as the count of Flanders, noblemen, and abbeys played
an important role in land reclamation when costly investments had to be
made, for example through the construction of dikes and the reclamation
of wetlands. With the exception of the surroundings of Bruges, the
northernmost part of the county of Flanders was largely uninhabited
in the eleventh century. It was only cultivated after , mainly on the
initiative of the count and large abbeys. From the thirteenth century
onwards, rich city dwellers also increasingly invested in land ownership.

European agricultural productivity was low: two or three grains for
every sowing seed of wheat, barley, or rye. The Low Countries, or at least
parts of them, were undoubtedly one of the exceptions. In the Lille
region, for example, a yield ratio of : was achieved at the end of
thirteenth century. However, even within “Belgium” considerable prod-
uctivity differences existed between regions. Apparently, the average
production of staple foods (e.g. wheat and rye) per unit area doubled in
the eleventh to thirteenth century.

The extent to which specific technical and organizational improve-
ments contributed to the increase in production and productivity
remains uncertain. Perhaps it was mainly due to the human factor, that
is, the hard labor of farmers and farm workers, spurred on by growing
demand and rising prices. However, the balance between supply and
demand for the staple food, grain, was structurally unstable. Failed
harvests, either due to climate or war, regularly led to famine and death.
In spite of all these uncertainties, we can still conclude that between
C. and there was a considerable increase in population, espe-
cially in Flanders, and that this increased population was fed.

Two factors confirm the relative success of agriculture. First, arable
farming did not focus exclusively on the production of basic food.
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Production was diversified, with dye plants such as madder, weld and
turnips for the cattle; from the end of thirteenth century onwards, flax
and hops were increasingly grown. Second, population distribution had
changed considerably. At the end of the tenth century, there were hardly
any significant cities in the Low Countries and agriculture was mainly
self-sufficient. Between and especially the county of Flanders
developed into one of the most urbanized regions in Europe. As such,
agriculture could meet the needs of a relatively large market and/or
possible shortages could be remedied through imports.

Until the second half of the eighteenth century, the vast majority of
Europe’s population lived in the countryside and in countless small

towns, often with only a few hundred inhabitants. In , only one
European in seven (  percent) lived a city with more than
inhabitants. This ratio remained more or less stable until (

percent). One of the peculiarities of the Low Countries, especially the
“Belgian” part, was the creation of relatively numerous big cities in a
relatively small area (between and ). The Low Countries were
the most urbanized part of Europe: . percent of the population lived
in big cities. In England and Wales this percentage was . percent and
would not reach the level of the Low Countries until the
eighteenth century.

After the end of the Viking invasions in the tenth century, cities first
developed in the county of Flanders, especially along the rivers Scheldt
and Lys and in the prince-bishopric of Liége along the Meuse. The
intermediate area, which would become known as Brabant, followed
from the end of eleventh century. Pirenne explained the creation and
growth of these cities through the recovery of international trade and the
essential role of merchants. International trade certainly played a role,
but more significantly so at a later stage (in the twelfth century). As told
in Chapter , cities arose from rural settlements in the vicinity of rich
abbeys (Maastricht, Ghent, Arras) and bishop’s seats or chapters
(Tournai, Liége; see Figure . ). Similarly, the construction of castles
as protection against the Vikings (ninth—tenth century), simultaneously
serving as the residences of wealthy aristocrats and as seats of royal
authority (e.g. of the Flemish count) was also at the basis of urban
development. Thus, there was a market for the exchange of goods and
services. During the eleventh—twelfth century these developments
resulted in the emergence of a separate, new urban society with its own
institutions and playing an increasing political, social, and cultural role.


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781139018005.004

The Origins of the Medieval Principalities

Figure . The Cathedral Notre Dame of Tournai, twelfth-thirteenth
century, is one of Belgium’s biggest churches, with five Romanesque
towers (- m) and a Gothic choir (Unesco World Heritage, )

The economic significance of cities was mainly due to the develop-
ment of industry, especially textiles. In the eleventh century, in the
maritime part of Flanders, sheep’s wool was processed into fabrics
intended exclusively for the local market. In the twelfth century, a
technical improvement of the loom increased both the productivity of
the industry and the quality of its product. Because of its high quality,
Flemish cloth became an attractive export product. Cloth from Ypres is
mentioned in Russian Novgorod around — . Population growth
in Flemish towns was closely linked to expansion of the woolen cloth
industry. In the twelfth century, there were seven important cloth-
producing towns in Flanders: Ghent, Bruges and Ypres in the Dutch-
speaking part, and Arras, Douai, Lille, and Saint-Omer in the Romance
part of the county (these cities are now in France).

As a result of the reclamation and desalinization of the polders,
Flemish sheep farming declined. This resulted in a shortage of wool
and especially high-quality wool. After , the Flemish cloth industry
mainly processed English wool. As we shall see, this economic link
between Flanders and England became very important to the political
relations within the county and between the county and the French king.
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The Flemish cloth industry proved a powerful stimulus for the
development of international trade in the Low Countries. In the twelfth
century, merchants from Ghent, for instance, specialized in export to
Cologne, Hamburg, and Lubeck in Germany. However, from the thir-
teenth century onwards, increasing competition and institutional restric-
tions weakened the position of Flemish merchants abroad. On the other
hand, the role of foreign merchants in Flanders became increasingly
important. An additional factor was the granting of charters to various
cities by the count of Flanders. These charters formed the basis of a
cycle of fairs that made it attractive for foreign merchants to come and do
business there, especially as the count offered them legal protection. The
most important of these fairs was established in Bruges in

Bruges became the major trading center of the Low Countries and
held this position until the end of the fifteenth century. Merchants from
Germany, England, Scotland, Gascony, and Galicia (Spain) brought
wool, wine, salt, fish, and timber. During the last quarter of the thir-
teenth century, merchants from Venice and Genoa also sent galleys with
silk, dyes, and spices to Bruges. The Italians were very active in banking
and financial services. Some foreign merchants settled in Bruges per-
manently; if not, they visited the city regularly. According to a reliable
estimate, there were about foreign merchants permanently estab-
lished in Bruges by the middle of the fifteenth century. Concerning its
position, Bruges had but two worthy competitors: the fairs of Antwerp
and Berg-op-Zoom in Brabant. These fairs originated at the beginning of
the fourteenth century but were hampered in their ascent by the annex-
ation of Antwerp () by the count of Flanders, who protected the
interests of Bruges (see p. ).

The textile industry also played an important role in other parts of the
southern Low Countries. Leuven, Brussels, and Mechelen were import-
ant production centers in Brabant. Brussels “scarlet,” that is, very
luxurious red dyed cloth, was exported all over Europe in the fourteenth
century. The valley of the river Meuse was rich in coal, iron, lead, zinc,
and stone quarries. The region was famous for its brass production in
Dinant, Namur, Huy, and Liege in the twelfth century. Copper was
imported from Cologne and from the mines in the Harz region in
Germany, while tin was probably imported from England. Metal shrines,
crucifixes, and small reliquaries were exported all over Europe. In the
thirteenth century, brass production was concentrated in Dinant. The
town was famous for its dinanderie cauldrons, brass candlesticks, and
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tableware. From the thirteenth century onwards, Liege, Huy, and
Maastricht exported cloth to Central Europe. Merchants from the
Meuse valley region traded at the fairs of Cologne and in the
Rhineland from the twelfth century.

Urban Society and Politics

From the twelfth century, cities began to play an important role in
politics. One case in point is the outcome of the political crisis in
Flanders ( - ). Thierry of Alsace, the pretender who had the
support of the cities, won the battle for the succession of the murdered
childless count Charles the Good (see p. ). In the previous period, from
C. , cities had created institutions that made it possible for certain
groups of inhabitants to consult together with the authorities (the bishop
or the viscount). Around , so-called sworn communes were founded
in some cities (Cambrai, ; Valenciennes, ; Tournai, ). Their
members committed themselves by taking an oath to maintain peace and
to resolve disputes peacefully.

Aldermen appointed by the count or viscount administered justice. At
some point during the eleventh and twelfth century, rulers appointed
purely urban aldermen. They were chosen from the families who were,
in fact, at the basis of the urban patriciate. In larger cities, merchants
started to organize themselves into merchant guilds. A guild promoted
mutual solidarity and the economic interests of its members. Guild
members offered each other assistance in case of problems with foreign
commercial transactions. In the same vein, “Hanses,” alliances of mer-
chants’ guilds from several cities, were formed to defend common
interests abroad. A well-known example is the Flemish Hanse of
London, which was active in the thirteenth century.

During the thirteenth century, the merchant guilds, the eligible citizens
from whom the aldermen were appointed, and the “sworn commune”
merged into one patriciate. In the previous century religious brotherhoods
of skilled artisans had come into existence in several cities. Conceptually
based on the merchant guilds, they were intended to promote mutual
sociability. During the thirteenth century, these artisan brotherhoods
developed into formal corporations whose objectives became increasingly
economic and political, in addition to their social objectives.

Artisan corporations monitored the quality of the vocational training
of future artisans and thus the quality of products delivered and services


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781139018005.004

Urban Society and Politics

provided. The regulations of the corporations were laid down by the
town council, which was originally composed exclusively of members of
the patriciate. In the thirteenth century, economic development led to
the emergence of a new economic elite of wealthy entrepreneurs who
came from the corporations and therefore, as latecomers, did not belong
to the patriciate. In addition to the traditional rivalry between members
and families of the patriciate, the pressure from the corporations to have
a say in urban government issues also increased political tensions. At the
level of a principality, this meant that the relationship between the ruler
and a city was no longer limited to prince and patriciate.

City-dwellers distinguished themselves from the rural population by
their free status and citizenship. Citizenship was acquired at birth,
through marriage, or by purchase. This meant that people were members
of the urban community (“commune”) and enjoyed certain privileges.
“Outsiders” could buy urban citizenship and thus enjoy the rights and
benefits attached to it. From the thirteenth century, membership of the
artisan corporations was exclusively reserved for burghers. Population
growth in cities was largely due to immigration from rural areas.
Therefore, first-generation immigrants were condemned to the status
of denizen, excluded from membership of an artisan corporation and
thereby confined to unskilled and poorly paid labor.

All these provisions and other urban freedoms and obligations were
laid down in the urban charter granted by the ruler. In most cases, an
urban charter confirmed the existing administrative practice. It goes
without saying that, in exchange for the granting of the charter, a city
also had to make formal and informal commitments to its ruler. Huy was
the first city north of the Alps to obtain such a charter (in ). The
independent legal status of cities was also reflected through the walls and
gates that distinguished them from the countryside.

Within city walls, some buildings and territories were not under the
authority of the urban magistrate, such as ecclesiastical immunities or the
viscount’s castle. On the other hand, urban magistrates often functioned
as courts of appeal for the verdicts of rural aldermen. Furthermore, cities
obtained privileges from the ruler to regulate or tax certain economic
activities in a radius around the city.

Urban identity was further expressed in squares and buildings such as
the city hall, the cloth hall and, very typical for the southern Low
Countries, the belfry. Belfries were built in the major and even smaller
cities of present-day Belgium and northern France. The belfry was at the
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Figure . The Bruges belfry. In some parts of the former Low
Countries, especially in present-day Belgium and northern France,
belfries represented municipal power and prosperity (Unesco World

Heritage, and )

same time a watchtower (in case of fire or an observation post against the
enemy), a clock tower, with its height and splendor, the symbol of urban
liberty. The early fourteenth century belfry of Ghent, for instance, with
its famous bell, “Roland,” measures meters; the famous Bruges
belfrey ~ meters (see Figure . ).

Urban populations grew considerably. Around , the Flemish
towns of Douai, Saint-Omer, Ypres, and Lille each counted about

, inhabitants. Bruges and Ghent even had about , . This
population growth meant that an increasing number of provisions had
to be made in public spaces. In addition to urban government and
administration, these spacious facilities cost a lot of money that had to


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781139018005.004

Submission, Revolt and Defeat

be raised through taxes, usually excise duties on the basic necessities
such as bread, meat, and ale. Consequently, the financial burden mainly
fell on the average citizen. As fiscal policy was determined by patrician
city councils with little control over expenditure, dissatisfaction and
distrust among taxpayers grew.

The large supply of laborers created pressure on wage formation,
while food prices rose as a result of increasing taxes and demand.
Moreover, competition between woolen cloth production centers
increased and, especially in Flanders, as a result of their dependence
on English wool, they became victims of international conflicts (see the
following paragraphs). The pressure on living standards for artisans
caused unrest, first in Flanders and later also in Brabant and Liege.
From c. onwards, textile worker strikes took place in Flemish cities
and violent conflicts between members of the patriciate and artisans
occurred. In the county of Flanders, these urban social, economic, and
political contrasts were influenced by the changed balance of power
between the county and the French king, which in turn also changed
internal relations within Flemish cities.

Submission, Revolt and Defeat: Flanders and France
C - )

After the reunification of Flanders and Hainaut (in ), the position of
the Baldwin family lineage as powerful vassals of the French crown was
seemingly restored. In , count Baldwin IX (r. —  )tookpartin
the Fourth Crusade, but he got involved in the political rivalries in the
Byzantine Empire. Baldwin became emperor of the Latin empire of
Constantinople ( ) but soon died in captivity after losing a battle.
The fact that the count’s offspring consisted of two very young daughters
created a political vacuum. The French king took full advantage of this
opportunity. Johanna ( / - ) was married to a Portuguese
prince who took the fatal decision to side against the king in an inter-
national conflict opposing Philip Il August, the English king and the
emperor. The former’s great military victory at Bouvines (in ) estab-
lished French supremacy in Western Europe for more than a century.

Flanders was in fact subjected to the French crown. The count,
Johanna’s husband taken prisoner at Bouvines, was liberated after a long
captivity and the payment of a large ransom. He thereafter acted as a
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loyal vassal of the French crown. Margaret “of Constantinople” (r.

- ), who succeeded her sister in , was married twice and
had male offspring from both marriages. At her accession a dispute
immediately arose about her future succession. Both families, the
Avesnes and the Dampierre, sought external support, providing potential
supporters with every opportunity to claim compensation. As arbitrator,
the French king was able to take advantage of the situation. In , he
assigned Hainaut to the Avesnes and Flanders to the Dampierre. The
King confirmed his arbitration a decade later (Dit de Péronnes, ).
Moreover, in the Avesnes inherited Holland and Zeeland, thereby
creating a personal union between these three counties that would last
until . The winner of the arbitration was undoubtedly the French
crown. The combined power of Flanders-Hainaut, a potential threat to
France, was divided. Moreover, the continuing rivalry between the
Dampierre and the Avesnes offered the opportunity to play them off
against each other. In assigning Hainaut — formally a fief of the Holy
Roman Empire — to the Avesnes, the king confirmed French supremacy
in the Low Countries.

Growing economic and social tensions began to affect domestic polit-
ics. In a financial conflict between England and Flanders had huge
economic consequences. Without worrying about Flemish dependency
on English wool, English goods and ships were confiscated, which led to
reprisals and the levying of increased tariffs on the export of English
wool. This measure led to price increases, unemployment, and loss of
competition for the Flemish cloth industry. This resulted in first-time
strikes in cities such as Ypres, Douai, and Bruges. The conflict ended in

, but it caused great economic damage and exacerbated social and
political divisions.

French involvement in the internal affairs of the county increased in
the last decades of the thirteenth century, when Philip IV the Fair
ascended the throne. Like Philip Il August, he sought to maximize the
power of the crown over its vassals. In addition to military means, the
king also used the judiciary to further this cause. Philip’s main weapon
for interfering in the internal affairs of the county was the Parliament of
Paris, the supreme court of the kingdom.

Count Guy de Dampierre (. — ) tried to increase his author-
ity over the powerful Flemish towns by controlling urban finances more
tightly. At first, this was seemingly a response to earlier criticism of the
artisan corporations concerning the urban fiscal policy of the ruling
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patriciate. However, the count had no intention of undermining the
power of the patriciate as such. He simply sought to consolidate his
power over the city councils by undermining dominant clans within the
patriciate. After disturbances in - , @ number of aldermen in
Bruges and Ypres were replaced. Yet at the same time, the count also
imposed heavy fines on artisan rioters.

Ghent proved most troublesome to the count. That city was
governed by a corporation of thirty-nine aldermen who were recruited
from a limited number of families in the patriciate. In , when the
count imposed new financial accountability regulations on the alder-
men, they appealed to the king. Philip sent a French official, who
amended the regulations. In the following years the king constantly
maneuvered to undermine the authority of the count, at one point
supporting the patriciate and at others making promises to the artisan
corporations. He had the Parliament of Paris intervene in conflicts
between the count and some Flemish cities. In , Guy was even
imprisoned for a time after the Parliament had ruled against him. The
count was also forced to observe a French trade embargo against
England, which was obviously very detrimental to the cloth industry.
By the end of , he finally decided to shift his loyalties to the
English camp.

The count’s drastic step caused great troubles. Most of the nobles
remained loyal to the king, but the patrician elite in big cities was
divided. The count sought support from urban corporations. In
Ghent, the royal faction was removed from the city council. However,
the count’s position weakened rapidly. The royal army quietly launched
an offensive. Since peace had been established in , the English were
unwilling to anger the French and, as such, failed to provide military
assistance to the count. Moreover, from Philip could count on the
support of the count of Hainaut whose lands surrounded Flanders. In

, Flanders was occupied by the French and, in effect, added to the
royal domain. The count and his elder sons were taken to a French
prison. A French governor was appointed. In the cities the patrician
supporters of the king prevailed and organized harsh repression against
the supporters of the count. Two parties were formed: the supporters of
the count, Klauwaarts, and the supporters of the king, Leliaards. The
first term referred to klauw, after the claws of the lion in the colors of the
county, while the second (from lelie, or lily in English) alluded to the lis
de France in the French royal colors.


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781139018005.004

The Origins of the Medieval Principalities

The French ruled Flanders for just two years. The French governor
insufficiently controlled the vengeful policy of the Leliaards. Fiscal
policy was somewhat arbitrary. The king granted Ghent exemption from
a hated tax, while Bruges simply had to continue to pay. This led to great
unrest in the latter city. Riots broke out regularly, often led by two
artisans: Pieter de Coninck ( / -/ ), a master weaver, and
Jan Breydel (dates unknown), a master butcher. In the nineteenth cen-
tury, both would acquire iconic status as fighters against foreign oppres-
sion and for the Flemish emancipation (see chapters and ). In May

, @ French army arrived in Bruges to restore order. Fearing repres-
sion, the insurgents decided to strike one night. During the famous
“Bruges Matins,” a few hundred French soldiers were killed and the
governor barely escaped. The French military retired and the
Klauwaarts, supported by the artisan corporations, took power.

Additionally, in other cities, but not in Ghent, regime change took
place and corporations were given a role in the urban council. The
count’s younger sons led the anti-French resistance. On July ,
the Flemish army, consisting of a few hundred knights and about ,
to ,  men from the urban militias (so for the most part infantrymen),
faced the royal army (consisting of more than heavily armed
cavalry and some infantry) at Kortrijk. The Flemish rebel army
made good use of the marshy terrain, which was unsuited for a massive
cavalry charge. The battle ended in a disaster for the French. Hundreds
of knights and lords were mercilessly killed, among them the com-
mander-in-chief, the king’s cousin. This was highly unusual. Normally,
the knights of the losing party were taken prisoner and later, after
payment of a ransom, released. The “Battle of the Golden Spurs” —
some spurs belonging fallen French knights were collected after the
battle and were kept and exposed in a local church as a reminder — was a
turning point in medieval warfare. For the first time, an army consisting
mainly of infantrymen convincingly defeated an army of knights. More
important, however, for our subject are the political consequences.

The Flemish insurgents’ victory against the royal army had a tremen-
dous impact. In Flemish cities where the Klauwaarts prevailed, power
changed hands. Everywhere, artisan corporations were involved in the
composition of city councils. But the Battle of the Golden Spurs also
triggered revolutionary movements outside Flanders. In Brabant, the
prince-bishopric of Liége and Utrecht (in the present-day Netherlands),
corporations demanded a share of the power. More importantly, in the
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most economically developed and urbanized principalities, a new view
increasingly gained support: a ruler could only count on the obedience of
his subjects if he or she took their interests, rights, and freedoms
into account.

Contrary to the romantic story of the Flemish victory in the Battle of
the Golden Spurs, as it was told in Hendrik Conscience’s iconic histor-
ical novel, De Leeuw van Vlaenderen ( ) (“The Lion of Flanders”)
(see Chapter ), the war ended in bitter defeat for both the count and the
county. The treaty concluded in at Athis-sur-Orge stipulated that
the county had to pay a large, but monetarily unclearly defined, fine to
the king. It also provided that the Leliaards had to be compensated for
any damages they suffered and that ,  inhabitants of Bruges had to go
on pilgrimage as penance for the “Bruges Matins.” The king took Walloon
Flanders, with the cities of Lille, Douai, and Orchies, as collateral.
Moreover, the citizens of the rebellious cities had to promise under oath
to observe the conditions of the peace and those who perjured were
threatened with papal excommunication. Count Robert 111 de Béthune
(r. — ) had to implement the provisions of this humiliating peace
treaty when social and political tension had increased, not only in Flanders
but also in other urbanized parts of the southern Low Countries.

Toward a New Balance of Power in an Age of Crisis and
Pandemic (Fourteenth Century)

During the fourteenth century, contours of new political relations
between rulers and subjects emerged in the most important principalities
and cities. Artisan corporations succeeded in enforcing their participa-
tion in urban government and administration. These political and social
changes resulted from often-changing coalitions between political
players and even from civil war. Rulers and patricians usually considered
their concessions as temporary and they often tried to recapture lost
ground. Consequently, any compromise was fragile, but eventually an
internal balance of power was achieved at the urban level. This balance,
mutatis mutandis, lasted until political revolutions at the end of eighteenth
century created an entirely new political system (see Chapter ). The
most important political and social change at the principality level was
the widely accepted notion that the legitimacy of rulers was largely
determined by respecting agreements with their subjects and respecting
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their rights and freedoms. In order to gain insight into these political and
social developments, we focus on three principalities: Flanders, Brabant,
and Liege.

In the prince-bishopric of Liege there were four important political
players: the prince-bishop, the Chapter of Saint-Lambert, the nobility,
and the towns, especially Liége, the only large city of the principality.
The decline of the Imperial Church had weakened the position of the
prince-bishops, especially because they were often foreigners. The
Chapter of Saint-Lambert elected the prince-bishop but this did not
mean that the interests of the ruler and the chapter converged. It was
mainly the city of Liége that stressed the urge for political change.
During the second half of the thirteenth century, the city council was
dominated by the patriciate and the merchant guild. In the years

- , @ member of the patriciate attempted to include the artisan
corporations in the urban council to enhance his personal power. This
effort failed due to the united resistance of the prince, the chapter, and
the patriciate.

In particular, the modalities of taxation caused recurrent political
tensions. The spring of was a confusing period: the bishop’s seat
was vacant and the patrician aldermen of Liége introduced a new tax,
notwithstanding the opposition of the Chapter of Saint-Lambert. With
the support of the latter, artisan corporations gained access to the city
council for the first time. However, in the following years, the patriciate
continued to oppose this division of power. In this resistance even
resulted in an attempt to break the power of the corporations by force.
The patriciate’s attempted coup ended in a massacre, the Mal Saint-
Martin (August , ). The populace’s violent reaction compelled the
patricians to withdraw into Saint-Martin Church, which was then set
ablaze. The civil war ended in with the Peace of Fexhe. This
agreement covered the entire prince-bishopric and was approved by
the bishop, the chapter, the patriciate, the city of Liége, and the other
cities involved.

The Peace of Fexhe contained two important provisions: first, all were
equal before the law and second, the prince had to abide by the law as
well. Furthermore, the Sens du Pays was established. It was composed of
representatives of the clergy (in effect the Chapter of Saint-Lambert),
the nobility and the Bonnes Villes (“Good Cities”) — twelve in and
twenty-two after the incorporation of the county of Loon in . As
such, the Sens du Pays can be considered as a kind of “States,”
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a representation of the common land. It was a potentially powerful
institution, since it was able to change the law. Moreover, no new taxes
could be levied without the approval of the states. Gradually, the Peace of
Fexhe acquired the status of a kind of constitution, but this didn’t
happen without struggle.

In - , the city of Liege was almost entirely in the hands of the
artisan corporations. Many of the surviving patricians had left the city
after the Mal de Saint-Martin, later joining the nobility. When the Liége
corporations began to question the authority of the prince-bishop out-
side the city, this led to a brief civilwar (- ). The prince was
victorious. The political power of the corporations was curtailed and an
equal division of power between corporations and patriciate was reintro-
duced (in ), but the prince-bishop continued to rule with the
consent of the states.

Later the corporations took advantage of the weak position of some
prince-bishops to resume the offensive. In , it was decided that the
thirty-two Liége artisan corporations would henceforth be the only ones to
comprise the city council. Patricians who wanted to participate in the
elections had to join a corporation. This looks like a democratic revolution,
but it was not. In allowing patricians and merchants to be involved, the
corporations became more oligarchic in nature. All the more so because, in
the same period, journeymen were excluded from the right to vote and
access to the corporations was restricted by higher entry fees. Nevertheless,
by the end of the fourteenth century, the city of Liége had about |,
adults who were eligible to participate in elections, which is no small number
compared to the nineteenth-century electoral census (see Chapter ).

In the same period, after a brief existence in - , the Tribunal
des XXI1I was re-established. This court investigated and punished all
forms of corruption or abuse of power by the princes’ officials. Its
composition — fourteen members were appointed by the Bonnes Villes,
four by the Chapter of Saint-Lambert and four by the nobility — reflects
new political relations in the fourteenth century. In the prince-bishopric
of Liege, the distribution of power was laid down in texts and insti-
tutions, and the prince was one of the four political organs of the
common land. Of course, institutional relations were not immutable
and some princes temporarily succeeded in imposing their will on their
subjects, but the concept that the prince should rule in the interest and
with the consent of his subjects, as expressed in the representative
institutions, remained in place until the end of the eighteenth century.
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In Brabant, political relations also changed, especially as a result of
problems relating to the succession of a deceased duke and/or ducal
finances. Sometimes the duke was more or less forced to concede, but
sometimes concessions were made voluntarily in order to gain support
from his subjects. When Henry 111 died in , he left behind an
underage and feeble-minded successor. Through strenuous efforts, the
duchess-regent was able, with the support of the cities and thanks to
convenient maneuvering, to neutralize both foreign and domestic pre-
tenders to the regency. Moreover, she managed to obtain the consent of
both the nobility and the towns for the abdication of her eldest son and to
have him succeeded by the younger John I (r. - )

As discussed earlier, John | was a very successful ruler, but his
exuberant lifestyle and especially his warlike policy of territorial expan-
sion caused major financial and political problems in the long run. The
duke had taken out large loans outside the duchy. During the reign of his
son, John I's overseas creditors harassed Brabant merchants and their
goods were confiscated in an attempt to settle the former ruler’s debts.
Therefore, in order to pay off the latter, the duke had to rely on his
subjects and new taxes had to be introduced. The legitimacy of the duke
was not in question, but the requested support was not given without
conditions. Cities and the clergy played a leading role in the
negotiation process.

In , shortly before his death, John Il granted the Charter of
Kortenberg. This document confirmed subjects’ existing freedoms and
privileges and made taxation dependent on the approval of the represen-
tatives of the common land. To this end, the Council of Kortenberg was
established. Consisting of fourteen members (four noblemen and ten
urban representatives of six towns, three from Leuven and Brussels
each), it can be considered the forerunner of the States of Brabant. An
important factor was the subjects’ right to oppose unlawful actions of the
ruler. In fact, the charter stipulated that the ruler’s policies should
primarily serve the public interest, as defined by the cities. When the
financial problems persisted, the cities even seized power in
Fourteen-year-old John 11 (r. — ) was temporarily placed under
guardianship. Until , the ducal finances were managed by the cities,
in particular Leuven and Brussels.

The practice of recording agreements between ruler and subjects, the
so-called system of “Brabant constitutionalism,” reached its zenith in

. John I11’s succession by his eldest daughter Johanna (r. - )
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and her husband, the duke of Luxemburg, was subject to strict condi-
tions. The new rulers took the oath of allegiance to the Joyeuse Entrée
charter (“Joyous Entrance”). The cities and nobility had stipulated that
the unity of the duchy had to be preserved. This provision was mainly
directed against the claims of the deceased duke’s other sons-in-law. It
was further stipulated that public offices could only be held by natives of
the duchy, that no taxes could be levied, no currency could be minted
and no war could be started without the approval of the “common land,”
represented by clergy, nobility, and towns. Until the end of eighteenth
century, the Joyous Entrance charter was used to legitimize all major
conflicts between successive rulers and subjects (see Chapters — ).

A striking difference to the Liege developments is the relatively
peaceful way in which the Brabant “constitution” took shape. Unlike
the Chapter of Saint-Lambert, which considered itself to be the equal of
the prince-bishop, the Brabant clergy, represented by a number of
abbots, kept to the background. The cities never questioned the duke’s
legitimacy. A possible explanation for this is the convergence of interests:
in exchange for financial support, the duke confirmed the dominant
position of the urban patrician and merchant elite and supported them
against claims from artisan corporations.

This convergence of interests was particularly evident when the con-
sequences of the political and social revolution in Flanders (in ) also
made themselves felt in the cities of Brabant. In , artisans in Brussels
revolted and the patricians were forced to share power. However, as early
as , the patriciate managed to remove the artisan corporations from
the city council by military force, with the support of the duke. Later, in
the s, when the drapery industry deteriorated, the corporations went
on the offensive again, making use of division and rivalry in the patrici-
ate. For example, in Leuven, on the personal initiative of the duke’s
representative, the corporations were integrated into the city council in
order to thwart the former’s rivals from the patriciate. The Brussels
corporations came into action again in . The result was the emerging
of a certain consensus on power sharing between the patriciate and
corporations over the next few decades.

However, power sharing at the city level was far from democratic.
Within the corporations, only master-artisans had the right to vote; the
numerous journeymen did not. Moreover, the relative “weight” of a
corporation was not taken into account. Each corporation cast one vote
in the urban decision-making process, regardless of its total membership.
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The urban charter of Brussels ( ) provides a good indication of the
oligarchic nature of the Brabant city councils. From , the urban
corporation consisted of three members. The first member, “the Law,”
consisted of nineteen “officers™: ten patricians and nine representatives
of the artisan corporations; the second member, the “Large Council,”
consisted of all the ex-members of the first member; the third member,
“the Nations,” represented the (roughly) fifty corporations, divided into
nine “nations.” For a proposal to be approved, it needed a majority in
each member. The system was based on checks and balances, but it is
clear that the patrician faction had the advantage in the fourteenth—
fifteenth century. After , at the level of the duchy, the States as
representatives of the country emerged: the clergy, the nobility, and the
“third estate” were represented by four capital towns, namely Leuven,
Brussels, Antwerp and ‘s-Hertogenbosch.

After , political developments in the county of Flanders were
much more polarizing and violent. Unlike in Brabant and the prince-
bishopric of Liege, external factors and economic interests played a
greater role in Flanders. In the period - , the count was con-
stantly caught between the dissatisfaction of his subjects, with the heavy
financial consequences of the peace treaty and the returning
Leliaards on the one hand, and the pressure from the French crown to
enforce the aforementioned treaty on the other. In , the king even
annexed Walloon Flanders (Treaty of Pontoise), which made the financial
burden of the treaty of even heavier for the count’s subjects.
Shortly before his death, the count submitted to the crown.

Louis de Nevers (r. — ), the deceased count’s grandson, was
raised at the French court and had married a French princess. His
political line was one of unconditional loyalty to his sovereign. A few
years after his rise to power, Louis was confronted with a large-scale
uprising of the rural population of the Flemish coast. This revolt was
arguably an outburst of displeasure at the extortion and abuse of power
of local tax collectors, many of whom belonged to the Leliaards’ party
which returned after . This resulted in a violent civil war. Bruges
and Ypres supported the rebellious farmers. Ghent, where the Leliaards
were in power, remained loyal to the count. Nevertheless the count could
not maintain his authority and was forced to flee to France.

The turning point came in , at the death of the last king of the
direct line of the Capetian dynasty. The succession was controversial
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since the English king, Edward 111, also believed he had a right to the
throne. In this constellation, the Flemish rebels were looking to
England for support. Edward held off for the time being, but the
uncertain situation about the succession required a swift French inter-
vention. A French army under the personal command of the new king
dealt with the Flemish rebels, whose army of peasants and urban
militias suffered a crushing defeat (at the battle of Cassel, August

) followed by harsh repression. The county was given back to
Louis along with an order to punish the rebels and their supporters,
confiscate their property, and carry out the financial arrangements
made in previous treaties. Therefore, Louis de Nevers was totally
bound to French politics.

In the s, during the run-up to the Hundred Years War
(- ), the English and French rulers tried to strengthen their
influence in the Low Countries, especially in the densely populated and
strategically located county of Flanders. To increase the pressure on
Flanders, Edward banned wool exports at the end of . The result
was an economic crisis and unemployment, which triggered a revolution
in Ghent in . A public assembly gave power to five hooftmannen
(captains). One of them, Jacob Van Artevelde (c. — ), amerchant
and landowner belonging to the upper class, clearly emerged as the
leader. The weavers, who had been excluded from participation in the
city council since , were reinstated at his suggestion. He strove for a
broad coalition of the patriciate and corporations in Ghent, but also in
the county as a whole.

Bruges and Ypres joined Van Artevelde, and the union of the three
major Flemish textile centers increasingly defined the political attitude of
the county. The three urban corporations were called scabini Flandriae,
the aldermen of Flanders, thus indicating that a county could best be
governed as they did in their respective cities. First, Van Artevelde
succeeded in getting Flanders’ neutrality recognized by the English
and French, allowing the import of English wool to recover and ending
the economic crisis. However, the rift between feudal loyalty and the
economic interests of the cities caused by the count proved untenable. In

, Louis left Flanders and settled in France.

During the following year, a radical breach occurred between Flanders
and the French crown. Assembled in Ghent in , the representatives
of the Flemish towns recognized Edward Il as the rightful king
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of France and thus as sovereign of the county. Edward promised
allegiance to the urban charters and privileges, the discharge of payments
to the French crown, the restitution of Walloon Flanders and the
re-establishment of the English wool staple in Bruges. Much of what
Edward promised was to take place in the future and was therefore highly
uncertain. Formally, the legitimacy of the refugee count was maintained
by appointing a regent. Most, if not all, decisions were made in the name
of the absent count. Between the years and , actual power in
the county was in the hands of the three cities and their leader,
Van Artevelde.

The accession of the weavers to the city councils was particularly
important for internal political relations in the county. Due to increased
competition from other producers, the Flemish cloth industry had been
under pressure for several decades. To protect the interests of their own
producers, the three cities expanded their influence over the surround-
ing countryside. Textile production was prohibited in the villages. Small
towns were subjugated. Ghent, Bruges, and Ypres sought to divide the
county into three Quartiers (districts), of which they would be the
dominant political, legal, and economic center. Of course, this move
provoked resistance. In the cities themselves, the weaver corporation
dominated the administration.

The radical position of the three cities provoked opposition from
smaller cities, the nobility remaining faithful to the count and the
countryside. Furthermore, there were the usual rivalries within the
patriciate. Great tensions also existed between weavers and fullers.
The former were self-employed; the fullers, on the other hand, worked
at a fixed rate on behalf of the weavers and merchants and were
therefore more dependent on wages. All these political and social
contradictions erupted in . Differences of opinion between the
weavers and fullers in Ghent turned into a real battle. The weavers
were victorious, after which the fullers were removed from the city
council. Shortly afterwards, Jacob Van Artevelde was murdered by a
political rival.

The political tide in the county turned when a new count took office in

. Louis de Male (- ) was a shrewd and realistic politician.
He rejected the three cities’ demand to recognize Edward Il as his
sovereign. He soon began to establish his authority in the county by
exploiting to the fullest extent possible the contradictions described
above. Moreover, he was able to benefit from a truce between England
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and France. In , Ghent was the last city to submit to the count’s
authority. However, the obedience of its subjects remained conditional.

Unlike in Liége and Brabant, in Flanders political relations between
rulers and subjects were not recorded in solemn constitutional charters
and institutions. The count and his successors negotiated with the
common land represented by the “Members of Flanders,” consisting
of Ghent, Bruges, and Ypres and, from the end of the fourteenth
century, also the “Franc of Bruges,” an affluent rural district surround-
ing that city. Sometimes nobles and/or clergymen also participated in the
meetings as representatives of their State, giving that meeting the char-
acter of states. However, the role of the “Members” remained crucial.
The next chapter discusses how they tried to maintain their dominant
position vis-a-vis the ruler. At the urban level, a division of power
between the patriciate and corporations emerged in which the position
of the weavers next to the patriciate and all the other corporations was
particularly striking.

Louis de Male was very successful in his foreign and dynastic politics.
He managed to remain formally faithful to the French king and yet look
after the economic interests of his subjects by maintaining good relations
with England. When his father-in-law died in , after a short and
successful war, he was able to gain a substantial part of the inheritance. In

, Antwerp and Mechelen came into his possession (via the peace of
Ath). The next chapter will discuss how he also succeeded in securing
the restitution of Walloon Flanders.

The political and social developments in the three principalities, as
outlined above, took place at a time of unprecedented economic and
demographic challenge across Europe. From the s, the balance
between population and food production became increasingly precar-
ious. Climatological factors also played a role. In - , Western
Europe suffered from torrential rains and cool summers, resulting in
crop failure. Between and , the whole of north-western Europe
was hit by a devastating famine, a real subsistence crisis. One-tenth of the
population of Ypres died as a consequence. In the years - , the
“Black Death” took hold of Europe. Depending on the region, between a
third to half of the population died. In the Low Countries, Hainaut was
hit hardest, with the loss of about one-third of its inhabitants. The plague
remained endemic in the Low Countries until the third quarter of the
seventeenth century. The next chapter will elaborate on the social and
economic consequences of the late medieval crisis.
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Conclusion

The principalities in the “Belgian™ part of the Low Countries possessed
some aspects of what Henri Pirenne has called a civilisation commune: a
high degree of urbanization, politically powerful towns, and a contractual
relationship between rulers and subjects. However, the range of this
common civilization is a matter of discussion. Was there really a fusion
of Romance and Germanic civilizations in medieval “Belgium,” as
Pirenne stated? Maybe at the level of princely courts in the Dutch-
speaking part of the southern Low Countries. As far as state formation is
concerned, this period showed no development toward a future
“Belgian” polity.

From c. until the crisis of the fourteenth century, five relatively
large principalities emerged in the southern Low Countries: Flanders,
Liege, Brabant, Hainaut, and Luxembourg. The following, not yet
largely discussed, perspective is relevant for later Belgium’s political,
cultural, and linguistic contradictions: two languages (Dutch-French or
French-German) were spoken in each of these five polities. It is also
important to mention that the great majority of Flemish counts were
imbued with French culture (literature and music) and had themselves
buried in churches and abbeys in Walloon Flanders and Artois.

Personal unions between some principalities arose, either temporarily
(Flanders-Hainaut, Brabant-Luxembourg) or permanently (Brabant-
Limburg, Hainaut-Holland-Zeeland), between adjacent (Flanders-
Hainaut) or far-away (Brabant-Limburg) territories. The creation of
these five polities was strongly influenced by political developments in
France and the Holy Roman Empire. The most striking of theses is the
significant influence of France, from c. , on Flanders but on the other
principalities as well. This kingdom was involved in many issues in the
Low Countries, both through direct intervention and through inter-
national conflict. As a result, from the end of the thirteenth century,
the Holy Roman Empire became a minor player, unless an emperor had
an important personal power base (Hausmacht). The important role of
France will be repeatedly discussed in the following chapters.

From a European perspective, demographic and economic develop-
ments in the southern Low Countries were undoubtedly dynamic.
Flanders and Brabant had a relatively high degree of urbanization and
therefore a high population density. They counted several major cities.
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This was less the case for Liege and Hainaut. Luxembourg was large but
sparsely populated and had no significant cities. In large areas, agricul-
ture enjoyed a relatively high level of productivity. The textile manufac-
turing industry, especially the woolen cloth industry, largely determined
urban prosperity and the position of Flanders and Brabant as major
emporia in north-western Europe.

The high degree of urbanization and the dynamic economy led to the
emergence of new social and political relations, particularly in Flanders,
Brabant, and Liege, where cities significantly influenced the ruler’s
position of power. Rulers would only be obeyed if they respected the
laws and privileges of their subjects and at least allowed their interests to
be taken into account when determining policy. This was clearly a
contract between ruler and subjects as equal partners, whether or not
laid down in formal (Liége, Brabant) or informal (Flanders) agreements.
The constant struggle between rulers and towns over this balance has
been called the Great Tradition.

As soon as the cities matured, members of the urban patriciate
exercised power in the name of the ruler. As cities grew and developed
a more complex socio-economic structure, new groups and their organ-
izations (merchant guilds and artisan corporations) wanted to participate
in government. This struggle for power sharing at the urban level has
been called the Little Tradition. The power play between ruler, patrici-
ate, and corporations thus became more complex from the end of
thirteenth century, mainly due to party and faction formations within
the patriciate and the corporations.

In many respects, the socio-economic structure of the urbanized Low
Countries is very similar to that of northern Italy. This raises the
question of why, contrary to Italy, no independent urban republics such
as Venice, Genoa, Milan, or Florence have emerged, even though
Flanders seemed to be heading in that direction after the urban revolts
of the fourteenth century. A detailed answer will not be formulated here,
given the concise character of this book. However, the following elements
seem to have been of great importance: unlike Italy, where the nobility
and the urban patriciate came together, these remained separate social
groups in the Low Countries. The nobility did not settle in the cities.
While in Italy one large city dominated a relatively large surrounding
area and smaller cities (for instance Venice and the Terra Ferma), this was
impossible in relatively small Flanders which was characterized by large
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cities in close proximity to each other. Finally, the Low Countries had to
deal with the direct and powerful presence of the most powerful mon-
archy in Western Europe: France. In the next chapter we will discuss
how monarchs from a branch of this French monarchy began to merge
all the principalities of the Low Countries and how the cities eventually
had to submit to the growing power of the state.


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781139018005.004

Unifying the Netherlands:
The Burgundy—Habsburg Period ( - )

Introduction

In over a century and a half, about fifteen principalities and cities in the
Low Countries, from Arras and Luxemburg in the south to Amsterdam
and Groningen in the north were unified under one ruler. Burgundy and
Franche-Comté in eastern France were also part of this new polity.
Dynastic politics were the major factor in the state building. Princes of
the French Valois dynasty started this process around , and this
evolution was completed by their German-Habsburg successors between

and . The Low Countries (and thus Belgium) became part of
the huge Habsburg monarchy.

Around Europe fell victim to the Black Death, with catastrophic
demographic consequences. At the end of the fifteenth century a period
of population growth paired with powerful economic expansion began.
Antwerp became the most important international trade center of north-
west Europe. The expansion of European trade to Africa, Asia, and
America played an important part in the growth of the Antwerp market.
Lay people desiring a simple, evangelically-based Christianity found the
Netherlands to be the perfect breeding ground for the Protestant
Reformation that started in the s. The high degree of urbanization,
dense population and relatively high quality of human capital created an
economic climate that was beneficial to cultural production (painting,
literature, and the craft industry) and the propagation of new ideas
(Humanism and printing). During the Burgundy-Habsburg period the
territories that would constitute Belgium had their greatest international
political and economic influence.
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The Burgundian Marriage: Alliances, Dynastic Politics
and Territorial Expansion

Flanders was the richest and most densely populated principality of the
Low Countries. Count Louis de Male (r. - ) had added
Antwerp, Mechelen, and their surrounding territories to his possessions
(see Chapter ). From his French mother he was to inherit the adjacent
county of Artois and the Free County of Burgundy. Margaret de Male
(= ), Louis’ heiress, was therefore an attractive proposition on
the matrimonial market. Louis wanted to be both a trustworthy vassal of
the French king and a protector of the economic interests of his subjects.
He therefore navigated shrewdly between the English and the French
during the Hundred Years War.

After lengthy negotiations the Flemish count eventually married his
daughter to Philip of Burgundy, a younger brother of the French king, in

. Philip was commonly known as “the Bold” (French, le Hardi)

because of his bravery during the war against the English. Seen from the
French perspective, this marriage meant that both the county of
Flanders and the factual unification of the duchy and the Free County
of Burgundy would be solidly bound to France. Through the marriage of
his daughter, the Flemish count was assured of the French crown’s
support against his often-rebellious subjects. Moreover, Louis obtained
the restitution of Walloon Flanders, which had been annexed by the
crown in

After Louis’ passing, Philip the Bold (r. — ) took charge of the
Flemish government. One of his first actions was to secure an alliance
with count Albrecht of Holland, Zeeland, and Hainaut. In both
rulers confirmed their allegiance to one another by marrying their
children to each other (the son and daughter of Philip married the
daughter and the son of Albrecht). As one of Albrecht’s younger sons
became prince-bishop of Liege in , this union only grew stronger.

The relation with Brabant-Limburg proved to be even more import-
ant. The childless and widowed duchess Johanna ( - ) had been
ruling this principality since . Johanna was an aunt to Margaret de
Male, and this made the latter or any of her offspring a potential heir to
the former. The duchess thoroughly and patiently prepared a
Burgundian succession. In she transferred the small duchy of
Limburg to Margaret and Philip. To satisfy the Brabant States, it was
agreed that the duchess would be succeeded by one of Philip and
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Margaret’s younger sons. In Johanna retired from government in
favor of Anthony of Burgundy. At the beginning of the fifteenth century
it seemed as if two Burgundian-ruled polities were emerging: Flanders
and Brabant-Limburg, with Holland-Zeeland-Hainaut and Liége
as allies.

Philip the Bold and his son John the Fearless (r. - ) were
heavily involved in the political developments in France and conse-
quently in the Hundred Years War. The mental illness of the French
king resulted in a struggle to exert control over the regency and the royal
finances. In - over one-fifth of the Burgundian duke’s income
came from the French crown. In , the contribution of the French
crown to the Burgundian finances reached a staggering percent!
Philip the Bold behaved generally as a loyal and cautious member of
the royal family. John the Fearless often behaved brutally and recklessly.
A civil war between the Bourguignons (loyal to John) and the Armagnacs
(loyal to the king’s brother, the duke of Orléans) tore France apart. All
this happened while the English enjoyed great military success (e.g.
Agincourt in ). In Armagnac opponents murdered John
the Fearless.

John the Fearless and Philip the Bold considered their territories in
the Low Countries to be extensions to their French power base.
However, as the third duke, Philip the Good (r. - ), rose to
power, this dynamic changed. After his father’s murder, Philip sided with
the English, a decision that, in addition to family honor, was mostly
dictated by opportunism. The alliance with the English proved highly
beneficial to Philip. In the short term, this resulted in the Burgundians
and the English ruling and exploiting a large part of France. In the long
run, after the war favored the French, Philip was able to negotiate a good
price for his reconciliation with the crown.

Unlike his father, Philip the Good was very present in the Low
Countries and continually focused on fortifying his power base. In

the count of Namur, a distant relative, appointed Philip as his heir
apparent in exchange for a yearly fee. In , Philip was able to add the
small but strategically situated county to his territories (see Figure . ).

Complicated political developments were also happening in Holland-
Zeeland-Hainaut. In , conflict over the count’s succession arose
between his daughter Jacoba and his brother John who had been
prince-bishop of Liége. Jacoba tried to fortify her claim by marrying
her cousin John 1V of Brabant (r. - ). If their union had been
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Figure . Jean Wauquelin presenting the History of Hainaut to duke
Philip the Good. Miniature by Rogier Van der Weyden, /
(Brussels, Royal Library)

successful, the territories of Brabant-Limburg and Holland-Zeeland-
Hainaut could have been joined into a larger second Burgundian polity
in the Low Countries. Alas the marriage of Jacoba and John IV ended in
divorce as John, ignoring his wife’s interests, leased Jacoba’s land to her
uncle, making him the factual ruler.

Due to a previous succession issue in the s, the cities and nobility
of Holland and Zeeland were split in two camps. The struggle between
Jacoba and her uncle became intertwined with these camps. This pro-
vided Philip the Good with plenty of opportunities to intervene in the
conflict. Using money as well as violence, and taking advantage of
Jacoba’s political ineptitude, Philip forced the latter to relinquish her
rights. In Jacoba acknowledged Philip as regent to her territories
(Zoen van Delft, or the Conciliation of Delft) and in she definitively
passed on her sovereign rights to her Burgundian cousin.

The Burgundian Brabant-Limburg polity was short-lived. John IV
(r. - ) and Philip of Saint-Pol (r. — ) succeeded their
father Anthony of Burgundy (r. — ). Since Philip of Saint-Pol
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had no legal heirs, his cousin Philip, who had already been appointed heir
in , took control of both duchies in . However Philip’s succession
came with certain restrictions. The new duke swore to the Brabant States
that he would strictly respect the rights and privileges as agreed upon in
the Blijde Inkomste (French, Joyeuse Entrée) (see Chapter ).

In the s, the tide was turning in the Hundred Years War. The
Burgundian-English alliance weakened due to Philip’s intervention in
Holland, among other reasons. Philip the Good opted for a rapproche-
ment with the king. The Peace of Arras () was quite favorable to
Philip. He was personally exempted from paying homage to the king.
Philip acquired the adjacent counties of Boulogne and Vermandois, as
well as a number of towns in Picardy near the Somme as collateral. These
new acquisitions meant that the Burgundian territories in the Low
Countries stretched as far south as those of his Flemish predecessor
Thierry of Alsace (see Chapter ).

The expansion of the Burgundian territories in the Low Countries
during the reign of Philip the Good was concluded by the acquisition of
the duchy of Luxemburg. The childless duchess appointed Philip as
regent and prospective heir of her duchy in exchange for a yearly
payment. It should also be noted that Philip the Good’s power reached
beyond his already substantial territory. He succeeded in having
appointed two of his relatives as prince-bishops of the most important
ecclesiastical principalities in the Low Countries. His nephew Louis de

Bourbon ruled over Liége (r. — ). And one of Philip’s numerous
illegitimate children, David of Burgundy, ser