
Project: Village Politics in Provence in the Early Fourteenth Century 

In June of 1320, in a local court of the count of Provence, a judge was hearing 
for the third time a case brought against Burgondian, scion of an ancient 
lineage of viscounts of Marseilles and lord in part of the community of Trets, a 
village of 300 families near Marseilles.  As the judge was about to decide the 
case for the community on grounds of non-appearance, Burgondian rushed into 
the court and entered adramatic last-minute plea. The court had no jurisdiction 
over his lordship, he claimed, and not without some reason, for his ancestors 
had held jurisiction over the villages in this viscounty since 952 by direct grant 
from the king of Burgundy.  The peasants argued otherwise. At issue was a 
comital tax, the cavalcada. The peasants contested not the right of the count to 
levy the tax but the amount and its perception by their lord. The judge, found 
for the community, and in an second sentance he ordered Burgondian’s co-
seigneur, Sibilia of Trets, to allow the villagers to assemble and deliberate as a 
body. At some point in damaged record of this court, it emerges that the 
villagers had already appointed three persons to organise the «means of 
distributing the taille among the inhabitants. 

This lawsuit records a moment in the creation of autonomous village 
governments which was repeated in one manner or another throughout 
Provence in the late - thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries. 
Comital  recognition and support of the right of local communities to organize 
for themselves the collection of  taxes for the counts -- including taxes which 
local lords had heretofore collected  -- opened up a public sphere  in the 
villages of Provence,  a political space with power over a critical factor in the 
economic survival of individual families, their share of the public tax burden. 
These local governments, generally called «councils» in Provence, also 
acquired, to varying degrees, jurisdiction over disputes concerning land 
boundaries, animal trespass, irrigation, and other aspects of rural police of vital 
economic interest to an agrarian community.  How political power was 
acquired and exercized in these local governments was the subject of my 
research project for the Mediterranean Seminar of 2010. 

The principal source for this project is a series of notarial registers from the 
Upper Arc Valley, a region to the north of Marseille and the East of Aix-en-
Provence, with both  geographical  unity  -- it is wide valley with narrow 
openings  at both ends about 50 km long, about the size of the valley of 
Andorra, and a symbolically important political coherence, as it corresponds 
quite closely to the Val de Trets given to the viscounts of Marseille in 952. This 
is the only region in Provence outside of major towns with continous notarial 



records prior to the Black Death; the series begins in 1298. Additional sources 
include records of village governments, to which can be added local records of 
the administration of the Counts of Provence., principally accounts of revenues 
of the count from local communities. 

Throughout the Mediterranean world, the countryside was an important  locus 
for the creation of wealth.   Population  is the most important indice of rural 
wealth; even in the most urbanized parts of the medieval Mediterreanean, 
Egypt, islamic Spain, Southern France and northern Italy, most demographers 
do not believe that urban populations exceeded 20% of their regions. Cities, of 
course, concentrated wealth, and that wealth is easier to measure than the 
wealth of the countryside. Still, some indications of the importance of rural 
wealth in Provence in the Fourteenth century can be measured by the 
efforts  of  the Angevin counts of Provence to tax peasants. In the 13’th century 
the counts of Provence preferred to tax towns, because towns, like banks, 
concentrate wealth in the hands of a relatively small number of easily 
identifiable places.  Peasants were  taxed indirectly, through levies for military 
service on their lords who in turn would get the money from their peasants. 
Charles 1 d’Anjou (1246-1285) systematized  local administration and made 
the comital levies nearly universal, partly to  increase revenues, but above all to 
articulate, through an immediate relationship with each subject, a Roman law 
ideal of political sovereignty. During a period of about thiry years in the early 
fourteenth century, the count’s local officials maintained  nominative lists of 
village taxpayers that were regularly audited by rationarii in the capital of Aix, 
an astonishing administrative achievement which allowed Edouard Baratier to 
compile the most accurate demographic profile of any medieval society prior to 
the fifteenth century. However,  after the loss of Sicily in 1284, sovereignty 
became secondary to revenues; the count multiplied  extraodinary feudal levies, 
such as for  purchasing land,  crusading, and endowing his  daughter, because 
he could fix the amount freely. they were levied nearly every year in the first 
half of the fourteenth century, and the amounts of each tax more than doubled 
in this period. Extending direct taxation to the rural population was the primary 
fiscal initiative of the Angevin counts in the fourteenth 
century.  Moreover,  they actively promoted, as we have seen,  decentralization 
of the collecting of the tax, in order to save money. The counts officials no 
longer made lists of taxpayers, they simply told local communities how much 
the count wanted, and collected the sum. 

Politics in an egalitarian society are not the same as politics in a society with a 
narrow elite. Dowry records from the upper Arc Valley and the count’s tax on 
oxen in upper provence,  confirm that provençal villages had a lot of wealth in 



the early fourteenth century -- nearly a third of peasant familes in my sampling 
of villages owned at least on oxen, which was a substantial moveable both in 
absolute terms and as a symbolic measure of status. Dowries in Trets show that 
only about 10 percent of peasants wealthy enough to marry a daughter could 
not provide a cash dowry, and 20% provided a dowry of over 50 lb 
tournois.   From the perspective of moveable wealth, a peasant elite existed and 
it was not narrow, in the context of preindustrial societies, comprising about a 
third of village population. Below it a more financially homogenous population 
of middle peasants probably comprised half the population of most villages 
before the 1330’s.  Village communities in early fourteenth-century Provence 
were prosperous, wealthy, and comprised a substantial élite by wealth. They 
were also segmented, with notaries, jews, merchants, and in particular artisans 
engaged in a multitude of industrial activities (textiles, leather, glass, tile, 
cement, plaster, wood, charcoal, mining and metallurgy). It could not have been 
a simple matter for village governments to make critical decisions. How did 
individuals rise to power in village councils and what determined their 
decisions? 

From 1325 onwards, Trets had a village council with 16 concilors, each 
councilor served a term of 1 year. I have lists of concilors for 18 years. 94 
individual terms of office were filled by 54 individuals. Not suprisingly, an 
elite of wealthy families of notarial and merchant origind dominated 
community government Four families, the Guis, the Henrici, the Michaelis, and 
the Penchenati, held over one-quarter of all the terms, and 28 people from 17 
families held more than two-thirds.  This concentration of political power may 
have been relatively recent. When in 1238 eleven syndics received the 
confirmation of the privileges of Trets from Burgondion de Trets only two 
syndics in that act shared their surnames, “Pascalis” and “Castellani”, with 
members of the fourteenth century councils. Yet this elite -- 54 families, of 
which four held a quarter of the council mandates in the first half of the 
fourteenth century, was not narrow ; remember that the bourg of Trets had a 
population of 330 families in 1332. 26 of these families served more than one 
term. Moreover, dowry documents show that these 54 families were divided 
into three constellations or clans linked by ties of marriage, each of which was 
headed by one of the wealthiest men in Trets. The elite was not endogamous. 
And finally, each of these clans had links of marriage, debt and representation 
which created ties of clientele extending well into the ranks of the middle 
peasants. So this elite was not closed off to members from below; rather it 
depended upon them for support in the competition among factions for 
influence and power. Villages like Trets were organized through a political 
process that is the heart of this research. 



	  


