
Notes 1 

Aristocratic Involvement in Charles VI’s Royal Progress in Languedoc, 1389–1390 

Royal and princely progresses (and in particular their formal entries to individual cities) in the 

late medieval and early modern period have typically been studied as encounters between the 

ruler and the urban elite. From the ruler’s perspective, these occasions helped consolidate their 

legitimacy, promote political stability, and pursue specific objectives, both at their power base 

in their capital and in the provinces where their direct authority was more sporadic.1 Municipal 

councils and other urban institutions, meanwhile, had the opportunity to display both their 

loyalty and their own claims to power, alongside more practical considerations of securing 

concessions and privileges through these moments of direct access to the prince or king.2 

Logistically, this historiographical orientation has translated into a focus on the ruler and their 

retinue on the move, with all the expenditures and coordination that entailed, and on the towns’ 

efforts to receive the entourage in due style.3 And if there is ongoing debate over the extent to 

which these ceremonial encounters should be viewed as spaces for genuine political dialogue, 

as exercises in consensus-building, or as vehicles for the imposition of royal authority, this 

discourse itself has drawn new attention to the role of urban elites in the development of the 

premodern state.4 

I propose introducing a new dimension to these power dynamics by considering the rural 

aristocracy as separate players in this ritualized political process. This is not to say that the 

landed and urban elites were wholly distinct social groups: far from it. Recent work has broken 

down the longstanding dichotomy between burghers in the towns and nobility in the 

countryside, showing that portions of the nobility were in fact highly integrated with urban life.5 

Conversely, especially in areas where the urbanization of the nobility has been longer 

acknowledged, scholars have pointed towards the tendency for great urban families to invest in 
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rural estates and society. 6  Progresses, however, often doubled as means of obtaining the 

homages and oaths of fealty from the fiefholding tenants of the prince or king, an exchange that 

put landownership and seigneurial authority front and centre and so represented a performance 

of power that was quite distinct from the urban concerns.7 However, the aristocracy (along with, 

more broadly, the rural populace at large) have appeared only tangentially in studies of royal 

itinerance, if at all. 8  This exclusion stems from a dichotomy in the historical narrative: 

collaborations between urban centres and the monarchy are read as modernizing trends, steering 

away from the older model of feudal relationships. 9  Reincorporating rural aristocratic 

participation and seigneurial power into the political functions of the progress challenges this 

teleological approach to the evolving relationship between local powers and the wider polity. 

I will examine the relevance of aristocratic participation to our understanding of the social 

and political significance of progresses through a case study of the voyage of King Charles VI 

of France (r. 1380–1422) to the region of Languedoc in the south in 1389. This tour marked the 

advent of Charles’ majority and aimed at restoring the king’s good government to a region long 

abused by unscrupulous lieutenants and their officers. In addition to making grand entries, 

hearing petitions, and reforming his administration in the area, Charles received the homages 

of over four hundred fiefholders, from powerful counts to minor lords. Summoned in advance 

by royal mandate, these aristocratic tenants appeared publicly before the king at every major 

stage of his progress to perform the requisite ceremony, and to present an official record of their 

lands and privileges to the royal administration, in exchange for which they received letters 

confirming them in their possession. This exceptionally well-documented interaction, however, 

has been overlooked in previous accounts of the progress.10 

I will first consider the structural parallels between royal entries and homages as political 

encounters to demonstrate the relevance of aristocratic participation in this context. The act of 
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homage underpinned the function of royal visits as both inaugural ceremonies and political 

programmes, and so offers new scope for understanding the reciprocity of such hierarchical 

interactions. I will then turn from the royal perspective to that of the landed elite by considering 

the logistics underlying their interactions with the king as a measure of their agency in this 

process. A spatial analysis of who met the king, where, and why, suggest that rather than being 

the passive recipients of the royal presence, the homagers were active participants in the display 

of authority. Finally, the social significance of the encounter between the king and his 

fiefholders is thrown into sharper relief by comparison with the patterns of engagement 

following his departure from the region. Although not all fiefholders performed their homage 

in person, their greater prioritization of a personal interaction with the king himself suggests 

how the occasion served as a marker of distinction. Recalibrating the dynamics of the progress 

in this way offers new perspectives on the cooperation between royal and seigneurial power at 

the end of the Middle Ages. 

The royal visit to Languedoc was no small undertaking. From 1 September 1389 to 23 February 

1390, Charles VI progressed from Paris to Toulouse and back, with numerous stops along the 

Loire valley on the way south, and the Saône and Seine on the return.11 He reached Avignon on 

31 October and Toulouse on 29 November, where he spent more than a month before turning 

for home on 7 January, departing Avignon in early February.12 This path brought him through 

three of the major seneschalsies, Toulouse, Carcassonne, and Beaucaire. 13  His entourage 

comprised several members of the royal family as well as the king’s council and representatives 

of the administration, including bookkeepers of the Chambre des comptes, effectively shifting 

the centre of power and government to follow Charles (‘and when will the king return from 

Languedoc? He has stayed there too long’, lamented the poet Eustache Deschamps on behalf of 

the Parisians left behind).14 The scale of this voyage reflected its double significance as at once 
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an inauguration and a renewal of royal governance. Each of these two aspects situate this case 

study in relation to specific traditions surrounding the royal progress and its historiographical 

study, and so underscore the several reasons why the collection of homages should be 

considered integral to this process. I will highlight first the main points of contact between the 

urban and aristocratic ceremonials, before showing how Charles’ aims for the progress relied 

on (re)establishing a rapport with the landed elite. 

In the first instance, historians have tended to distinguish entries performed at the beginning 

of a reign from those made periodically thereafter.15 The inaugural character of a ruler’s first 

visit might have more or less actual constitutional force, depending on each polity’s political 

traditions, but it always represented the public acceptance of the ruler’s authority by their 

subjects, in exchange for which they expected to receive the confirmation or extension of their 

privileges.16 This dynamic was usually marked by the swearing of oaths, either reciprocally or 

unilaterally – and that ritual shows a direct filiation between the civic entry and the seigneurial 

homage.17 Homages were likewise due at the accession of a new prince, and served to confirm 

the political relationship between the tenants, who recognized their dependence, and the prince, 

who recognized their rights. It is not a coincidence that the regular tours of homage undertaken 

in the late Middle Ages collected the oaths of towns (and villages) indiscriminately with those 

of their fiefholders.18 Nor should we forget that other groups, and especially the clergy and 

nobility, were represented alongside the towns during entry ceremonies.19 The main difference 

between the two contexts was that entries dealt primarily in collectives, while aristocratic 

homages privileged the individual power-holder; together, these complementary practices were 

instrumental in establishing a new reign. 

At the same time, the recurring significance of inaugural progresses and entries could give 

way to more targeted aims. Whether at the start of a reign or later, such events sought to alleviate 
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(or stifle) political anxieties, restore relationships, and capitalize on good will, through the 

ritualization of the ruler’s authority and good governance. For instance, King Henry V (r. 1413–

22) returned from a long sojourn on the mainland to raise money and garner support for his 

French policies by his progress through England in 1421, an event which showcased the king 

as a pious and just ruler committed to defending his realm.20 In 1368 and 1384, Duke Jean IV 

of Brittany (r. 1365–99) used entries into Saint-Malo to restore ducal authority in a town which 

had ambitions of becoming an independent commune; in Ghent in 1467, a similarly tense entry 

by Duke Charles the Bold of Burgundy (r. 1467–77) instead provoked further revolts. 21 

Homages, for all that they were expected to be routine events in the life cycles of lordships, 

were liable to be caught up in such loaded moments as representing a return to normalcy and 

the reaffirmation of the structures of power. 

The 1389 progress offers a concrete example of how the homages underpinned Charles’ 

dual mission of establishing his rulership and fostering regional stability. While Charles had 

been crowned in 1380 at the age of twelve, his personal assumption of rule on 3 November 1388 

marked a new start. There was, moreover, a custom of royal visits to Languedoc specifically, 

which were supposed to familiarize the king with the territories and people he ruled and gain 

their respect, and so were often undertaken at the start of a reign.22 In this context, the homages 

of the king’s aristocratic tenants were necessary to fulfil these several goals. Accordingly, 

despite their near-invisibility in most scholarly accounts of Charles’ visit, were the best-

documented aspect of the entire event.23 

I have examined the extant sources elsewhere, but their salient characteristics may be 

summarized here. 24  The key documents are the letters of homage issued by the royal 

administration to certify that homage had been duly performed, and the declarations known as 

dénombrements produced by the tenants to list all the lands, rights, and revenues for which they 
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had done homage. The register Archives nationales, P 1143, was produced during the royal 

progress to summarize and account for the letter of homage and dénombrement of each tenant 

(or group of tenants) who appeared before the king. Its 421 brief entries, representing some 391 

homages, were grouped by seneschalsy and, within each section, in a loose chronological order; 

the register thus outlined a rough approximation of the royal journey itself. 25  Meanwhile, 

Archives nationales, P 591, recorded 101 letters of homage from the seneschalsy of Carcassonne 

and transcribed the full dénombrement for each (unfortunately, corresponding registers for the 

other major seneschalsies have since been lost). In addition, it included a separate section for 

eighty-three oaths of fealty performed to the king’s representative there in the two months 

following Charles’ departure, along with their respective dénombrements.26 

Together, these registers attest the administration’s serious efforts to systematically record 

the king’s encounter with his tenants. The ceremony prolonged the recognition of the new king’s 

authority beyond the moment of the civic entry, extending it not just across the entirety of his 

progress, but also into the permanent record.27 Meeting each tenant also allowed Charles to 

become acquainted, however superficially, with those who exercised significant power in the 

region. More specifically, my analysis of these fiefholders as a group has shown that the 

homagers of the seneschalsies of Toulouse and Carcassonne broadly tended towards a higher 

social rank and degree of seigneurial authority (and in particular, rights of high and low justice) 

than royal tenants who were not expected to swear their oaths to the king in person.28 And while 

a number of the king’s tenants (or their near relatives) were directly involved in the royal 

government or the king’s political circles in the late fourteenth century, most of those who owed 

homage in 1389 derived their status simply from the lands they held.29 These lords’ essential 

contributions to the maintenance of local political order, made personal interaction with them 

an essential step in establishing Charles’ control in the region, while the accompanying 
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dénombrements gave the royal administration a better grasp of how power was distributed in 

the king’s domains. 30 At the same time, such aims could be equally accomplished had the 

homagers come to Paris. 31  By associating the homages instead with his progress through 

Languedoc, the process assumed a more collaborative dimension, centring the local political 

structures – rural as well as urban – and so building the type of rapport which was supposed to 

serve a ruler well in the years to come. 

In addition to these general considerations, the 1389 progress responded to a particular 

moment of political transformation.32 The declaration of Charles’ majority transformed the 

royal council, bringing to the fore a group of reformers, the so-called Marmousets, at the 

expense of the royal dukes, Charles’ uncles, who had held the reins of power since 1380.33 

Under the Marmousets’ influence, the king and his council quickly embarked on an ambitious 

program of reform both within the royal household and administration, and across the kingdom 

at large.34 The situation in Languedoc was of particular concern. It had been more than twenty-

five years since a king of France had last set foot in his southern domains, and years of abuses 

by royal lieutenants and their officers had exacerbated grievances over taxation and warfare in 

the region.35 On 18 May 1389, in response to the ‘outcry (clameur) of our people’, Charles 

renewed his pledges of redress: he nominated three official reformers (réformateurs) for the 

region and announced his intention to personally visit the three seneschalsies of Languedoc.36 

The restoration of order in the kingdom meant tackling Languedoc’s financial, administrative, 

and military situation, and historians have drawn attention to these various aspects in turn, 

highlighting particular accomplishments such as the removal and/or execution of corrupt 

officials, the negotiation of peace between the counts of Armagnac and Foix, and the 

establishment of a longer-term reform commission at the king’s departure.37 
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The collection of homages was, however, just as integral to Charles’ agenda of reform and 

restoration. Jean Cabaret d’Orville, in his Chronique du bon duc Loys de Bourbon (1429), drew 

precisely this connection, including the barons and lords of Languedoc in the king’s procession 

into Toulouse; he then claimed that Charles called for his tenants, from the great to the lesser, 

to be received by him in homage, while also promising to do right by those who had been 

wronged.38 It was particularly important to re-establish these ties in the aftermath of the Tuchin 

revolt from 1381 to 1384 against the imposition of heavy royal taxes and the incursions of 

mercenaries. Vincent Challet has demonstrated the ambiguous position of the local seigneurial 

elite during these troubles, as they were aligned with the Tuchins for the purposes of defending 

their territory against banditry, but also took part in the royal suppression of the rebels (or risked 

punishment for opposition to the king).39 The repercussions of these events were still in play in 

1389, as Charles absolved ‘the nobles of the seneschalsy of Beaucaire and Nîmes’ for their 

actions against pardoned rebels in December. 40  The dynamics of reconciliation were also 

enacted through the homage ritual. For example, Phillipe de Bré, ‘the most illustrious of the 

nobles who rallied to the Tuchinat’, had been executed in 1383 and his possessions 

confiscated.41 But in 1389, his wife Jacqueline de Bruyères did homage for herself and her son 

and heir, Philippe de Bré the younger, an act that secured her control over the lands that had 

featured at the heart of her late husband’s preparations for the revolt while emphasizing to the 

king the continuity of their lineage.42 Similarly, Pierre Boyer, who had waged the legal battles 

of local communities against royal financial impositions while encouraging their more active 

self-defence during the revolt, was not only among those who did homage in 1389, but was 

appointed regent for the seneschal of Carcassonne (and so collected the oaths of fealty owed to 

the king in early 1390).43 The acts of homage served to prominently mark the restoration of the 

social order through the reaffirmation of both royal and aristocratic power. 
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Moreover, even the act of registering the homages and dénombrements was considered part 

and parcel of getting the smooth operation of the royal administration back on track. 44 

According to the royal letters copied alongside the dénombrements, Charles VI’s arrangements 

for their collection had their roots in his father’s early reign.45 On 21 November 1371, Charles 

V (r. 1364–80) had reminded his financial officers of his order that all the fiefs held directly 

from the king be accurately compiled in each administrative district of his kingdom.46 Owing, 

as he said, to the negligence of his regional officials, this had not been accomplished, so he 

ordered that it be made publicly known that anyone who held anything of him in fief should 

provide their dénombrement explaining the fief(s), their location, and any fiefs held from them 

in turn. These declarations were to be ‘registered in a certain book’ by each of his 

representatives. Anyone who had not done so by Easter was to have their lands and revenues 

confiscated (as was usual in such cases). The partial success of these orders was reflected in 

Bibliothèque municipale de Toulouse, MS 641, a seventeenth-century inventory of feudal 

documents in the seneschalsy archives that included 184 entries from 1371; the copyist, 

however, noted with some displeasure that these dénombrements were ‘imperfect’, being very 

brief and without much specifying seigneurial rents and obligations.47 

It was therefore left to Charles VI to renew the project. He wrote (with similar reprimands 

of bureaucratic laxity) to the seneschal of Carcassonne and Béziers – and, we must assume, to 

the other southern seneschals as well – on 22 August 1388. His orders mirrored his father’s, 

requesting the publication of his orders across the seneschalsy for the collection of ‘the true and 

complete dénombrements in which are explained the fief or fiefs, the place or castellany where 

they are, which things they contain and of what value, according to each portion’, along with 

those of their own tenants.48 He set a deadline of half a year after the announcement was made 

in each locality (with, we must assume, similar penalties for non-compliance), although this 
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deadline was renegotiated when this process became caught up with Charles’ plans for a voyage 

to the south.49 The incorporation of this older reform project into the measures taken to stabilize 

the government in 1389 expands the focus of these measures beyond the royal administration, 

hitherto the centre of scholarly attention. While bureaucratic abuses were the primary target of 

popular outcry, from the royal perspective the restoration of order also required the clarification 

and reaffirmation of local seigneurial power. 

Considering the progress as both an inauguration and a restoration of royal authority, the 

integration of the homages into the 1389 narrative is a natural extension of the political concerns 

already embedded in entries as urban interactions. Nor should the civic context be privileged 

over the seigneurial. In fact, understanding the king’s interactions with the rural elite offers a 

new angle on the key issue of reciprocity and collaboration running through the historiography. 

For all that the king had personally returned to Languedoc, Charles’ actions set the stage for his 

inevitable return to Paris. As such, the confirmation of aristocratic power through the 

performance of homage was not just an essential component of Charles’ display of authority, 

but also its counterpart, reinforcing local power structures to ensure the ongoing political 

stability of the region. 

This interpretation, however, must contend with the fact that homage was a legal obligation, 

not a voluntary one. Challet has questioned whether the public displays of royal entries could 

constitute a political dialogue if the participants did not have the option to decline to take part.50 

In this vein, Michael Hicks argues from his examination of late medieval English homages that 

royal tenants found it ‘an inconvenient, even pointless, bureaucratic routine’, undertaken only 

under duress.51 And while scholars periodically offer new evidence for the long-lasting political 

weight of the homage process, from ritual to record, the benefits appear to accrue to the ruler 

alone.52 We should not, however, overplay the royal angle in such interactions. By challenging 
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the top-down narrative of participation in the homage ritual to make room for the active 

engagement on the part of the fiefholders, we can reconsider the political function of the 

personal contact between the king and his tenants on this occasion. The homagers’ agency was 

part of what made the ceremony more than an affirmation of royal authority and implicated their 

own structural power. The remainder of this article will therefore turn to the question of the 

participation of the local landed elites in the homage process as a reflection of the perceived 

importance of this personal encounter. 

Recovering deliberate action from something as impersonal as administrative records can be 

more readily approached as a question of trends than of individuals. I use a spatial analysis of 

the homagers’ interactions with the king achieved through digital mapping to trace the varied 

responses of landed elites to this political event. While the question of urban spaces and their 

role in individual entries have proliferated, similar perspectives of location and movement offer 

a means of expanding the royal–urban framework of the royal progress into the hinterlands of 

Languedoc.53 On this basis, the lack of a clear ‘right’ way to integrate the homages into the 

progress shows the agency of local fiefholders in their engagement with this important socio-

political occasion. Not only did Charles’ tenants have a choice as to where and when to perform 

homage, this decision was influenced by social as well as practical considerations, reflecting 

the dynamism involved in an encounter between local and royal power structures. 

Geographic considerations have always influenced the interpretation of Charles’ journey, as 

previous historiography has highlighted certain phases of the king’s travels in accordance with 

its particular preoccupations.54 The Histoire générale de Languedoc, in its brief description of 

the homages received by Charles VI, points to Montpellier and Toulouse as the cities of greatest 

significance.55 What actually unfolded was rather more complicated (Figure 1). Toulouse was, 

uncontestably, at the centre of events, as Charles’ time there was marked by a continuous stream 
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of homages that amounted to some 300 in total across the five-and-a-half weeks of his stay. He 

received about a tenth as many at Carcassonne and at Montpellier, half that number in turn at 

Béziers, and a trailing handful at Nîmes, Narbonne, Avignon, Beaucaire, and Mazères. Their 

distribution also reflects differences in the king’s outward and return journeys not necessarily 

visible in his itinerary alone (Figure 2). Charles took twenty-three days to go from Avignon to 

Toulouse and the same time returning, but received around 55% more homages when passing 

back through Carcassonne, Béziers, Montpellier, and the other towns, than he had on his way 

to Toulouse.56 Perhaps this (relatively) last-minute press is what caused one of the royal clerks 

to describe Charles’ departure as ‘hastif’: if not literally speedier, it was certainly made busier 

by this second, albeit smaller, wave of homages following the main event at Toulouse.57 

The royal perspective is, however, relatively simple compared to that of the fiefholders who 

came from across the five seneschalsies to meet him. Since most tenants held more than one 

piece of land, I have identified the primary property associated with each performance of 

homage to clarify the distribution of landed power and seigneurial presence across the 

landscape.58 I established a core dataset comprising instances where the tenant was identified as 

the lord or lady of a specific place; which specified the location of their residence; or where 

their surname corresponded to a property in their homage or dénombrement. Often, more than 

one of these criteria was fulfilled simultaneously, suggesting a certain congruity between these 

characteristics. A second ‘extended’ category then gathered instances where a habitable 

building such as a house, manor, or castle was mentioned without any specification of residence; 

where the property was designated as a barony without the attribution of the title directly to the 

individual; or where the wife’s surname matched one of the properties (which evidently came 

from her inheritance). Such cases cannot be confidently associated with personal seats of power 

in the same way as the first group, but designate the most probable sites within the limitations 
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of the data. Finally, a third ‘supplemental’ category accounted for all remaining instances where 

a precise location could be established with some certainty, but where no reliable information 

or correlation was available.59 Forty homages from the 1389–90 journey could not be localized 

because they contained no specific information or because the indicators were insufficient to 

identify the properties involved (generally when the medieval toponym has either vanished or 

is too common).60 The three datasets established in this way contained 136, 90, and 114 entries, 

respectively, for a total of 340 reference points in all. 

These identifications can be used to represent the approximate ‘home base’ of the 

individuals and groups who came to do homage to Charles as he traversed Languedoc, allowing 

a rough assessment of their dispersal from the route taken by the king. Each point was plotted 

at the level of the present-day commune, allowing a linear measurement to the city in which the 

homage was performed (Figure 3).61 This approach necessarily leaves aside the issue of the 

urban nobility discussed in the introduction. A certain number of families would have been city 

dwellers who had invested in rural estates, and so were probably already on-site at Charles’ 

advent. Such cases would not significantly impact the cumulative picture, however, given the 

size of the dataset and the concentration of such estates near the city of residence. Moreover, all 

three datasets followed similar trends in geographical spread, save for the few dates represented 

only by the extended and supplemental sets. Given the lack of distortion introduced by the less 

robust material, I have based my analysis on the complete set of available data so as to obtain 

the fullest possible coverage of the proceedings. On this basis, we can model the practical and 

social considerations that shaped the encounter between the king and the landed elites. 

To begin with the practicalities, we can quickly gain a sense of scale for the enterprise of 

coming to do homage during the royal progress. On average, the principal fiefs identified here 

lay about a day’s journey from the city where their tenants performed homage. In concrete 
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terms, the mean linear distance from fief to city was 52 kilometres, with a median of 39 

kilometres. A full day of travel represented approximately 50 kilometres, so even taking into 

account the additional margin of real distance to cover, half these fiefs or more lay within this 

radius from their respective destinations.62 To break this distribution down further, of 255 

homages performed at Toulouse for which corresponding locations have been identified, 57% 

lay within 50 kilometres of the city; an additional 27% within 100 kilometres; 13% within 150 

kilometres; and a small handful, 3%, more than 150 kilometres away.63 The two longest trips in 

the entire sample, however, went to cities at the eastern edges of the region, with the viscount 

of Bruniquel coming to Beaucaire, 240 kilometres away, and the lord of Ornézan crossing 266 

kilometres to Montpellier. These were, however, exceptional; most of those who came were 

close enough that their journeys could be made relatively swiftly.64 

These parameters are useful points of reference because the king himself was also on the 

move. Of the eighty-eight-day period in which Charles received these homages, thirty-nine were 

spent in Toulouse, while the remaining forty-nine were distributed among the eight other key 

towns of the voyage. The course of the royal progress (which necessarily shortened some 

distances while leaving other parts of the seneschalsy unvisited) and the relative rapidity with 

which the lords might be able to appear at a given location are the two ‘fixed’ factors for 

understanding why events unfolded as they did. Against this backdrop, we can more accurately 

gauge the significance of the collective patterns and individual trajectories observed over the 

course of this trip. 

Tracing the homages chronologically, a story begins to emerge. The initial collection of 

homages at the king’s halts between Avignon and Narbonne (including Montpellier) was 

unsystematic and limited. It was only at Carcassonne, on 26 and 27 November, that more 

homagers began to appear, drawn from the surrounding countryside. The average distance prior 
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to this point, for homages dating between 6 and 24 November, comes to 84 kilometres (median: 

65 kilometres), significantly above the overall mean for the trip (Figure 4). Daily patterns varied 

widely, however: 144 kilometres for the first, lone homage at Avignon, 240 kilometres for that 

at Beaucaire, 104 kilometres at Montpellier on 17 November and 122 kilometres at Béziers on 

the twentieth – interspersed by days where the average distance was only 7, 12, or 14 

kilometres.65 Those who appeared thus seem either to have been clustered already near these 

cities, or unusually proactive in coming long distances to meet the royal cortège early. In the 

latter group, it is worth noting that some of the more significant names among the homagers 

were here represented, including the lord of Peyre and the viscounts of Lautrec, Bruniquel, and 

Uzès.66 By contrast, on the way back, the mean and median distances for this same stretch fell 

to 58 and 34 kilometres, respectively, even while the number of attendees increased 

considerably (Figure 2). In addition, Montpellier also drew a greater number of tenants from 

the mountainous reaches of the seneschalsy of Beaucaire than had appeared on the initial visit, 

even though Charles’ stopover was a day shorter this time. Catching the king before he departed 

the region may have been simpler than anticipating his arrival. 

In between, the long stay at Toulouse stands out partly by the sheer number of attendees, 

which was disproportionate even in comparison to the duration of Charles’ presence. About 

three-quarters of the homages took place there, even though Toulouse occupied fewer than half 

the days of the entire trip. The fact that the king became a stationary target may have encouraged 

this turnout, but several other factors also determined what was practical. The majority of these 

homagers (roughly 80%) lived in the seneschalsy of Toulouse, which is reflected in their 

preponderance over the other seneschalsies in the registers of this voyage. At the same time, the 

causality in a sense flows the other way: it made sense to concentrate the reception of homage 

at Toulouse, the foremost city of the region (and perhaps the one best equipped to host the royal 
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entourage for so long). Indeed, the royal itinerary as a whole reflected the population densities 

of Languedoc, and the seneschalsy of Toulouse had a higher concentration of inhabitants than 

either Carcassonne or Beaucaire.67 Portions of the latter two seneschalsies reached into the 

Massif Central, which were more sparsely populated and so would have had fewer powerful 

families holding lands from the king.68 Furthermore, the hilly terrain may have hindered not 

only travel, but the circulation of the royal ordinance and/or news of the king’s passage in these 

areas, compounding any tendencies towards under-representation caused by the king’s rate of 

travel on his way to and from Toulouse (and particularly east of Montpellier).69 Accordingly, 

few homagers appeared from the northern ‘arm’ of the seneschalsy of Carcassonne or the upper 

reaches of Beaucaire. The geographic spread represented in Figure 3 aligns with the overall 

demographic and topographical patterns of the area. There was also a modest tendency for 

tenants’ distance of travel to increase over the course of Charles’ stay at Toulouse: that is, the 

homagers came from further and further away, pulling the average up by about 20 kilometres 

as December wore on. The few tenants from Bigorre, in the southwestern corner of the 

seneschalsy, arrived only in the last few days of the month and into the start of January.70 

However, the patterns of homages cannot be reduced only to practical considerations, 

although the evidence for their social implications is necessarily indirect and must be attacked 

from several different angles to build a cumulative picture. In the first instance, of the tenants 

whose locations can be mapped, about one-third did not perform homage at the stop on the royal 

progress which was physically closest to them. Of these, half would have been nearest to 

Carcassonne, but went instead to Toulouse, which was likewise the most common destination 

for homagers coming from other cities. The others encountered the king en route either earlier 

or later than they might otherwise have done. In aggregate, the decision to bypass a closer city 
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tended to double the distance travelled, to an average mean of 97 kilometres. These variations 

therefore meant a considerable investment of time and effort on the homagers’ part. 

The extent to which the choice of destination was individualized appears especially clearly 

in instances of co-lordship (where one lordship was shared among multiple lords), or where 

several homages were owed for property in the same area, for not all the tenants necessarily 

gave their homage together. In some instances, half or more of the co-lords opted for the nearest 

city, such as those from Villegailhenc, two of whom performed homage at Carcassonne on 27 

November while one did so at Toulouse on 20 December.71 But in several cases, such as Conas, 

Roujan, and Rustiques, the majority of homagers went to Toulouse, with only one from each 

group of three to five staying closer to home.72 Meanwhile, none of the homagers from Montirat 

met the king at Carcassonne despite it being less than 10 kilometres away; rather, three 

performed homage at Toulouse on 13 December and one went all the way to Montpellier on 21 

January.73 The four who went to Toulouse from Roujan made up part of a larger contingent from 

the eastern reaches of the seneschalsy of Carcassonne that all performed homage at Toulouse 

on 24 December, suggesting perhaps a degree of local networking underlying some of these 

longer trips. However, there was by no means a clear trend for even co-lords to travel together, 

going by the dates of their homages: of fourteen homages performed at Toulouse for the lordship 

of Gardouch, five were performed singly, six in pairs, and one as a trio, all spread between the 

very first and very last day which Charles received homages there.74 This example, by far the 

most fragmented lordship represented here, encapsulates the broader trends seen across the co-

lords in this sample. Individual agency was thus a clear factor in deciding when and where to 

perform homage, but certain choices may have come with different social implications. 

This consideration was especially true for the inhabitants of the seneschalsy of Carcassonne, 

deciding between performing homage on (or at least near) their home turf, and doing so at the 
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epicentre of the royal progress at Toulouse. Of the three seneschalsies on the king’s route, they 

were the most likely to travel more than a day away, with an average journey of 71 kilometres 

(versus an average of 41 kilometres for both Toulouse and Beaucaire).75 Conversely, only five 

fiefholders whose holdings were closest to Toulouse decided to go elsewhere. But while homage 

could only be performed once, a number of the homagers from Carcassonne in fact travelled to 

both cities in the course of these events, as we can see from the two-part handling of their 

dénombrements compared to their homages.76 A slight majority of the homages for fiefs in 

Carcassonne (recorded in P 591) took place at Toulouse, for which the corresponding 

dénombrements were about twice as likely to processed by the seneschalsy court of Carcassonne 

rather than that of Toulouse.77 Of those received at Carcassonne, two trends predominated: 

either the dénombrement was acknowledged within a week of the homage, usually beforehand; 

or it was only registered several weeks or even months afterwards. The former case suggests a 

scenario in which the fiefholders stopped at Carcassonne on their way to or from Toulouse, 

which made sense given that most of them held lands to the south or east of Carcassonne, 

placing the city on the main road to Toulouse (though not all who must have passed through 

Carcassonne produced a dénombrement there). The minority of homagers whose 

dénombrements were only received considerably afterwards were more dispersed in origin, and 

may have made a second, separate trip to hand in their dénombrements: perhaps they did not 

have the document prepared when they went to Toulouse, preventing them from handing it in 

on-the-spot. In either case, these dynamics demonstrate that there was no apparent difficulty in 

getting to Carcassonne, but Toulouse was the preferred destination for their homage, rather than 

awaiting Charles nearer to home. 

More complicated is the reverse pattern, where more than a quarter of the tenants in P 591 

who did homage at Carcassonne in November or January had a dénombrement registered at 
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Toulouse in December. In raw numbers there are only six such instances on record, but some 

of the thirty or so dénombrements dated to December and early January in P 1143 for homages 

outside of Toulouse may have reflected a similar situation.78 The example of Raymond Aban 

suggests such a peregrination: following his homage on 27 November, his dénombrement was 

recorded at Carcassonne on 29 November and at Toulouse on 6 December.79 Although 27 

November was the day before King Charles left Carcassonne for Toulouse, it is unclear that he 

necessarily travelled at the same time as the king given the registration of his dénombrement 

two days later (though this did not necessarily require the tenant’s presence by that point); but 

in other instances we may more firmly suspect a deliberate coordination. For instance, Pierre 

Boyer, who did homage when the king reached Carcassonne and was made regent of the 

seneschalsy after 1 January, may well have accompanied Charles in December. 80  Several 

members of the prestigious Bruyères family appear to have followed a similar pattern.81 It is 

thus probable that the number of people who came to Toulouse at the time of the royal visit was 

higher than that indicated by the homages alone, and that the obligation to perform homage took 

place in a context of broader contact between the king and the landed elites. Taken together, 

these two trends point to different strategies for navigating the relative appeal of localized versus 

centralized homage, rather than an unambiguous preference for one or the other. 

In at least certain instances, the choice may have taken on a socio-political dimension. As 

discussed earlier, Pierre Boyer and Jacqueline de Bruyères had been involved with the 

disturbances of the Tuchin revolt, and Charles would soon install Pierre as his temporary 

representative in the seneschalsy of Carcassonne. Similarly, among the prominent lords who 

encountered Charles early in his journey, Philippe, viscount of Lautrec, and Roger de 

Comminges, viscount of Bruniquel, produced dénombrements during the period of Charles’ 

stay at Toulouse, which suggests that they accompanied him en route (especially as their homes 
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lay in that direction anyhow). The prestige of joining the royal entourage for its progress may 

have appealed, especially given the opportunities it presented to take part in the royal entries. 

At the other end of Charles’ voyage, two long-distance travellers did homage at Montpellier on 

22 January who both held lordships west of Toulouse; however, they did homage at this point 

only for rents of 200 livres tournois to be drawn on the incomes of that city.82 Each was 

identified as a royal chamberlain (chambellain du roy), which may explain their presence at his 

side even at this distance from their homes. It is even possible that they might have received 

this rent in recognition of their service on this voyage.83 By contrast, other prominent lords seem 

to have approached more slowly. Jean, count of Astarac, did homage on the first possible day 

after Charles’ arrival in Toulouse (4 December), while Jourdain, count of L’Isle (both Gers) did 

so on the last (2 January).84 This meant that Jean was among the large crowd who opened the 

homage proceedings at Toulouse, while fewer homages were performed alongside Jourdain. 

Meanwhile, both their dénombrements were processed in early January, heightening the 

difference in their approaches as Jean may have effectively come to court for the duration while 

Jourdain perhaps put in only a late appearance. There were thus different strategies for 

incorporating the homage ritual into the royal progress. 

While such cases stand out from the bulk of more ‘ordinary’ members of the local landed 

elite, the broader patterns of homage reflect fiefholders’ dynamic participation in the royal 

progress across the board. Their engagement did not boil down to any single set of priorities, 

but instead reflected a balance of options. Pragmatism was certainly one of these, as the royal 

itinerary and fiefholders’ attendance reflected in many cases the path of least resistance given 

local topographic and demographic realities. Some of these trends may have aligned with 

Charles’ own preferences if, for example, he encouraged the concentration of homages at 

Toulouse so as not to encumber his travels or to create a grander impression. However, the 
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choice was made independently by each tenant, indicating their receptivity to the social and 

political significance of their performance of homage during the royal progress. It was, after all, 

as much an occasion for them to see and be seen as it was for King Charles, in a way that 

homage at distant Paris was not – though tensions remained between performing homage within 

their immediate social (and geographical) milieu, or making for the large gathering at Toulouse 

which drew together fiefholders from across the region.85 In between the cities themselves, 

joining the royal progress was a means of resolving these conflicting scenarios, while making 

for the king en route could mark social distinction in its own way. Although it remains 

impossible to directly assess concrete motivations across such a group, the spectrum of specific 

outcomes makes it clear that for many of the landed elite, the performance of homage here was 

an opportunity rather than a simple imposition from above, much as it was for the urban elites 

who also played their part in the royal progress. 

 

What made the occasion so special was, of course, the king’s personal presence in a region from 

which he had long been absent. But whereas the personal dimensions of rulership are often 

framed in terms of the benefit to the ruler – the legitimation and affirmation of their authority, 

the maintenance of their political relationships, and so on – interacting with the king also served 

to frame the power of the other party. After all, access to the king was selective, and increasingly 

ceremonialized from the later Middle Ages to reflect the king’s sovereign dignity.86 The act of 

homage in 1389 was thus a ritual of familiarity, given by the tenant in person and showcasing 

their direct tie to the king. As such, it was also a ritual that selected among the royal tenants, 

rather than being equally available to (or even demanded of) all of them. Certain patterns of 

attendance surrounding Charles’ voyage suggest that this personal encounter with the king was 

valued accordingly as mark of distinction among the landed elite. 
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In the first instance, the performance of homage distinguished a principal tenant from among 

the various legal claimants of a given fief. The vast majority of homages were undertaken by a 

single individual, but they could act on behalf of or alongside a dependent, such as a sibling, 

spouse, incapacitated parent, or child or other minor; or to be represented by a third party 

unconnected by such ties. 87  The most common case was that married women were often 

represented by their husbands, reflecting the assumption that a wife’s lands were held in 

common with her husband. It is therefore necessary to break down the dynamics of 

representation by gender (Table 1). The first column of Table 1(a) shows the proportion of lay 

women and men, respectively, who had someone else perform homage in their name; the total 

count given below indicates the raw number of all tenants. It shows that nearly a third of the 

eighty women tenants did not perform the ceremony themselves, but were instead represented 

by someone else, as were a small proportion of the (more numerous) men. Accordingly, the 

gender composition of the actual homage ceremonies, shown in the second column, was skewed 

slightly more masculine than the overall gender ratios of those who had stakes in these fiefs.88 

Homage thus remained a personal obligation for the tenants insofar as those who performed 

these ceremonies had authority over the fief(s) concerned, but the ritual aspect preferred a 

single, central focal point for the subsidiary interests involved. In singling out the most 

systemically significant (i.e. adult and/or male) representative for this role, the royal encounter 

reaffirmed the expected patterns of the transmission of power in landed society. 

At the same time, all participants of age were usually considered part of the ceremony 

performed in their name: a brother might do homage ‘as much in his name as in the name of his 

sisters’ or a husband ‘in the name of himself and his wife’.89 And there was some flexibility in 

how this authority was attributed, and even in who personally performed homage. For instance, 

some husbands did not include themselves in the properties for which they did homage in their 
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wives’ names, and one appears to have done homage alongside his wife.90 Moreover, several 

married women performed homage and presented their dénombrements without any indications 

that their husbands were dead, and in at least one instance a clear suggestion that he was not.91 

In rare instances a husband might omit to mention his wife (or at least the scribe neglect to copy 

the information).92 There was again room for the agency of individual tenants in appearing 

before the king, creating different depictions of the internal distributions of power within each 

fief.93 It would be interesting to know how many of the people who did not perform their own 

homage were still present as witnesses to these ceremonies. 

But the dynamics of representation changed sharply when the king himself was no longer 

present, as can be seen through comparison with the oaths of fealty performed to Pierre Boyer 

as Charles’ representative in Carcassonne following his departure. Table 1(b) attests not only a 

sharp rise in the proportion of representation across both women and men, but also a substantial 

shift in the nature of that representation. Twenty-five oaths were performed by third-party 

procurators, delegated to perform this specific task but without legal authority over the 

fief(s)/tenant(s) in question, as was the case with a husband or guardian. The same procurator 

might act successively for several different tenants; usually, these were university-trained 

professionals who already lived in Carcassonne, such as maître Bernard de Serège, jurist, or 

maître Lambert de Villar, royal notary, who was also a tenant in his own right and swore fealty 

accordingly.94 Other procurators could be conveniently chosen among one’s neighbours or 

family, especially if they were already heading that way to give their own fealty.95 Across the 

board, nearly four of ten tenants did not personally swear the oath of fealty, an increase entirely 

attributable to the popularity of procuration: while 13% were represented by spouses or 

guardians, a figure entirely in line with those for the homage groups, 26% (or two-thirds of all 

absentees) elected to send a procurator. The presentation of the dénombrement could be 



Notes 24 

similarly outsourced, to the same procurator or another, even if the tenant had appeared in 

person before the king.96 In short, for ceremonies where the king was not himself present, the 

tenants were also less likely to appear themselves. 

Fundamentally, of course, homagers were obligated to show up in person, while there was 

no such requirement for the oath of fealty, and so the mere fact of attendance does not speak to 

the significance of the encounter from the tenants’ perspective. At the same time, it is difficult 

to ascertain directly how much power the royal government actually had to enforce the 

performance of homage and its attendant obligations. On one hand, the efforts made by 

Bertrande de Cougnans, lady of Tournebouix, and by an individual referred to as Stont, to obtain 

their letters of homage after the Chambre des comptes lost or mishandled their copies indicate 

that the royal officials were at least potentially able to confiscate the fiefs of recalcitrant 

tenants.97 On the other hand, the royal government’s renewal of the orders for the collection of 

dénombrements and their late collection suggests some laxity of enforcement on the 

administration’s part prior to this point, as perhaps do the two dozen individuals for whom P 

1143 recorded no dénombrement following their homage.98 And while three elderly women 

observed the legal forms enough to request respite of homage on the basis of their age, an 

unknown number of tenants may simply not have turned up and so left no trace in our records.99 

On balance, it seems fair to conclude that legal repercussions must be considered among the 

factors for the performance of homage, but that they do not tell the whole story. Indeed, while 

Hicks cites the frequency of respites of homage as evidence for seigneurial reluctance to engage 

with this aspect of royal authority, the paucity of such letters in this corpus suggests that 

Charles’ voyage at least made for a good opportunity to get the obligation out of the way, and 

at best presented an attractive occasion to take part in this socially and politically significant 

encounter, as seen in the patterns of homage observed above. 
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In fact, even during Charles’ voyage a small number of tenants arrived to perform an oath 

of fealty rather than homage, even though these were not supposed to be performed directly to 

the king, but rather to the seneschal of the area in question.100 Perhaps this was why the royal 

administrators sought verification in at least one instance that homage was not owed on top of 

fealty: effectively, those who had only fealty to perform should not have been there.101 Yet they 

came anyway: thirteen to Toulouse, of whom eight clustered together on 28 December, and five 

on 16 January in Narbonne.102 Furthermore, four of those who came to Toulouse could have 

been closer to Carcassonne.103 And the dénombrements of those who did homage at Narbonne 

had all been produced in December, including two at Toulouse and one at Carcassonne.104 These 

patterns are consistent with those observed among the homagers proper, but these individuals 

were not required (or indeed, meant) to meet the king in person: rather, they chose to do so. 

Ritual contact with the king was thus in itself desirable as it was associated with an elite among 

the landed elite and offered a powerful confirmation of seigneurial authority, performed before 

an audience of those who really mattered in the area. 

This participant-centred reading of the royal progress, accounting for the perspective of the local 

landed elites, transforms the 1389 voyage into a mutual opportunity, one that reinforced the 

decentralization of power as an integral part of the reassertion of royal authority. Justine 

Firnhaber-Baker has shown that from the mid-fourteenth century, ‘the [French] crown fostered 

the development of ideas about licence and delegation’ that enabled seigneurial autonomy 

within a royal paradigm.105 The present case study has argued that this process of delegation 

was two-sided, depending on the proactive engagement of the royal tenants rather than simply 

bestowed (or imposed) from above. This dynamic offers an important corrective to the long-

standing tendency to underplay the political involvement of minor lords and landed elites in this 

period.106 By rethinking the performance of homage as a dialogue as well as an obligation – the 
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two not being mutually exclusive – we gain a clearer picture of individual political agency 

within this segment of the aristocracy alongside the group’s systematic position as a local 

counterpart to royal authority. 

The political awareness suggested by the varied responses to Charles VI’s progress and its 

homages has implications for the wider processes of state-building in the later Middle Ages. 

John Watts has observed that there was ‘a general relationship…between periods of royal 

weakness and the strengthening of lordship, but the one is not the simple or exclusive cause of 

the other’.107 The role of the fiefholders during Charles’ progress show how the latter could play 

a deliberate part in the remedy of the former. If the crown took advantage of the ties of homage 

to distribute rather than to consolidate authority as part of the restoration of royal government, 

the landed elites reaffirmed their own position through proximity to the king (even while 

remaining at home). It is this reciprocal relationship that really made the homages make sense 

among the other aspects of Charles’ political programme on tour, and made the rural aristocracy 

participants alongside the towns in the construction of shared governance.108 And so, even 

though most of these local aristocrats were not regular political players on the level of the realm 

as a whole, their conscious socio-political positioning at the regional level means they must be 

accounted for alongside other institutional aspects in the development of late medieval 

government. 
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