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European Feudalism and Manorialism 
Directions:	Examine	the	documents	below	and	answer	the	questions	that	follow	in	order	to	understand	in	more	

depth	the	political,	social,	and	economic	features	of	the	Medieval	system	of	Feudalism	
	

Political: Medieval Knights 

	
1. Examine	the	painting.	In	what	way	does	the	painting	show	the	knight’s	code	of	chivalry?	

	
	
	
	

2. Do	you	think	this	is	a	realistic	or	idealized	portrayal	of	medieval	knights?	Explain.	
	
	
	
	

	
“The	Viking	invasions	had	done	a	lot	to	militarize	Europe.	A	lot	more	soldiers	were	put	together	into	armies	[but]	once	
the	[Viking]	threat	is	over,	what	do	you	do	with	all	these	soldiers?”	
Source:	Professor	Kelly	DeVries,	Loyola	College	
	
Your	typical	medieval	knight	had	much	more	in	common	with	[a	mobster	like]	Tony	Soprano	than	with	[King	Arthur’s	
knight]	Lancelot.	They’re	thugs.	They’re	muscle.	They’re	violent	individuals	whose	primary	purpose	is	to	beat	people	



up,	and	the	owner	of	a	castle	(a	lord)	would	unleash	knights	on	the	peasants	of	a	neighboring	territory,	and	they	
would	enter	the	village,	assaulting	people,	taking	property,	in	an	attempt	to	force	these	peasant’s	to	accept	the	
lordship	of	the	owner	of	the	castle.	
Source:	Professor	Philip	Daileader,	College	of	William	and	Mary	

	
3. According	to	Professor	DeVries,	why	were	there	so	many	out-of-work	knights	in	

Europe?	
	
	
	
	
	

4. How	does	the	description	by	Professor	Daileader	differ	from	the	idealized	view	
of	knights?	
	
	
	
	
	

Social: The Feudal Relationship 
	
To William, most illustrious duke of the Aquitanians, Bishop Fulbert, the favor of his prayers: 
Requested to write something regarding the character of fealty [faithful loyalty], I have set down briefly for you, on 
the authority of the books, the following things. [The vassal] who takes the oath of fealty to his lord ought always to 
keep in mind these six things: what is harmless, safe, honorable, useful, easy, and practicable. Harmless, which means 
that he ought not to injure his lord in his body; safe, that he should not injure him by betraying his confidence or the 
defenses upon which he depends for security; honorable, that he should not injure him in his justice, or in other matters 
that relate to his honor; useful, that he should not injure him in his property; easy, that he should not make difficult that 
which his lord can do easily; and practicable, that he should not make impossible for the lord that which is possible. 
However, while it is proper that the faithful vassal avoid these injuries, it is not for doing this alone that he deserves 
his holding: for it is not enough to refrain from wrongdoing, unless that which is good is done also. It remains, 
therefore, that in the same six things referred to above he should faithfully advise and aid his lord, if he wishes to be 
regarded as worthy of his benefice (good will) and to be safe concerning the fealty which he has sworn. The lord also 
ought to act toward his faithful vassal in the same manner in all these things. And if he fails to do this, he will be 
rightfully regarded as guilty of bad faith, just as the [vassal], if he should be found shirking (not doing his job), or willing 
to shirk, his obligations would be [a betrayal and a lie].  
         —Bishop Fulbert of Chartes, 1020 
 

5. According	to	the	author	of	the	above	document,	how	are	Lords	and	Vassals	supposed	to	behave	toward	
each	other?	

	
	
	

6. Does	this	document	provide	reliable	evidence	that	such	formalized	feudal	relationships	were	the	overall	
norm	throughout	Medieval	Western	Europe,	or	that	such	relationships	always	followed	these	rules?		

 
	
	
	
	

	



Economic: The Manor 

 
	

7. Feudal	Manors,	like	the	one	shown	above,	are	often	described	as	self-sufficient	economies,	meaning	they	
can	completely	provide	for	themselves	without	anything	from	outside.	Examine	the	map	above.	What	
necessities	are	provided	from	within	the	manor?	

	
	
	
	
	

8. Are	there	any	necessities	that	are	not	provided	from	within	the	manor?	Do	you	agree	that	the	Manor	
Economy	is	self-sufficient?		

	 	
	
	
	
	
	
	



Social: Nobles vs Commoners 

	
	

9. What	seem	to	be	the	major	concerns	in	the	noblewoman’s	life?	
How	do	they	compare	with	those	of	the	peasant	woman?	

	
	
	
	
	

10. What	qualities	would	you	associate	with	the	peasant	woman	and	
the	life	she	lived?	
	
	

Summary	
Identify	at	least	one	feature	of	Feudalism	from	each	category:	
Political:	
	
	
	
Social:	
	
	
	
Economic:	
	
	
	
LAST	QUESTION:	Do	you	think	Feudalism	should	be	considered	a	good	system?	A	stable	system?	Why	or	why	not?	
	
		
	
	

368 Chapter 13

songs about the joys and sorrows of romantic love. Sometimes troubadours sang
their own verses in the castles of their lady. They also sent roving minstrels to carry
their songs to courts.

A troubadour might sing about love’s disappointments: “My loving heart, my
faithfulness, myself, my world she deigns to take. Then leave me bare and com-
fortless to longing thoughts that ever wake.”

Other songs told of lovesick knights who adored ladies they would probably
never win: “Love of a far-off land/For you my heart is aching/And I can find no
relief.” The code of chivalry promoted a false image of knights, making them seem
more romantic than brutal. In turn, these love songs created an artificial image of
women. In the troubadour’s eyes, noblewomen were always beautiful and pure. 

The most celebrated woman of the age was Eleanor of Aquitaine (1122–1204).
Troubadours flocked to her court in the French duchy of Aquitaine. Later, as queen
of England, Eleanor was the mother of two kings, Richard the Lion-Hearted and
John. Richard himself composed romantic songs and poems.

Women’s Role in Feudal Society
Most women in feudal society were powerless, just as most men were. But
women had the added burden of being thought inferior to men. This was the view
of the Church and was generally accepted in feudal society. Nonetheless, women

P R I M A R Y S O U R C E P R I M A R Y S O U R C E

Daily Life of a Noblewoman
This excerpt describes the daily life of an English
noblewoman of the Middle Ages, Cicely Neville, Duchess of
York. A typical noblewoman is pictured below.

Daily Life of a Peasant Woman
This excerpt describes the daily life of a typical medieval
peasant woman as pictured below.

She gets up at 7a.m., and her chaplain is
waiting to say morning prayers . . . and

when she has washed and dressed . . .
she has breakfast, then she goes to the
chapel, for another service, then 
has dinner. . . . After dinner, she
discusses business . . . then has 
a short sleep, then drinks ale or
wine. Then . . . she goes to the
chapel for evening service, and has
supper. After supper, she relaxes with

her women attendants. . . . After that,
she goes to her private room, and says

nighttime prayers. By 8 p.m. she is in bed.
DAILY ROUTINE OF CICELY, DUCHESS OF YORK,

quoted in Women in Medieval Times by Fiona Macdonald

DOCUMENT-BASED QUESTIONS
1. Drawing Conclusions What seem to be the major concerns in the noblewoman’s life? How

do they compare with those of the peasant woman?
2. Making Inferences What qualities would you associate with the peasant woman and the

life she lived?

I get up early . . . milk our cows and 
turn them into the field. . . . Then I
make butter. . . . Afterward I make
cheese. . . . Then the children need
looking after. . . . I give the chickens
food . . . and look after the young
geese. . . . I bake, I brew. . . . 
I twist rope. . . . I tease out wool,
and card it, and spin it on a
wheel. . . . I organize food for the
cattle, and for ourselves. . . . I look
after all the household.
FROM A BALLAD FIRST WRITTEN
DOWN IN ABOUT 1500, quoted in Women
in Medieval Times by Fiona Macdonald
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