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The political history of post-Carolingian West Francia has long been conceived of as the story
of influential aristocratic families, such as the Carolingians, the Bosonids, or the Capetians.1
Well into the twentieth century, such families were portrayed in scholarship as clear-cut
patrilineal lineages or dynasties, in command of more or less static and uniform territories.
Despite considerable progress in the fields of early medieval space and kinship, the
transmission of honores and properties within aristocratic families is still perceived as an
underlying strategy, whose basic goal was to safeguard, consolidate and enlarge the family
patrimony. In this essay, | shall examine the territorial power and social status of successive
members of the so-called ‘house of Vermandois’, one of the lineages that frequently surface
as a textbook example of a kin group whose influence steadily increased over the course of
the ninth and tenth century. Combining the most recent insights of the debates on early
medieval space and kinship, | shall demonstrate that the pagus of Vermandois and its
surrounding area encompassed a patchwork of dynamically-shifting constellations quarreled
over between a number of political forces rather than the harmonious juxtaposition of
properties under the command of a single ruling family consciously passing on territories

and offices from one generation to the other.

Space and Kinship in the Early Middle Ages

When dealing with perceptions of space in the (post-)Carolingian world, it has long been
asserted that aristocrats dominated extensive and strictly defined territories such as
kingdoms, duchies or counties, levying taxes, appointing bishops and abbots, and calling

their subjects to arms."® Susan Reynolds even goes as far as to parallel early medieval society

! My gratitude goes out to Dr. Fraser McNair and the anonymous revierwers for their constructive comments and
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B For example, the development of France would have started in the fle de France, steadily subjecting the
periphery to the dominant centre: Sidney Pollard, Marginal Europe. The Contribution of Marginal Lands since the



with Max Weber’s definition of a ‘state’: homogeneous territories with clear borders and
with rulers who more or less successfully controlled the legitimate use of physical violence in
that territory.'® However, from the mid-twentieth century, it became understood among
landscape historians that in the early Middle Ages territories were divided by fluid, deserted
zones without a ruler.'” Roger Dion and Robert Fossier coined the terms déserts-frontiéres
(‘desert frontiers’) and terres sauvages (‘savage lands’) respectively, to refer to such
uninhabitated inter-territorial zones.'® It is nowadays increasingly accepted that the
landscape should be seen as a complex, dynamic patchwork of cities, strongholds, abbeys,
churches and lands, woven between these terres sauvages. Several secular and ecclesiastical
rulers claimed control over these places, alternately collaborating and fighting one another,
but power was never territorialized, centralized or institutionalized.*

More broadly, questions of space and power in the Early and Central Middle Ages have been
addressed in close relation to the concept of ‘lordship’. This concept concerns the ability of
an individual to exercise coercive power as a structural force in early medieval society, often
sharply contrasted with late medieval models characterised by formalized institutions,
centralized administration and rationalized legislation. Medievalists by no means agree on a
definition of lordship (horizontally or hierarchically structured, defined in territorial or social
terms), the timing (Carolingian origins or post-millenial turn) or even the necessity of
lordship as an explanatory theoretical framework.? In talking of lordship before the

eleventh century, Charles West has recently made a convincing case for erring on the side of
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caution: he argues that Carolingian ‘lordship’ was created by historians in order to grasp the
non-institutionalised exercise of power that was typical to the early medieval world, but that
one should bear in mind that it is but an artificial term of convenience hallowed by tradition,
rather than an authentic, direct translation of immanent medieval values.?! That said, it is at
least agreed on that power before the turn of the millennium remained precarious and
prone to disruptions, because it depended on fluid and reciprocal social interactions.*
These questions dovetail with the debate about the mutation féodale, a radical change that
is supposed to have taken place around the year 1000 as royal power collapsed and
Carolingian administrative structures increasingly made way for small-scale territorial units
like seigniories and castellanies, in the hands of local families who juggled titles, offices,
castles and lands as hereditary possessions.”® Even though Léon Vanderkindere’s and Jan
Dhondt’s original narratives of the ‘rise of territorial principalities’” as a result of the
disruption of Carolingian royal power in the ninth century have been thoroughly nuanced,
scholars still widely agree that something changed fundamentally in practice: tenth-century
polities had indeed become more localized, with regional rulers to some extent detached
from royal authority. Nonetheless, since Frankish emperors and kings already worked
through local patronage networks, it is now suggested that we are dealing with a gradual
transformation process induced by the Carolingians themselves - deliberately endowing
allies with considerable wealth and properties - rather than a sudden, disruptive take-over
by the local aristocracy.”

A central issue in these debates - and of major significance for the ninth and tenth century -
is the distinction between pagus and comitatus. The term pagus has long been read as a

reference to a specific territory, established as part of Merovingian and Carolingian
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administrative structures. Control over these pagi was delegated by emperors or kings to
local representatives, but over the course of the ninth century these structures eroded.
Comitatus - so the new, more localized polities - supposedly filled the organizational gap.>
However, recent studies by Mathew Innes, Charles West and Thomas Bauer have
convincingly reassessed this view. They define a pagus as a socio-geographical unit,
determined by informal social practices, and as such the result of a bottom-up instead of a
top-down process. In their opinion, a pagus did not correspond to a territory under the
command of a duke or count. A comitatus, on the other hand, had a more political
connotation, referring to the authority of someone who held the title of count and his
personal ability to exert influence. In spatial terms, thus, ‘comital’ power consisted of
scattered holdings rather than ultimate executive authority within a well-delineated
territory.26

Moving away from space towards early medieval kinship, sociological and anthropological
research has cast a long shadow over the study of this topic. The nineteenth-century
sociologist Emile Durkheim developed a five-step evolutionary model known as the ‘law of
contraction’, according to which the extended clan-family (a unitary cluster of individuals
related by blood and by marriage) slowly evolved into the contemporary nuclear family
(with the marriage between husband and wife and their children at the centre).”’ Marc
Bloch, a student of Durkheim, introduced this model into the field of history, after which it
was further popularized by his colleagues in the influential Paris-based Annales-school.?® The
German scholar Karl Schmid detected a similar evolution in the early medieval Rhineland

around the year 1000, from Sippe (amorphous, horizontally-organized extended families) to
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Geschlecht (patriarchal, vertically-organized lineages centered around and often named
after the familial castle). As this model spread amongst historians, though, it was under
increasing attack by anthropologists. Claude Lévi-Strauss criticized Durkheim’s model,
emphasizing the universal character of the social structure of kinship and therefore insisting
that the nuclear household was already the standard in ‘primitive’ societies as found in the
early Middle Ages.?® From the 1980s onwards historians have adopted Lévi-Strauss’
structuralist view, although sometimes blending it with remnants of the Durkheimian
model.*

The anthropologist David Schneider has published a revolutionary study titled A critique of
the study of kinship, although this has yet found nearly no reception in medieval studies.
Schneider questions the age-old axioma that kinship ties are the cornerstone of social
structures, exposing it as a biased assumption rather than the result of an objective,
systematic analysis. In his view, the importance traditionally attributed to concepts of birth,
family, inheritance and succession follows from the innate bias of the scientist performing
the study.?' Other anthropologists have reinforced Schneider’s argument. For example,
Maurice Godelier argues that the potential importance of biological ties does not imply that
these ties were the glue that kept society together, while Florence Weber pleads in favour of
an individualization of kinship.** Similarly, Claude Meillasoux objects the idea that
consanguinity constituted a universal substratum of society. Any tie - whether biological,
juridical or social - equally takes meaning only if it is socialized by the informer.*

Kinship ties have also been studied in the specific context of early medieval West Francia.
The works of Régine Le Jan on family structures in the Frankish Empire between the fifth and
the tenth century have been particularly influential, her underlying theoretical framework
bearing the mark of both Durkheim and Lévi-Strauss. Most notably, she holds on to the idea

of a society organized in aristocratic clans, placing the emergence of patrilineal, regionally-
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embedded lineages in the tenth century. In her opinion, les anciennes solidarités - the idea
of natural solidarity between relatives - never loosened. She defines the family as an ‘even
more consolidated political finality’, with successive generations protecting the family
patrimony.>* Similarly, Eleanor Searle attributes the successful rise to power of the Dukes of
Normandy between the tenth and the twelfth century to the network of relatives ‘who
could trust one another at a deeper level of confidence’, as well as to the pursuit of
territorial indivisibility.*® By contrast, other early medievalist have criticized approaching
families as homogenous and internally-coherent power blocs. Michel Margue, for example,
argues like Claude Meillasoux that the early medieval ‘family’ should be defined in socio-
cultural rather than biological terms; while Constance Bouchard and Heather Tanner assert
that, in practice, extended groups of relatives did not necessarily hold property in common,
nor did the members of such groups necessarily act in concert.*®

Finally, a recurrent theme in studies about kinship is the correlation between a name and
the lineage the name bearer belonged to. The basic principle is that noblemen named their
children after illustrious ancestors, so-called Leitnamen or noms-souches. For example, the
names ‘Charles’ and ‘Louis’ were characteristic for the Carolingian dynasty, while ‘Robert’
and ‘Hugh’ indicate Capetian descent. The concentration of certain names in particular
lineages has prompted historians to connect individuals to a lineage solely on the basis of an
onomastic correspondence, as with Le Jan’s claim that names symbolized l'unité de filiation,
du groupe des proches parents et la force de la parenté fraternelle.* A more plausible
argument is that of Constance Bouchard, who acknowledges that onomastical patterns
could indicate awareness of the connection between generations, but also points out that
this happened far from systematically. The same names surfaced in unrelated lineages,
names other than those of ancestors were frequently used, and the picture was clouded

because the ancestors of both the mother and the father (and thus different lineages) could
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serve as inspiration. We should therefore avoid employing names as more than
supplementary pieces of evidence.*

Summarizing these two scholarly trends, it is noteworthy that a major lacuna persists:
studies of space largely remain silent about innovations in the field of kinship and vice versa.
A clear case in point is Michel Margue’s analysis of the counts in the Ardennes region (10th-
13th centuries). Margue provides an excellent summary of the ongoing debate in French and
German scholarship about the spatial component of comital power, yet he still imputes the
foundations of that power to the transmission of honores and properties within aristocratic
families as long-term power blocs.*® Even Florian Mazel, who has been at the forefront of
the movement to re-evaluate modern-day perceptions of early medieval territories with
ground-breaking research on bishoprics, clearly adheres to the view of lineages as
strategically passing on properties and offices to protect and increase the family patrimony,
with the family castle as the key catalyst for their local entrenchment from the mid-tenth
century onwards.”’ In other words, even though it has become apparent that united
territories did not exist and that power needed constant maintenance, historians are
nonetheless persistent in presenting successive generations of lineages as having a relatively
firm grip on a set of adjacent cities, strongholds, lands, churches or monasteries in an area

that is considered their - albeit ill-defined - sphere of influence.

The House of Vermandois

The house of Vermandois provides a representative case-study for post-Carolingian West
Francia, as a family descending from Charlemagne that is supposed to have been at the
summit of West Frankish politics for almost two centuries. The traditional picture of this

house in general histories of early and central medieval France is indebted to the pioneering
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work of Karl Ferdinand Werner, later on repeated and elaborated on by Helmut Schwager.*®

Paul Chaffenet, zooming in on the ties of the eleventh-century counts Albert I, Eudes and
Herbert IV of Vermandois to the chapter of St-Quentin and the abbeys of Saint-Prix and
Hombliéres, argues that these counts’ ‘ambition to safeguard the cohesion of the dynastic
patrimony in the margins of the county of Vermandois’ remained the main rationale behind
their socio-religious actions.*”” Moreover, in spite of the convincing reappraisal of territorial
power and kinship during the studied period by the likes of Matthew Innes, Thomas Bauer
and many others, the construct of a regionally-embedded lineage still plays a significant role
in otherwise excellent studies of West Frankish politics; plenty of historians continue to
apply the phrase ‘of Vermandois’ as a substantive analytical category - drawing a straight
line between the properties and offices of different generations of the lineage - rather than
merely as a term of convenience.”®

The first members of the house are seen as coming from Bernard of Italy, showing up in
Picardy in the ninth century and then pushing northwards. The growth of the family’s
patrimony is typically presented as the result of a continuous, long-term process, starting in
the ninth century from their power base around Péronne and St-Quentin. The reign of Count
Heribert Il (¥943), who controlled extensive territories and posed a major threat to three
successive West Frankish kings is considered the apex of the family’s power. In particular,
Heribert II's imprisonment of King Charles Il the Simple from 923 until the king’s death in
929 and the appointment of the count’s son Hugh as archbishop of Reims in 925 are referred
to as proof of the family’s unprecedented dominance, succesfully challenging royal authority

in the Carolingian heartlands.’® These two episodes also received ample treatment in post-
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tenth-century chronicles, following the contemporary author Flodoard of Reims who
devoted a major part of his historicals works, the Annals and the History of the Church of
Reims, to them.?? Finally, after Heribert II, the power of the family supposedly faded away as
their territory crumbled and his descendants subsequently lost their central position in West

Frankish politics.

Pippin | and Heribert I: how to become a West Frankish count

The study of individual family members is complicated by a problem typical to the ‘long’
tenth century, a period that until recently has been maligned as the darkest of the Dark Ages
because of the deficient preservation and the fragmentary nature of the source material.>
In the Reims area, we are dependent on merely three narrative accounts that elaborate on
specific members of the family (the Annals of St-Bertin and the two chronicles of Flodoard),
supplemented with a handful of records in other chronicles, vitae, diplomas, obituaries and
letter collections. Nonetheless, the paternal line is documented from the eigth century
onwards. Heribert 1l was the son of Heribert | (t900/906), supposedly the count of
Vermandois, Meaux and Soissons. Heribert | was born to Pippin (1894), traditionally
presented as the lord of Senlis, Péronne and St-Quentin and the first count of Vermandois.
Pippin was a son of King Bernard of Italy (1818), who originated from an illegitimate
marriage of King Pippin of Italy (t810), the second child of Charlemagne.*® As such, the
tenth-century members of the house of Vermandois were of Carolingian descent. However,
this also implies that the family’s presence in Francia was a relatively recent development,

since Heribert II's ancestors had resided in northern Italy until the middle of the ninth

century.
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Placing Heribert II’s immediate ancestors in the pagus of Vermandois appears to be based
on an optimistic interpretation of the source material. As mentioned, Pippin was the first of
the family to surface in Frankish sources. In 834, according to the Annales Bertiniani, he lent
his support to Emperor Louis I.°> Next, Nithard records him in the entourage of Charles the
Bald In 840.°° In these documents, neither a specific title, nor Pippin’s properties are
mentioned. Karl Ferdinand Werner assumes that he was count of Senlis first because he
appears in the sources next to other principes (and he thus must have been of equal rank);
second because at the end of the ninth century Senlis was under the command of a
nobleman called Bernhard. The only evidence, therefore, is a name sometimes associated
with the house of Vermandois (along with many other lineages), with no further indication
of a kinship tie between Pippin and Bernhard.”” Moreover, both Nithard and the author of
the Annales Bertiniani explicitly and systematically mention the titles of other noblemen in
their texts. Since a title is omitted in the case of Pippin, it is likely yet that he did not hold the
title of count.®® Werner also tries to explain the presence of the son of an Italian noblemen
in the entourage of two successive Frankish emperors by supposing that Pippin was married
to the daughter of a certain Count Theoderic, whose relatives held power between Paris,
Chartres and Evreux. Indirect evidence supports this hypothesis, since the names
Theodericus, Theodebertus, Hericus and Heribertus are linguistically related and since similar
names also appear amongst the offspring of Heribert 1.°° Nonetheless, there is again no
direct evidence to connect Pippin to the daughter of a specific count. Pippin might have
been married to a Frankish noblewoman, but the one thing of which we can be reasonably
sure is that he was present in Francia from the second quarter of the ninth century onwards.
Several sources suggest that Pippin’s sons did not immediately hold the title of count either.
In a passage of the Annales Bertiniani written by Archbishop Hincmar of Reims, these sons
Pippin Il and Heribert | are mentioned next to a certain Goiramnus comes.®® However, the
placing of the title of count immediately after Goiramnus’ name creates the impression that
it was a deliberate manoeuvre to avoid confusion with the brothers. Both the chronicler
Regino of Priim and the Vita Hludowicis Imperatoris mention a third brother called Bernard

along with Pippin Il and Heribert I, again with no reference to a specific title.®* This also
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applies to a charter of King Odo (889) to the abbey of St-Hilaire in Poitiers, issued at the
intercession of Heribert |. Heribert | is listed as one of the proceres - that is, as a nobleman,
but not one with a specific title. The location where the charter was drawn up only shows
that Heribert | was present in Chartres; it contains no further information about his
property.®” As in the case of Pippin I, the omission of the title suggests that Pippin II, Heribert
| or Bernhard were at that time not known as counts.

It was not until the final decade of the ninth century that Heribert | is explicitly called a
count, in a charter (898) of King Charles Ill the Simple to the abbey of St-Crépin issued at the
request of comite ... Heriberto.®® The Annales Vedastini offer a plausible explanation for the
sudden emergence of the title. According to the annals, Heribertus comes allied with Charles
Il against King Odo in 893.% Three years later, however, he lent his support to the non-
Carolingian King Odo during the sieges of Péronne and St-Quentin, two strongholds that
until then were apparently controlled by a certain Rodulfus comes, brother of Baldwin Il of
Flanders. This Rodulf had expelled the son of the previously mentioned Count Theoderic, so
it is unlikely that Heribert | had been the lord of these strongholds before the sieges.
However, in 899 the Annals record a peace settlement between Heribert | and Count
Baldwin Il (of Flanders), after an invasion by the latter of the castrum of Péronne against
Heribert 1.°% It is not recorded explicitly, but it is plausible that Heribert | gained control of
Péronne shortly before that year. In other words, this particular stronghold was acquired by
Heribert | at some point between 896 and 899, Odo’s and Baldwin’s siege respectively.
Possibly, both the title of count and the strongholds constituted a royal reward for Heribert
I’s support of King Odo in 896.%°

Karl Ferdinand Werner has tried to prove that Heribert | was count of Meaux and Soissons,
while Helmut Schwager adds the counties of Omois, Vexin and Mézerais to the family
patrimony. However, their argumentation is once more extremely speculative. For example,
with regard to Soissons, Werner refers to the phrase comite et abbate eiusdem loci
Heriberto in the royal charter to the abbey of St-Crépin. Since Heribert | is described as the
‘count and abbot of this place’, according to Werner he must have controlled the county of

Soissons, where the abbey was situated. However, Altmar, the lay abbot of St-Médard in
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Soissons is also addressed as ‘count and abbot’, at approximately the same time. Moreover,
in 899 Archbishop Fulk of Reims made a deal with Altmar to exchange the abbey of St-Vaast
for the abbey of St-Médard.® Since another count and archbishop exercised similar
authority in the same city, it seems more likely that Heribert | was just one out of many
powr-brokers who tried to establish themselves in the Soissons region.®® In the case of the
county of Meaux, Werner’s only clue is the reference to one of Heribert I's grandsons as
count of Meaux at the end of the tenth century. However, as Werner himself has
convincingly demonstrated in the case of Troyes, spatial continuity between father and son
was not necessarily a given. Heribert Il could not have been count of Troyes, since his son
Robert got a hold of this town only after the death of his father-in-law Count Gislebert in
956 who held it previously.® In other words, the possibility of inheritance through the
maternal line counters the supposed one-to-one relationship between the property of
fathers and sons.

Thus, the traditional identification of Heribert | as the count of Vermandois, Meaux, Soissons
and Omois does not stand up to scrutiny. Instead of the manager of numerous territories,
we must acknowledge that the evidence is insufficient to assess the true extent of Heribert
I’s social and territorial power: our knowledge is limited to the endowment of a comital title
and the strongholds of Péronne and St-Quentin only after 896, most likely after the
rapprochement with King Odo. Before that date it is impossible to pinpoint him to a specific

place or social status.

Count Heribert Il: consolidation and expansion?

Karl Ferdinand Werner and Helmut Schwager argue that Heribert I’s homonymous son
added the the archdiocese of Reims, the counties of Laon and Vienne, and two counties
north of the river Oise to a family patrimony already consisting of Vermandois, Soissons,
Meaux and Omois. This hypothesis is mainly based on the assumption of spatial continuity,
as if Heribert Il evidently inherited all of his father’s counties.’® In this section, | will try to

pinpoint the precise extent of Count Heribert Il's social and territorial power.
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First of all, Heribert Il is consistently named as comes in the Annals and the Histories of
Flodoard and the Histories of Richer. Since it is not recorded how he obtained that title, we
cannot determine with certainty whether or not he inherited it from his father. For example,
after the death of Count Roger | of Laon in 926, his son was conceded the county of Laon by
the king one year later rather than directly inheriting it from his father.”* These records also
provide a relatively detailed picture of his actions, enabling us to discover specific places
under Heribert II’'s command. At first sight, the pagus of Vermandois, and more specifically
St-Quentin and especially Péronne seem to have been his home base. After the defeat of
Charles Il and the coronation of his successor Radulf at Soissons in 923, according to
Flodoard, Heribert Il captured the deposed Charles Il by a trick in castello suo super
Somnam apud Sanctum Quintinum (‘in his stronghold of St-Quentin next to the Somme’).”?
Charles Ill was kept and eventually died in Péronne in 929, still in Heribert II’s custody.”
When Heribert Il himself died in 943, his sons buried him in St-Quentin.”* In 932 a coalition
of King Radulf and Count Hugh the Great besieged Péronne, in an unsuccessful attempt to
remove Heribert I.”” Thus, several records confirm Count Heribert II’s control over the
fortifications of Péronne and St-Quentin.

However, even in the supposed heartlands of the Vermandois house, it turns out that
Heribert II’s authority was not uncontested. For example, in 931 Heribert Il ‘restored’ the
castrum of St-Quentin to Arnold of Douai, suggesting it originally belonged to the latter.”®
Two years later Heribert Il took the stronghold back by force, but immediately afterwards his
representative was chased away by Hugh the Great.”” In 934 and 935 St-Quentin was still
controlled by Hugh.”® In the case of Péronne, it took until the year 924 until the stronghold
was ‘given to Heribert Il by King Radulf’, implying it did not yet belong to the count and thus
casting doubt on the assumption that he recieved Péronne as part of his father’s
inheritance.”” Moreover, Heribert Il only gained control over the nearby castrum of Ham,
situated 20km west of St-Quentin, in 932. The stronghold initially belonged to a local lord
called Everard, the brother of Count Erluin of Montreuil and a competitor of Heribert Il. King

Radulf later besieged both Péronne and Ham, a siege terminated by the compromise that
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the count could keep the castra ‘until October 1’.%° Hence, the king claimed control over
these strongholds as well. Finally, King Radulf also owned the munitio of Clastres, situated in
between St-Quentin and Ham, until it was plundered and destroyed by the sons of Heribert
I in 944.%" These observations suggest that the pagus of Vermandois was at stake in a battle
between a king, a duke and several counts, each targeting individual strongholds in an
attempt to assert their own local authority.

Heribert II's influence in Reims is mainly attributed to the appointment of his son Hugh as
archbischop in 925, an episode extensively related by the chronicler Flodoard. According to
this author’s Annals, Reims was ‘commited to Count Heribert II’, who ‘managed’ it for his
then five-year-old and therefore underage son.®” However, there are indications Heribert II
had possessions in the diocese of Reims prior to his son’s archiepiscopal appointment. It
turns out that King Charles Ill did not spend most of his time as captive in St-Quentin,
contradicting the picture popularized in eleventh-century chronicles.?* As mentioned, in 923
the count had indeed captured the king in St-Quentin, yet until 927 Charles was held in
munitionem suam castellam Theoderici super Maternam fluvium (‘in his stronghold of
Chateau-Thierry, close to the river Marne’).®> This stronghold was situated about 50km west
of Reims. Charles’ imprisonment in Chateau-Thierry is corroborated by an event in 924,
when Count Isaac of Cambrai destroyed the tower of ‘Heribert II's stronghold next to the
Marne, where Charles Ill was kept in custody’.®® Flodoard’s account of the appointment of
Heribert II’s son as archbishop of Reims is revealing as well. The chronicler claims that Hugh
was ‘elected by the clergy and the people’ of the archiepiscopal city for fear that extraneas
personas (‘outsiders’) would get hold of the see.®” In 929 King Radulf tried to convince
clerum et populum to elect a new archbishop, but the citizens remained loyal to Hugh.® The
explicit contrast between Hugh and ‘outsiders’ suggests that the inhabitants of Reims
regarded Heribert II's son as a local candidate.

Nonetheless, like the pagus of Vermandois, Heribert Il and his son Hugh did not rule Reims

undisturbedly. Hugh had lost control over the archiepiscopal see temporarily between 931
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and 940 and definitely after 946, when Hugh’s opponent Artald was installed as Archbishop
of Reims.®? In 940, King Louis IV bestowed omnem comitatum Remensem (‘the entire county
of Reims’) and Remensis urbis monetam (‘coinage right of the city of Reims’) on Archbishop
Artald. Of course, this occured in the context of a conflict about the see, but it nonetheless
demonstrates that the count did not have a firm grip on secular and ecclesiastical authority
in Reims. The stronghold of Mouzon - repeatedly labelled a domain of the church of Reims®
- was controlled by King Radulf’s brother Boso until the castellani summoned the help of
Heribert 1l in 930.%" After Heribert II's death in 943 Mouzon served as the main residence of
his son Hugh, but Artald and his supporters repeatedly besieged the stronghold. In 948, after
the council of Ingelheim had formally declared Artald the legitimate archbishop, these
supporters finally managed to seize and destroy the castrum of Mouzon.”? In the Reims area,
then, the authority of Heribert Il was temporary too.

Another observation calls Heribert 1I's unprecedented rise to power into question. On the
one hand, he made several attempts to increase his influence in the north of the West
Frankish kingdom, leading Werner to conclude that the count controlled the Vexin and
Mézerais.”® For example, in 923 King Radulf left Hugh the Great and Heribert Il ‘behind the
Oise to protect the lands’ against the Normans.” At this point, he supported the king in
defending the area north of the river Oise, flowing from Paris to Valenciennes. One year
later the king returned Péronne to him, possibly in return for his military support in the
north. In 925 Heribert Il interfered again in this area, after the Normans violated a peace
agreement by attacking Beauvais and Amiens. The count took the oppidum of Eu and
destroyed a neighbouring stronghold.”” The next year he supported King Radulf again, both
against the Normans in the pagus Arras and against Duke William of Aquitaine in Nevers.”®
Between 932 and 944, Heribert II’'s son Odo controlled the city of Amiens.”’ On the other
hand, none of these interventions have lead to some kind of permanent territorial control.
Thus, Heribert 1I’s military activities in the area north of the Oise do not give rise to assume
that the count dominated the Vexin and Mézerais.

Heribert Il's involvement in Laon was equally troubled. In 929, the count requested that King

Radulf grant the comitatus of Laon to one of his sons, but the king refused and bestowed it
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on the son of the previous count Roger.’® Heribert Il's subsequent attempt to gain
possession of the castellum of Laon by force was prevented by Radulf’s troops, but
eventually the count succeeded and seized control of the city.” Two years later, however,
when Hugh was deposed as Archbishop of Reims, King Radulf managed to recapture Laon.'®
After Hugh’s return in 940 Heribert Il had another shot at Laon, but he broke off the siege
when he learned that an army led by King Radulf’s successor Louis IV was heading to the

191 Apparently, Heribert II’s alleged dominance over the county of Laon in fact only

city.
consisted of two years’ worth of control of the local castellum. The same objections apply to
the count’s eastward expansion. After Radulf’s refusal to grant Laon to Heribert II’s son in
929, the West Frankish king had a meeting with King Hugh of Italy. Shortly afterwards,
Heribert Il recieved provintiam Viennensem (‘the province of Vienne’) from the king.’®
Flodoard does not explicitly draw a straight line between these events, but it seems
plausible that Radulf tried to appease Heribert Il with an alternative for the county of Laon.
However, between 931 and 951 a certain Charles-Constantine still frequently surfaces in
Flodoard’s annals as count of Vienne.'® Similarly, Heribert Il was on the losing side in a
quarrel from 929 to 931 with King Radulf’s brother Boso over the castellum of Vitry-en-
Perthois.'® In this area as well, Heribert II’s influence was ephemeral.

In sum, there is no doubt that Count Heribert Il played a significant part in tenth-century
politics in West Francia. He alternately collaborated, quarrelled or negotiated with other
powerful magnates such as kings, dukes, counts and lords, leaving his mark on the course of
events in the very centre of the kingdom. However, the territorial reflection of Heribert II's
political influence was limited to a couple of strongholds surrounding the episcopal cities of
Soissons and Reims: Péronne, St-Quentin and Chateau-Thierry. Admittedly, there is some
overlap with the properties of his father Heribert |, yet even with regard to these
strongholds, Péronne did not pass into Heribert II’'s hands until 924, while other magnates
successfully challenged the count’s authority displacing him from St-Quentin. Moreover,
several of Heribert II's attempts to expand - commonly used to illustrate the extent of his
increasing power, as in the cases of Reims, Laon and Vienne - in fact turned out to be of no

avail. Of course, the imprisonment of King Charles Il attests to the count’s political strength
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(giving him considerable leverage to attend his affairs), but, in the end, in terms of territorial

power, Heribert Il was still very much a local lord.

Count Heribert II’s children

Karl Ferdinand Werner contrasts Heribert II's ‘overwhelming power’ with the limited impact
of his children.'® Besides Archbishop Hugh of Reims, Heribert Il had at least six other
children: Heribert Ill, Robert, Albert, Odo, Luitgard and Adele. The name of his wife remains
unknown, but it is likely that she was related to Duke Hugh the Great. The frequent use of
typical ‘Capetian’ names such as Robert, Hugh, Odo and Adela already hint at such a kinship
tie, but more compellingly, Flodoard also refers to the sons as ‘nephews’ of Duke Hugh the
Great, the successor of Robert of Neustria.'®® However, even though it is difficult to draw a
balanced comparison with Heribert I, in this section | will cluster the few traces of the
whereabouts and the activities of these children.

First of all, Albert is traditionally considered his father’s successor as count of Vermandois.
However, even though Flodoard keeps writing until 966 (23 years after Heribert II's death),
Albert is recorded as count, but there is no evidence to corroborate his possession of
specific strongholds such as Péronne or St-Quentin. Instead, he seems to have been mainly
occupied with church affairs, especially the abbey of Mont-St-Quentin, but also those of

107

Homblieres, St-Prix and St-Quentin I'lsle.”" A St-Médard charter (963) situates a terrain in

pago Vermandensi ... ex beneficio ... comitis Alberti (‘in the pagus Vermandois, from the

1 . . ..
% However, in this context the term Vermandensi is a means to

property of Count Albert’).
localize a specific piece of land, implying first and foremost that Count Albert owned some
lands in the pagus of Vermandois. Moreover, Albert was also involved in affairs outside of
this pagus. An undated charter of Lothair confirms the establishment of a church at Loches

close to Tours, at the request of Archbishop Adalbero of Reims, Hugh Capet and Arberto
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comite.*®

Thus, Albert subscribed charters together with some the most powerful men at
the time. He was married to Gerberga, born from the marriage between Duke Giselbert of
Lotharingia and Gerberga, daughter of the German king Henry 1.**° According to Flodoard,
Albert also reconciled with Louis IV in 949, shortly after the deposition of his brother as
Archbishop of Reims at the Council of Ingelheim.!* Consequently, the count proved himself
pragmatic in his political agenda, allying with King Louis IV despite his father’s troubled
relationship with the West Frankish monarchs.

A similar picture could be painted of the other siblings. Herbert II's two daughters were
married to some of the most influential magnates in the kingdom: Adele to Count Arnulf of
Flanders, Luitgard successively to Duke William | of Normandy and Count Theobald of

112

Blois.”* Three brothers are mentioned in Flodoard’s narratives. Odo was granted Vienne in

929 by King Radulf, but this appears to have had little practical effect since after 931 the

3 Nonetheless, his father’s

sources document another ruler acting as count of Vienne.
discord with King Louis IV did not prevent Odo from siding with the king in 938, yielding him
the temporary command of the castellum of Laon.™ Like his brother Albert, Odo did not see
a problem in collaborating with his father’s major enemy to improve his own position, in this
case even while Heribert Il was still alive. He also controlled the city of Amiens with the
consent of Bishop Derold of Amiens, until he was driven away by royal troops in 944.'*
Despite Werner’s assumption that Odo owed his power solely to his father, the evidence
suggests that he had autonomously managed to gain the temporary command over specific
places of power of which Herbert Il himself had never been in charge, even acting counter to
his father to achieve this.

In the case of Robert, as previously mentioned, Werner has convincingly demonstrated that

Troyes was not inherited from his own father. Robert is recorded as Trecassine urbis comite

in several sources, but he got a hold of this town only after the death of his father-in-law

109 o royal charter mentioned in a charter of Geoffrey Grisegonelle: Jacques Boussard, “La charte de fondation de

Notre-Dame de Loches,” Mémoires de la société archéologique de Touraine 9 (1975): 1-10.
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Count Gislebert in 956.°

The subscription of an earlier charter (940) by Rodberti filium
Heriberti comitis suggests that Robert did not yet hold the title of count at that point.'"’
Again, territorial continuity between father and son was not a given. In addition, it is
assumed that Robert was succeeded by his brother Heribert Ill as count of Troyes. In a letter
of Gerbert of Aurillac (983) he is referred to as Heriberti Trecassini (‘Heribert of Troyes’). '8
In other letters in Gerbert’s collection, we see Heribert 11l negotiating and collaborating with
Archbishop Adalbero of Reims, Bishop Gibuin of Chalons, the counts Godfrey and Eudes, and
Hugh Capet on several occassions, thus being involved in the circles of the most significant
political figures at the turn of the millennium."*® A charter of the abbey of St-Médard (963)
in Soissons furthermore describes him as Heribertus comes et abbas, but it is unclear how
Heribert Ill acquired control within Soissons.'?® His grandfather Heribert | was lay abbot of
St-Crépin in Soissons, but Flodoard recounts that Heribert II's sons donated it to King Louis
IV ‘shortly before’ the year 944. Heribert Il was thus lay abbot of a different abbey to that
his ancestors had ruled."*!

In contrast with Werner’s view, moreover, these references do not proof that the three
successive Heriberts were counts of Soissons, since each Heribert only exercised influence
over one particular religious institution in the Soissons area, alongside several other
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magnates.””” Control over the urbs of Soissons itself constantly shifted between Robert of

Neustria and his son Duke Hugh on the one hand, the kings Radulf and Louis IV on the other

123 Thus, Heribert llI’s interest in the abbey of St-

during the first half of the tenth century.
Crépin is not sufficient evidence to regard him as ‘count of Soissons’. Nonetheless, the count
had a similar influence in a religious house to his two closest ancestors. In 952 Heribert IlI
was also temporarily in command of the castrum of Vitry-en-Perthois, a stronghold besieged

by his father 20 years earlier."* His occurrence as comes palatii in a royal charter for the
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9 The Letters of Gerbert, with his papal privileges as Sylvester I, ed. Henriet Pratt Lattin (New York, 1961), 63-
64, 97, 106, 108-109, 130, 135, 143-144, 147, 164-165, 166-167.
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abbey of Montier-en-Der in 980, close to Vitry, substantiates both the count’s interests in
this specific area and his overall social status as a close royal ally.'*®

Finally, although it is impossible to gain in-depth knowledge in the ways Heribert Il and his
children operated as a family unit, a couple of records nonetheless hint at the relationship
between the siblings. On the one hand, some suggest a collaboration. For example, Flodoard
occasionally refers to the brothers as a consortium. In 953, Robert and Albert built the

12
® Flodoard also records several

munitio of Montfélix together, about 50km south of Reims.
other instances where two or more of the siblings cooperated, for example defending
Hugh’s claims on the archiepiscopal see of Reims until he was definitely brushed aside at the
Council of Ingelheim. The Saint-Médard charter (963) situates a terrain in pago Vermandensi
... ex beneficio fratris nostri comitis Adalberti (‘in the pagus Vermandois, from the property

271n this case, Albert donated lands to the abbey where his

of our brother count Albert).
brother Heribert 11l excercised the office of lay abbot. This might be interpreted as if, at this
point, the brothers were on friendly terms, although Fraser argues that this need not
necessarily have been due to a good relationship.’”® On the other hand, previous examples
in this section demonstrate that Heribert II’s children mostly acted independently. For
instance, after Heribert II’'s death in 943, according to Flodoard, the sons were initially at
odds about the division of the inheritance. It took until 946 to be reconciled, through

mediation of Duke Hugh.'®

As mentioned, both Albert and Odo acted in concert with
Heribert 1I’s main opponent King Louis IV at least once, in the case of the latter even when
his father was still alive. In spite of the few contemporary examples of family awareness, it
seems that Heribert II's offspring followed their individual agenda instead of loyally serving a
family unit. In other words, cooperation was plausible, but never structural.

In sum, it is difficult to maintain the claim that the extent of the territorial power and the
social status of Count Heribert Il's children completely diminished after his death. Taking
into account the imbalance caused by the lack of narrative sources for the final decades of
tenth-century West Francia, the picture of Heribert II’'s sons and daughters more or less
dovetails with that of their father and grandfather: all of them were noblemen with

Carolingian blood; Albert, Robert and eventually Heribert 11l held the title of count; and they

tried - although not always successfully - to control specific places such as Amiens, Laon,

125
126

Recueil des Actes de Lothaire et de Louis V, ed. Halphen and Lot, 110.

In the following years this fortification was frequently attacked by Ragenald of Roucy: Les Annales de
Flodoard, ed. Lauer, 134, 139-140.

127 pecueil des Actes de Lothaire et de Louis V, ed. Halphen and Lot, 40.

128 praser McNair, “A saint, an abbot, his documents and her property: power, reform and landholding in the
monastery of Homblieres under Abbot Berner (949-982),” Journal of Medieval History 42 (2015), 164.

129 es Annales de Flodoard, ed. Lauer, 100.



Vitry-en-Perthois, Montfélix and Troyes. However, most of these titles and properties were
not inherited from their father. Both Heribert II’'s sons and daughters paved their own way,
keeping in touch with other local magnates in order to foster their own interests,
irrespective of previous alliances of their relatives and ancestors. Even if we assume that
Albert was the first family member to consolidate himself in the Vermandois area as the lay
abbot of St-Quentin and passed it on to this ancestors, there is no evidence that this office
nor other properties were inherited from his father. Hence, family continuity between

Heribert Il and his offspring was minimal.

The counts of... Vermandois?

Following Karl Ferdinand Werner’s review article about the house of Vermandois, in recent
historiography the members of this family are unambiguously referred to as ‘counts of
Vermandois’. Helmut Schwager nuances the significance of the title, arguing that ‘the county
of Vermandois was only one of the clan’s possessions, and in the long run not even the most
important one’. Instead, he advocates the use of ‘Heribertians’ as an alternative alias.”°
Indeed, Heribert I, Heribert Il and his offspring are mentioned dozens of times in
contemporary sources, but the title of comes is never linked to the toponym
‘Vermandois’.""

One could argue that, despite the absence of the title ‘count of Vermandois’ in tenth-
century sources, control over the territory in practice is plenty of proof that Heribert | and
his offspring were the de facto rulers of the pagus of Vermandois. However, in the previous
sections | have demonstrated that none of the Heribertians exercised authority over the
entire pagus. On the one hand, the West Frankish kings and Duke Hugh Great have regularly
appropriated the strongholds of Péronne and St-Quentin. On the other hand, strongholds
such as Ham and Clastres were situated in the pagus Vermandois, but were nonetheless
outside the influence of Heribert | and his offspring. Other secular magnates such as Odo,
Robert, Duke Hugh the Great and the West Frankish kings Charles Ill, Radulf and Louis IV had

a similar say in the area as well.

130 Schwager, Graf Heribert Il, 22.

B! Also the majority of eleventh- and twelfth-century chroniclers do not localize these rulers in the ‘county of
Vermandois”: Widukind, Res Gestae Saxonicae, MGH, Scriptores, SS3, 451; Annalisto Saxo, a. 741-1139, MGH,
Scriptores, 556, 606; Sigebert of Gembloux, Chronica cum continuationibus, MGH, Scriptores, S56, 349; Ekkehard,
Chronicon Imperatorum ab origine Francorum ad a. 1114, MGH, Scriptores, SS6, 187; Regino of Priim, History and
Politics in Late Carolingian and Ottonian Europe, ed. Simon Maclean (Manchester, 2009), 249; Hugh of Fleury,
Liber qui modernorum regum francorum continet actus a. 1108, MGH, Scriptores, 559, 382; Annales Remenses,
MGH, Scriptores, S513, 81-82; Albéric de Trois-Fontaines, Chronicon, MGH, Scriptores, S523, 759-763; Annales
Parchenses, MGH, Scriptores, S516, 599; Continuator Reginonis Trevirensis, MGH, Scriptores, SS1, 616.



Furthermore, Flodoard even hints at the possibility that, if anyone, Duke Hugh the Great
instead of Heribert Il was the key figure in the pagus of Vermandois in the first half of the
tenth century. Of course, Heribert Il ‘gathering the harvest of the pagus Vermandois and
collecting it in Péronne’ in 934 could be interpreted as if his influence extended over the
whole pagus, but the chronicler adds that the gathering was limited to ‘those who had left
their lands that Duke Hugh gave them’.”*” Similarly, Flodoard’s report that in 935 the pagus
Vermandois was pillaged by an army of Normans, is terminated by the subsequent event of
Duke Hugh ‘leading the Normans who had crossed his borders to an enormous slaughter’.’*
In this story a part of the pagus of Vermandois is referred to as Hugh’s territory instead of
Heribert II’s. Still, no magnate ever claimed the title of ‘count of Vermandois’ nor managed
to control the entire territory in practice.

Then why are the Heribertians systematically referred to as counts of Vermandois in
historiography? The oldest reference to the toponym ‘Vermandois’ in relation to the counts
is preserved on the reverse of a charter of King Lothar from 966: Adela, filia Hereberti

comitis Virmandorum (‘Adele, daughter of count Heribert of Vermandois’).”**

However, we
are dealing here with a forged diploma, presumably drawn up in the first half of the eleventh
century. Also the handwritting of the passage on the reserve suggests it was written down
somewhere in the beginning of the eleventh century.” In other words, the reference is not
contemporary. The Gesta Episcoporum Cameracensium, a history of the bishops of Cambrai
composed around 1025, also records Ottonem, Alberti Vermandensium comitis filium (‘Otto,
son of Count Albert of Vermandois’) and Alberto Vermandensi comiti (‘Count Albert Il of

136 Next, Otto’s son Heribert IV is the first member of the lineage who is

Vermandois’).
explicitly entitled as Vermandensis (‘of Vermandois’) in diplomatic sources. A charter to the
abbey of St-Fursey (1010) was forged, but another one to the abbey of Homblieres (1021-
1043) was not.”*’ Similarly, Otto’s nephew Albert, son of Heribert IV, and Heribert VI were
both labelled as comes Viromanduorum, during the restauration of the abbey of St-Quentin
and in a charter to the abbey of St-Prix (1076) respectively.”*® It therefore seems safe to
assume that the title of ‘count of Vermandois’ was an eleventh-century innovation.

The tradition of linking the toponym ‘Vermandois’ to the tenth-century counts goes back to

the Central Middle Ages. According to the twelfth-century continuator of the chronicle of
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Ado of Vienne, Heribert Il was Veromanduorum comite.” About half a century later, Alberic

de Trois-Fontaines described Heribert Il as de Peroni, Campanie et Veromandie (‘of Péronne,

Compiégne and Vermandois’).**°

Evidently, these chroniclers jumped Count Heribert II
together with his eleventh-century descendants. Next, seventeenth- and eighteenth-century
genealogists divided the lineage in two. The offspring of Albert of Vermandois and Robert of
Troyes were labelled as the ‘old” and the ‘new’ line respectively. Since Albert eventually held
the title of ‘count of Vermandois’, this designation was subsequently applied to his ancestors
as well, as if it had descended from father to son ever since the ninth century.141 Heribert I's
and Heribert II’'s control of St-Quentin and Péronne seems to reinforce this argument, as

these strongholds were situated in the pagus of Vermandois. **?

Nonetheless, it is
abundantly clear that this is a historiographical construct not found in contemporary
sources, introduced in eleventh-century sources, popularized in narrative sources from the

twelfth century onwards, and copied in historiography ever since the seventeenth century.

Conclusion

The analysis of the territorial power of successive ‘Herbertians’ in the ninth and tenth
century substantiates previous scholarship. No magnate managed to subjugate the entire
territory of the pagus of Vermandois or even claimed such dominance, neither Heribert |
and his offspring, nor Duke Hugh the Great, nor the successive West Frankish kings. Instead,
a number of political forces tried to foster their power by taking control over individual cities
and strongholds while gaining influence in religious houses. Frequently poaching on
eachother’s preserve, these power-brokers alternately collaborated, quarrelled or
negotiated with eachother, trying to safeguard, consolidate and increase their local
entrenchment. In addition, the title ‘count of Vermandois’ does not yet surface in
contemporary documents. It turns out that the traditional representation of the
Heribertians as a ‘house’, a patrilinear lineage controlling the county of Vermandois as their
heartlands, is indebted to modern genealogists confused by post-tenth-century sources.

To this the Vermandois case can add that, contrary to deeply-roted assumptions, there is
only rare proof of large-scale continuity between different generations of the lineage.
Certainly, ever since Heribert | at least one of his descendants had held the title of count.

Although no evidence explicitly pins this title down to an acquisition by inheritance, such a
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conjuncture is not unlikely. In territorial terms, however, the picture is much more fluid. At
first sight, there might have been some overlap between Heribert |, Heribert Il and Albert as
for Péronne and St-Quentin, but even here it cannot be taken for granted that these
strongholds passed down directly from father to son. For example, Heribert Il only received
Péronne from the king about two decades after his father’s death, while none of Heribert II’s
sons are ever associated with these castles (only Albert with adjacent religious houses). Also
the acquisition of Troyes by Robert only after the death of his father-in-law (instead of his
own father) clearly evidences the need for a cautious approach of inheritance practices.
Moreover, none of the Heribertians had permanent control over the counties or the cities of
Meaux, Beauvais, Soissons, Senlis, Omois, Reims and Laon, calling into question the extent of
their supposedly overwhelming territorial power. Comital influence in these areas was
emphatically unstable, temporary and circumstantial, with no evident link between different
generations of the family.

More generally, in line with the critical remarks of anthropologian David Schneider, it should
strike us how rarely the ‘family’ or ‘lineage’ surfaces in contemporary source material as a
decisive constituent of the ties between ancestors and offspring, especially compared to the
amount of clout it had according to historical research. The issue in the Vermandois case is
not that there was no continuity between fathers and sons at all; there was, to varying
degrees of quantity and weight. In the end, however, the individual family members were
left to travel under their own steam. The paternal inheritance provided at best a beneficial
starting position, yet it was not a guarantee for geo-political success in what has been
considered the Herbertians’ power base (Péronne and St-Quentin), let alone in other
regions. Just like Heribert II's failed attempts to gain a foothold in Reims, Laon and north of
the Oise, his children tried their luck to take control over new properties by marriage,
military force or negotiation.

Lastly, there is no corroboratory evidence to assume that the accumulation of wealth into
the hands of the family was the chief purpose of the actions of individual ‘Herbertians’.
Heribert I, for instance, seems to have used his sons first and foremost as pawns in his own
game, as is particularly lucid in the case of Archbishop Hugh of Reims: the underage Hugh
formally held the title of archbishop, yet in practice the count governed the Church himself.
It was not until the count died in 943 that Hugh shook off the yoke of his father’s
supervision. Similarly, after the death of Heribert Il, it took years before his sons managed to
arrange the division of the inheritance, while two of them did not even shrink to cut a deal

with their father’s principal opponents when such a move suited their personal interests.



These examples refute the idea of generation-transcending solidarity within aristocratic
families, the successive counts on the contrary manifesting a pragmatic attitude towards
their ancestors and offspring: what is in it for me?

In sum, | am not suggesting that the illustrious ‘house’ of Vermandois was in fact nothing but
a ruinous shack, but | believe that it is necessary to take a more realistic view of the longue
durée-implications of belonging to a lineage. Tending a common ‘family patrimony’ was not
a goal per se, outweighing all other possible motives behind an individual’s actions, nor was
hereditary continuity within lineages self-evident: the authority and respect concomitant to
a comital title had to be enforced again and again; while control over strongholds, religious
houses and lands, even those that were in fact inherited, was easily lost. One might wonder
whether a similar approach, when applied to other prominent early medieval ‘families’,
‘lineages’ or ‘dynasties’ would lead to similar doubts about the continuity of their territorial

power and social status.



