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Introduction
All along the coastal plain of Languedoc, in Southern France, the vine
domin ates rural spaces despite the reduc tion of its land area and the
resur gence of olive cultures  (Angles and  Garlatti  2014, p.  21-25). If
“viti cul ture was easy there”, and the olive was omni present as it was
“without contest, the tree of Medi ter ranean civil isa tions”, vine yards
and olive groves in this region were far less special ized cultures in the
twelfth century than during the modern period (Bourin- Derruau 1987,
v.  1, p.  12; Angles, Grésillon and Minvi elle  2017, p.  26). In all but the
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region of Béziers, throughout Lower Languedoc, olives, grapes, and
grains were grown together in the same gardens (Durand  1998,
p.  337). Trel lised vines and olive trees were typical even on peasant
plots (Durand 1998, p. 336-346). Notwith standing peasant cultiv a tion,
both olive oil and wine were far from frequent on rustic tables.
Archae olo gical excav a tions report rare instances of the consump tion
of the fruits them selves, evid enced from seeds uncovered in waste
pits  (Mane et  al.  2005, p.  200). Spec u lative market interests have
attracted histor ians to invest igate their cultiv a tion in the early
modern period. For the region of Narbonne itself, this was shown by
Gilbert Larguier to have been influ enced by aris to cratic activity
during the fifteenth century concerning the olive specific ally: plots
became larger and more special ized, suggesting the wealth and posi‐ 
tion of their owners (1996, p.  219-221). These find ings were high‐ 
lighted by studies of an earlier period, which uncovered preco cious
signs of similar activity from the four teenth century, near the abbey
of Gellone (Abbé and Challet 2007, p. 527).

This aris to cratic (or elite) interest in the olive, combined with the oft- 
referenced focus on cereal cultiv a tion, point toward an under em‐ 
phas ized—though neces sarily present—aspect of the economic logic
of the period, as recently discussed by Chris Wickham. While
seigneurial interests might direct market forces, such as through
surplus extrac tion (e.g. rents, taxes, and services), lords them selves
had little bearing on local and even inter re gional economies as a
whole. In other words, peasant labourers were key actors in the basic
produc tion processes while lords simply were not (Wickham  2023,
p.  679). Invest ig ating chan ging rural struc tures and agri cul tural
interests by emphas izing elite direct ives natur ally can obscure the
lived real ities of the peasant majority. A general aim of this article is
to reverse that atten tion. Jean- Loup Abbé found that before the
fifteenth century the olive was detect able in a variety of plots across
all social back grounds, but that the commuted price of oil- based
rents appeared propor tional to the size of the plot itself (Abbé 2009,
p. 29). As agri cul tural rents were not commuted into cash payments
to the same degree in the region and period invest ig ated here, the
aim of this article is never the less to track the propor tional and fixed
rents owed by tenants from their rural plots in a similar manner. In
doing so, the relative values of the indi vidual crops will be compared.
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Unlike Abbé, whose atten tion on rural spaces has often turned
toward  fourteenth- century compoix (a meri di onal cadastre), this
invest ig a tion relies on diplo matic evid ence from both the canon ical
and abba tial invent ories of Font froide Abbey, as edited and published
by Véronique de Becdelièvre (2009) 1. First summar ized and trans lated
from Latin in the seven teenth century, these invent ories raise some
meth od o lo gical chal lenges. Comprised of over 1800 indi vidual acts,
they are all that remains of the abbey’s original archives. Though in
trun cated form owing to the work of their copy ists (who sought to
summarize their contents), these records—called charters—detail
prop erty trans ac tions, both real and abstract. They docu ment the
private deal ings of twelfth-  and thirteenth- century people from a
variety of social back grounds. By targeting the humblest among them,
this article brings long- buried aspects of their lives into focus, while
specific ally invest ig ating the socio- economic ties that their yearly
rents in kind (grain, olives, grapes) belie. For as a defining char ac ter‐ 
istic of their tenancy, these labourers did not fully own all the land
they worked.

3

The defin i tion of a tenurial rela tion ship between labourer and land‐ 
lord, referred to as feudal or manorial in the liter ature, is subject to
wide debate (Haack, Grabowsky, and Patzold  2025, forth coming).
Such social, economic, and legal ties, however, offer a unique oppor‐ 
tunity to study land use and its appro pri ation within the Cister cian
Order. Central to the analysis of the paper is the time frame: it is
widely accepted that land main tained by the Cister cians (often called
granges, or rural farm steads) was cultiv ated directly by the reli gious
community—either by the monks them selves, their lay brothers, or
hired- labourers—until such plots were gradu ally leased to tenants in
the thir teenth century. While twelfth- century tenants have been
discussed by other histor ians, their appear ance in such diplo matic
evid ence is often considered minimal (Mous nier 2006, p. 234, p. 249,
p  270  ; Alfonso 1991, p.  14-15, p.  25). Natur ally, such a posi tion can
obfus cate more coer cive prac tices within the temporal domains of
Cister cian abbeys, which cloud our under standing of the Order’s
seigneurial func tion in local society (Alfonso 1991, p. 29-30).

4

This paper centres on three regions near the city of Narbonne which
had a relative abund ance of olive groves among the worked lands: the
territ ories of Haut e rive and Gaussan (granges of Font froide), as well
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as those near the Bene dictine priory of Montlaurès. Font froide Abbey
itself, likely founded in 1098 (though the original docu ment is lost),
was initially a Bene dictine house. By 1144, however, it had reformed
under Cister cian customs in fili ation with Clair vaux via Grand selve
Abbey. By the end of the thir teenth century, Font froide boasted some
twenty- four granges, from Roussillon to the Minervois (Grèzes- 
Rueff  1977, p. 274). Its grange of Haut e rive was specific ally consol id‐ 
ated on the former grounds of  the villa Octo bian, strad dling the
Aussou stream, largely during the  1170s (Bonnet 1994, p.  104). The
morpho logy of its parcels is suggestive of intensive cereal cultiv a tion,
and Abbé (1997, p. 29-30) argued that their orient a tion respective to
other neigh bouring lands indic ated new agri cul tural pursuits under
Cister cian direct ives. Addi tion ally, cereal grains are common place
cultures in the plains and meadows surrounding Gaussan, another
Cister cian grange consol id ated during this same period
(Mouynès  1877, p.  467-474). As for the priory of Montlaurès,
throughout much of the elev enth and twelfth centuries it was affil i‐ 
ated with Saint Michael’s Abbey in Pied mont. Closely linked to the
vice- comital family of Narbonne, the priory oper ated under its own
temporal concerns until its purchase in 1211 by the Cister cians of
Font froide (Chalon 1973, p. 173-182).
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Figure 1. Map of the region of Narbonne

Benson Derek 2024, QGIS

With this context in mind, the first part of this article explores the
specifics of the local economy by comparing the propor tional and
fixed rents of grain, grapes, and olives that local labourers paid to
their lords. As a consequence, it also inher ently focuses on the
productivity and wealth of the tenants them selves. Building upon the
specifics of the local economy, the second part analyses the temporal
concerns of the Cister cians of Font froide in order to include the
Order in the discus sion of seigneurial coer cion within the region.
Their main ten ance of tenan cies and other dependent labourers there
is evident, even if few docu mented rents were collected by the monks
from these communities. Contrary to the conclu sions of Mireille
Mous nier and Constance Berman (among many others), this article
argues that the economic logic and social reality of the early granges
was not as funda ment ally altered from the contem porary seigneurial
context, as recently invest ig ated by Chris Wickham—an argu ment
which is often repeated in the historiography.
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Rent as agri cul tural surplus
of production
A variety of crops were sewn across the fields, vine yards, and gardens
scattered over the low- lying hills south and west of the ancient
course of the Aude River near Montlaurès, or those framed by the
patch work of streams and canals along the plains west of Font froide
between Haut e rive and Gaussan. When differ en ti ation is possible, a
general tend ency of planting vines along gentle slopes is discern ible.
At Amarats near the slope  (costa) of Montlaurès, the monks had a
vested interest in sustaining viti cul ture; and on the hill  (puech) of
Tenarel around Aigues vives west of Octo bian, the water eman ating
from the spring was a clear benefit long before the Cister cians
arrived (Bonnet 1994, p. 111). While olive groves are often found in dry
loca tions, they number among the crops grown along the wet plains
on either side of the Aussou, a stream which feeds the Orbieu River
that in turn empties into the Aude. Olive produc tion was indeed a
versatile prac tice. Trees could be grown on parcels along side other
crops, as was so often the case in the gardens of this region in which
cabbage, onions, and leeks are also cited (Abbé 2009, p. 29). Germain
Mouynès noted in his inventory of the archives of Narbonne that a
region near Gaussan known as “Olivier- Pagès” appeared to indicate
that the tree grew wild there (Mouynès 1877, p. 467). No other refer‐ 
ence to olive cultiv a tion near Gaussan survives, though its pres ence
was clearly apparent. As for cereal cultiv a tion, namely wheat and
barley, their pres ence was as ubiquitous as in other humid river
basins of Languedoc, for which a high number of mills were chief
concerns of both monas teries of Montlaurès and Font froide. Given
nominal access to these lands by a variety of local lords, the labourers
who farmed there often paid their yearly rents in kind, either as a
propor tional rent of the total harvest or in a fixed quantity. By
comparing these figures, a fuller image of the local
economy emerges.

7

Propor tional rents

Beside invest ig ating the earliest signs of spec u lative, seigneurial
interests regarding olive cultiv a tion, the study published by Jean- 
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Loup Abbé and Vincent Challet in 2007 has led to important obser va‐ 
tions about the relative values of the Medi ter ranean triad in the local
economy. Compared to wheat and wine, oil was found to be
commen surate with the size of the plot itself, suggesting that the
olive was a notable fiscal resource (Abbé 2009, p. 29-31). Olive cultiv‐ 
a tion in medi eval sources is first discern ible in Languedoc during the
tenth and elev enth centuries (Marinval  2010, p.  39-52), though
archae olo gical evid ence indic ates that its appear ance was far older,
dating to at least the Bronze Age  (Terral et  al.  2004, p.  74-75). For
Abbé,  the compoix from the fourteenth- century Hérault (a neigh‐ 
bouring region) provided useful details on the measure and quantity
of indi vidual plots for comparing the olive with other crops. From
charters of an earlier period, this detail is unfor tu nately rare. Varying
entrance fees, or acapta—the relative cash payments for recep tion of
vacant land (Berthe 2002, p. 237)—poten tially give an indic a tion of the
size of a given plot when avail able, but other factors such as loca tion
could equally have affected costs.

Already in the mid- eleventh century, the collec tion of  the quartum
(1/4th of the harvest) of wheat is discern ible by Viscount Aymeri I of
Narbonne from land intended to be used to build a mill (no. 9, p. 15).
While rents derived from milling activity gener ally became more
extractive during the following century,  the quartum remained the
most cited annual rent in the regions considered here. In total, 86
separate acts dating between 1116 and 1220 were consulted. From
over three- quarters of these acts,  the quartum was owed by the
tenant; in the majority of which, the rent was derived from the
unspe cified “fruits” of the land or trees. The rents owed from the
remainder, some 23%, relate largely to  the tasca (1/11th of the
harvest), though a rare few owed the high rent of half the produce,
such as from the trees at a mill in the territory of Montlaurès (no. 89,
p. 50).

9

Though not exhaustive, this trend is slightly more exag ger ated when
the rents derived from a specific crop are considered separ ately.
Some 88% of these tenan cies were subject to the quartum, with the
tasca listed in merely two of the total 26  rents (approx im ately 8%).
The sole remaining figure, half of the wheat, flour, money, and fish
was collected by a woman named Guille mette in 1183� Raymond
Ferrand and his brothers owed this annu ally from the land and waters
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Table 1. Percentage of propor tional rents by crop (region of Narbonne,

twelfth century)

Crop Half Quartum Tasca

Olives 22% 0% 83% 17%

Grapes 52% 0% 100% 0%

Grains 26% 14% 72% 14%

Total ( from 26 rents) 4% 88% 8%

of a farm stead in Bougna precisely for the mills that they were to
build there. That this prop erty had a high poten tial profi t ab ility is
also clear from the entrance fee of 70 solidi of Melgueil (“sol. Melg.”), 2

not to mention the fee (lods) of 20 sol. paid expli citly to Viscountess
Ermengarde of Narbonne for the alien a tion of the prop erty (no. 552,
p. 253). Consid ering a mule could cost 30 sol., this was not an insig ni‐ 
ficant sum (no. 591, p. 269-270). Taken from the view of the specific
kind of culture grown, however, 14 of the total 26 propor tional rents
(or 52%) relate to the grapevine, while the olive (six, or 22%) and
grains (seven for wheat and barley together at 26%) account for the
remainder (table 1).

Consid ering each specific rent separ ately, these figures have more to
tell. All tenan cies of vine yards in which a specific rent is mentioned
carried the quartum of the total annual harvest. As just over half of all
defin itive propor tional rents concern the vine, this consist ency is
quite telling. The regu larity is also remark able for the growing period,
some five years to reach maturity (Bourin- Derruau 1987, vol. 1, 98).
Leases of young vines (maillol) were set against the same propor tions
as fully mature vine yards, and they were sold at similar rates regard‐ 
less of the (admit tedly temporary) expected lesser yield. One maillol
was valued at 60 sol. in 1212, while a single vine yard was sold the
previous year at an equal measure (nos. 1 144, p. 526 and 1 136, p. 524).
This differ ence in price, as mentioned above, could be a factor of
relative loca tion as well as the size of the indi vidual plot, neither of
which are certain. Other vine yards were sold at cheaper rates, such
as the 50  sol. for vines at Marcoringan in 1211—though  the quartum
was constant (no. 1 140, p. 525). This consist ency in the value of indi‐ 
vidual vine yards, regard less of age, may belie a lesser market value,
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espe cially when consid ering a specific instance of a combined
tenancy. In 1174, Étienne de Coyran and his wife Adalysse leased to
Bernard du Portal a single farm stead  (manse) near the gate to the
district of Coyran—a borough of Narbonne which already was rudi‐ 
ment arily forti fied (no. 322, p. 165; Caille 1998, p. 56). The appur tenant
prop er ties included fields and vine yards, though the gardens and
olive groves were expli citly excluded. Bernard was to pay one sétier (a
unit of dry measure) of wheat annu ally to Étienne for these combined
lands, as well as 6  d. and  one émine (half of one sétier) of barley to
another land lord named Pierre de Lare dorte. No wine or grapes were
mentioned. Anec dotal as this one case may be, the grape appears as
an under valued commodity in compar ison to the other cultures
considered, espe cially when accounting for the consistent propor‐ 
tional rent.

Rents in olives largely follow the same pattern, though slightly less
constant as five of a total of six propor tional rents pertain to  the
quartum of the harvest. Only in this last case do we find  the tasca,
itself a more favour able propor tion for the tenant than the quartum.
Does this suggest a lower relative value than the grape? Altern at ively,
consid ering the even longer growing period—10-15 years—perhaps
this slight favour ab ility reflects these chal lenges. That being said, the
growing period for the olive tree is roughly halved when the soil is
well irrig ated, which, consid ering the area studied here, may well
have benefited cultiv a tion (Marnival  2010, p.  39-52). As they were
compon ents of cultiv ated land, not the sole feature of any plot, olive
trees them selves might be relat ively cheap by compar ison to a whole
field. For example, the monks of Font froide paid to Aldiarde 5 sol.
Narb. for one tree on a garden in 1194 near Coursan that they had
acquired from her brother (no.  766, p.  348). Grains simil arly
favoured the quartum (72%), though at a more diver si fied rate. Of the
seven rents analysed, one carried  the tasca and the other, half. The
high rent, as noted above, came from the mill in Bougna and is quite
typical regarding the degree of seigneurial extrac tion in milling
leases. The only other rent of such a high propor tion came from one
piece of land belonging to the “trellis of the mill” near the priory of
Montlaurès, specific ally related to the fruits of the trees—from the
land itself,  the quartum was due (no.  89, p.  50). Unde s criptive
language makes this impossible to discern which trees were refer ‐
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enced. As they were grown on the “trellis” of the mill, a term often
refer ring to olive cultiv a tion, an olive grove in the vicinity may be
inferred. Never the less, rents derived from mills often dictate a simil‐ 
arly high propor tion of wood collected from non- fruit-bearing trees
grown along riverb anks (Durand 1998, p. 252-253).

Fixed rents

In the interest of targeting market able value for these crops, an
analysis of fixed rents, based on volume, can provide addi tional
results (table 2). Jean- Loup Abbé noted that twelfth-  and thirteenth- 
century charters from the region docu ment that olive oil was occa‐ 
sion ally collected as a fixed rent (Abbé 2010, p. 61-77). The collec tion
of oil as a rent neces sit ates the pres ence of a mill or press, though
none were recorded in the invent ories. Perhaps the presses in the
region belonged to other lords. Charters detailing the loca tion of
presses owned by Font froide also may not have been copied into the
invent ories and are other wise lost. In this case, neither is a certainty.
Consid ering the fruit itself was more commonly consumed, oil may
more likely have been used in lamps rather than for food
(Marnival  2010, p.  39-52). Only in one case was oil owed from the
region considered here; a  single migère (unit of capa city) stemmed
from a trellis near Bougna with its trees (no. 1 063, p. 486). Expanding
our area of focus some what to  the villa of Coursan just north of
Narbonne, we find more evid ence of oil as a rent. In 1197, Font froide
Abbey directly leased to a man named Gauchier and his son Bernard a
total of 14 different lands around Coursan, half of which were
gardens, to be used only during their life times. The pair owed  14
sétiers of oil annu ally for the priv ilege (no. 867, p. 381). It is certainly
possible that some of these lands supported olive groves, espe cially
the gardens, though it was not mentioned. Logic ally, this could
indicate a commen surate quantity of oil per unit of land, though this
is far from certain. In fact, not all oil rents were analogous. From a
similar life annuity in 1218, exactly one sétier was due for a total of 14
whole and partial plots collected by the Cister cians from a tenant in
Coursan—three of these lands (gardens) were specific ally equated to
trel lises and indeed could have supported olive cultiv a tion (no. 1 241,
p. 575-576).
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Table 2. Percentage of fixed rents by crop (region of Narbonne, twelfth century)

Crop (volume) Migère Sétier Émine

Oil 4% 100% 0% 0%

Wine 0% 0% 0% 0%

Grains 96% 0% 84% 16%

Total ( from 26 rents) 4% 81% 15%

Compared to the sétiers collected from grain fields, no such pattern is
discern ible. This is espe cially true for barley, the crop with the
greatest quantity of fixed- based rents. For example, twelve sétiers of
barley were due annu ally to Montlaurès from  one manse leased to
Pierre Gaubert, Porcel Monédier and his chil dren in 1147 (no.  101,
p.  54). Details with which to make strong conclu sions are sadly
missing from this material, but it is inter esting that while wheat and
barley were collected at similar propor tional rates, as fixed rents
barley was due at a far higher degree. Of the total 26 fixed rents, five
sétiers of wheat were collected compared to 16 sétiers and 5 émines of
barley. Further, no such rent by volume was owed for wine. As was
true in neigh bouring Roussillon and Cata lonia, however, labourers
could expect to bring their harvested grapes to their lord’s press
(called  a tinal) to produce their wares (Ros and Vaschalde 2021,
par. 28). This was the case for Guilhem Gairaud who, in 1141, owed the
quartum from his vine yard in Amarats to Montlaurès—though it is
unclear how much wine this would have produced (no. 91, p. 50). With
these vague figures, we might conclude that those crops with fixed
rents had a higher market demand. Seigneurial interest in cereal
grains of the period might well confirm this notion, consid ering the
more standard and favour able propor tional rent was not due. For
those rents in oil from Coursan, it is also notable that the estab lished
tenancy was not perpetual, as was typical  for acaptum contracts
(Berthe 2002, p.  238). These were less advant ageous for the tenant
and may well indicate a greater interest on the part of the lord (the
Cister cians in this case) in stem ming the general trend of weak ening
seigneurial extrac tions (Bourin- Derruau 1987, vol. 1, p.  225-226).
Overall market value remains unfor tu nately obscure.
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Of all the propor tional and fixed rents discussed above, most of these
records originate from trans ac tions with the priory of Montlaurès
and from other local lay lords. The monks of Font froide had a vested
interest in copying all earlier trans ac tions pertaining to these lands
because these prop er ties were later subsumed into the Cister cian
temporal domains. The socio- economic rela tion ship between
labourer and lord docu mented by such annual exac tions is funda‐ 
ment ally tied to exploit ative struc tures within their society, of which
the abbot and monks of Font froide certainly played a part. The
meagre figures concerning rents collected directly by Font froide
from within this region—only in two of the 86 acts excluding those
from outside the subject area (Coursan)—at first glance might support
general notions about the Cister cian “Grange Economy” in that abba‐ 
tial lands were cultiv ated by the monks and lay brothers them selves.
A closer reading of the source material, however, reveals a far more
complic ated picture.

15

The problem of leasing in the twelfth- 
century cister cian economy
While it is gener ally under stood that manorial income from land
rents and banal fees was toler ated in the mid- thirteenth-century
Cister cian Order, earlier iter a tions of such forbidden economic prac‐ 
tices are often viewed as aber rant. When consid ering the appro pri‐ 
ation of land by the Order and its effect upon local soci eties, these
prac tices must not be cast aside in order to under stand better the
internal economy of an indi vidual abbey and its domains but also the
social rela tions main tained with those beyond its cloister. Attempts
to justify twelfth- century Cister cian leasing due to compound
reasons which plagued the peri phery of the fast- growing move ment
(Burton and  Kerr  2011, p.  161) obfus cate seigneurial exploit a tion
regarding the control of land and its use. Coer cive hier archies
revealed within monas teries them selves (France  2012, p.  321-322)
mirror the under standing that, as temporal lords, the Order could be
counted among the most extractive concerning their dependent
peas ants (Lucas  2016, p.  310-311). Accept ance of mixed economic
systems on granges (Rösener 1983, p. 152; Bouchard 1991, p. 187), not
always explic able by a lack of lay brothers (Mous nier  2006, p.  253),
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further directs ques tioning when confronted with archae olo gical
evid ence of a less- than-uniform use of the land (Bezant 2014, p. 67-
68). Reti cence from the sources about the extent of prop erty consol‐ 
id a tion reas on ably leads toward assump tions when an indi vidual plot
was said to be bounded by abba tial lands during its acquis i tion
(Grèzes- Rueff  1977, p.  264; Mous nier  2006, p.  234). Belief in the
consol id ating prerog at ives of Cister cian abbeys also persuades many
to accept stric tures of the ideal ized vision of the Cister cian mythos,
often based on little more than the assumed totality of local
purchasing campaigns or on papal recog ni tions. At the same time,
many other aspects of the supposed ideal have been ques tioned when
brought under increasing scru tiny, such as the “Fron tier Thesis”
(Berman  1986, p.  9-10), or the avoid ance of urban prop erty
(Grélois 2009, p. 182).

Chal lenges to the under lying assump tions regarding the Cister cian
economy have been made in the past. Over thirty years ago, Isabel
Alfonso strove to indicate, among many other aspects, the lengths to
which the Cister cian lay brother func tioned as a labouring peasant
only by another name (1991, p.  24, p.  29; Cross  2024, p.  594-595).
Constance Berman categor ic ally rejected such notions. She found
that lay brothers  (or conversi) did not always derive from the peas‐ 
antry and had much more in common with the earlier monastic
“convert” or adult entrant as opposed to child oblates until the 1170s
(2006, p. 267), espe cially regarding monastic houses within Southern
France. The social back ground of a single lay brother cannot always
be assumed to stem from the peasant stratum, though later attempts
by the admin is trative body of the Cister cian General Chapter—itself a
concep tion that Berman argued did not exist in its fullest form until
the late twelfth century (Berman  2000, 151-160)—suggest attempts
were made to separate noblemen and peas ants from their respective
spheres within the monas tery (Waddell 2002, p. 151). Be that as it may,
other points raised by Alfonso were not adequately addressed, such
as twelfth- century leasing.

17

Consol id ating the grange

Whether by direct cultiv a tion or through tenancy, we must first
consider the lengths of the Cister cian consol id ating program to
under stand better their approach to land use during the twelfth
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century. The granges of Font froide, as with many Cister cian houses,
certainly support such claims. François Grèzes- Rueff effect ively
argued these points in tracing the general tend en cies of major
purchases following key dona tions (1977, p. 263-264), and Jean- Louis
Bonnet indic ated the degree to which large prop er ties had been
coalesced by the monks in Haut e rive by the end of the 1170s (1994,
p.  104). The monks there showed partic ular atten tion to amassing
complete control over the pond in the south. While these wetlands
had economic value regarding their adja cent meadows and irrig ating
poten tial, the monks embarked on a drainage campaign. Its previous
func tion had been funda ment ally altered in favour of cereal cultiv a‐ 
tion, a seigneurial process that became quite common place
throughout Languedoc in a later period (Abbé 2006, p. 84-100).

Already in 1166, Cister cian tithe exemp tion status on lands cultiv ated
by their own hands was recog nized by the arch bishop of Narbonne
over the surrounding parishes, though they were not then called
granges (no.  222, p.  111-113). Simil arly, in 1175, the parish of Saint- 
Étienne in Octo bian was added to this list (no.  339, p.  170). Land
trans ac tions in Octo bian and in the villa of Aussou gener ally show the
slow progres sion of the monas tery’s lands as neigh bouring prop erty,
indic ating (as others have argued) Font froide’s aims in consol id ating
their domains (no. 264, p. 134; Bonnet 1994, p. 105-106). Haut e rive and
Gaussan were first called granges in a charter of recog ni tion by Arch‐ 
bishop Pons in 1172, and a letter by Pope Celestine III in 1195 respect‐ 
ively (nos. 282, p. 142 and 789, p. 354-355). Seigneurial and eccle si ast‐ 
ical rights over these lands, such as the collec tion of  the tasca or
tithes (decima), were gener ally acquired throughout this same period
from local lay and cler ical lords. By the end of the century, Font froide
claimed substan tial access to large swathes of these parishes.
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Yet, not all lands and rights within these regions were consol id ated
into the granges during this same period. In addi tion to sharing such
rights with other lords, smaller plots were still donated well after the
year 1200. Pierre Sicre, a well- propertied man along the Aussou, sold
some ten of his parcels in 1179 alone for 300 sol., including portions of
his “great field” along the river (no.  458, p.  217-218). After his death
some time before April 1201, his widow Sabresse confirmed another
sale of prop erty he had made to Font froide near the vine yards of
Haut e rive, within the parish of Saint- Vincent of Aussou (no.  927,
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p. 407). Evid ently, he had not parted with all of his patri mony in the
region, including lands adjoining the grange itself. While these lands
may be disreg arded as merely neigh bouring plots, it is worth noting
that seigneurial rights within and around Haut e rive were still
contested at the start of the thir teenth century, indic ating the
continued interest of other parties (no.  963, p.  431). The granges of
Haut e rive and Gaussan during the twelfth century must be separ ated
from any later notion of total consolidation.

A complic ated reality

A funda mental aspect of this inhomo gen eity in the early granges is
the repeated refer ence to lands held from the Cister cians, either
directly stated in the alien a tion or referred to in neigh bouring plots.
In 1176, Raymond Pignol and his family sold to Font froide a prop erty
that they held in Octo bian from the monks for 16 sol. at a place called
La Condamine (no. 356, p.  176). Exactly one day later (May 4), for an
addi tional 10 sol., Raymond sold portions of the garden and olive
groves that he also held in Octo bian from the monks (no. 357, p. 177).
A man by the name of Pierre Mancip was often recorded as holding
lands from the monas tery; but in a sale from 1177, he and another man
were said to have directly leased a  neighbouring honor in Octo bian
from the abbey itself (no. 379, p.  187). Consid ering that the myths of
land reclam a tion and settle ment of wilder ness have been shown in
large part to be wholly unfit for Languedoc (Berman 1986, p. 30), it is
very likely that such arrange ments were inher ited upon acquis i tion
by the Order as leasing in itself was shown to predate the even tual
acqui es cence by the General Chapter in 1208 to rent unprofi t able
lands (Toepfer 1983, p. 60-62; Canivez 2024, no. 72, art. 5). Examples
abound, but these trans fers were not always straightforward.

21

When Pons Boyer and his family sold their lease hold in Haut e rive to
the Cister cians in  1173, approval to finalize the trans ac tion was
needed from their former lords, Autier del Pech and his wife Bern‐ 
arde de Luc (no. 296, p.  149). Other tenants of the pair had simil arly
required consent to sell their lands in Haut e rive to the abbey in the
summer of 1167 (no. 237, p. 121). The trouble was, Bern arde already had
donated all that she held within the territory to Font froide in October
1166 (no.  227, p.  116). By right, the lord ship of these tenan cies had
belonged to the abbey, a fact which the tenants appear not to have
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known in both cases. Such confu sion might be under stood on the
latter occa sion: the sale followed Bern arde’s dona tion approx im ately
by nine months, and it was a whole five years after the tenancy was
first acquired (no. 183, p. 94). In the former, however, the consent of
the lords was written rather as a confirm a tion of the earlier dona tion,
some seven years after it was given. Are we to under stand that for
the better part of a decade Pons Boyer and his family continued to
pay their rent to their former lords? Had Autier and Bern arde been
reluctant to concede all of their donated rights? In any event, consid‐ 
ering that Haut e rive had at that time already been desig nated a
grange of Font froide, this uncer tainty speaks to the reality of the
local setting. How much had life changed for those working in
the grange?

Despite other suggestive examples of lands sold or donated to the
Order from those who in fact held them from the abbey, we must be
careful not to assume these always pertain to tenan cies. The chil dren
of Pierre Raymond d’Argens held land from Font froide in 1176 (no. 361,
p.  178). From Pierre’s will three years earlier, the Cister cians had
acquired a portion of the tithe collected from their lands in Haut e‐ 
rive, not to mention that he left his arms and horse to the brothers of
the hospital of Saint- Rome (no. 305, p. 153). Other processes indicate,
never the less, that the monks did exert seigneurial controls over
depend ents, including over serfs. One servile dona tion from Octo bian
was made by Arnaud Foulque and his sons Guilhem and Bernard in
1175, releasing them selves as well as  their honor to the monks
(no.  332, p.  168). They were all imme di ately manu mitted, even
acquiring a pair of oxen, cows, a donkey, and a chicken in addi tion to
100 sol. From another manu mis sion, we gain a fuller under standing of
the complex ities of these processes.
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In 1197, Guilhem Gontier of Montredon and his sister Main pleine gave
to Font froide both the empty and worked fields of  their honor in
Bouco cers—a hill between Montredon and Narbonne (Sabarthès 1912,
p.  40)—land they held from Arnaud de Maillac through homage
(no.  859, p.  378-379). In so doing, they agreed to renounce all
lingering claims that derived from their lord’s dona tion, manu mit ting
them to Font froide’s control as they became the “people” (homines) of
the monas tery. Thus, we see that manu mis sion could occa sion ally
suggest not freedom but rather the transfer of over lord ship from one
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indi vidual to another. Further more, not all self- donations were expli‐ 
citly liber ated. Guilhem Laurent gave himself and all his prop er ties in
and around Octo bian to the Cister cians in  1177 (no.  383, p.  190). In
similar dona tions, such as that of Raymond Pons in  1163 which
included himself, his sons, and his field near the pond separ ating
Gasparets from Octo bian, the donors renounced the world to
become lay brothers (no.  202, p.  102). To what extent can we infer
that these indi viduals  became conversi, as in the case just
considered? Or, to what extent did the abbey main tain its own
dependent serfs?

Seigneurial authority and coercion

As a process of consol id a tion, the Cister cians went to great lengths to
solidify their hold over abstract rights as well, such as the ability to
collect tithes. Jean- Louis Bonnet claimed that the purchase of tithe
rights on the grange of Haut e rive was specific ally “to increase the
value of the terroir” (1994, p. 107). For the Order itself, how exactly did
this improve their grange?
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The collec tion of tithe rights specific ally is inter esting, not only due
to the supposed prohib i tions against such activity, but also to the
exempt status enjoyed by the Cister cians during this period over
lands they worked them selves. Contro ver sial as it had been, this hall‐ 
mark of the early Order was outright abol ished in the Fourth Lateran
Council of 1215 (France 2012, p. 300). A cynical approach to the issue
of weighing exempt status against tithe collec tion might be simply
that indi vidual abbeys sought income in defi ance of the stat utes,
either from lands on controlled parishes outside their granges or to
negate their own fees if their exemp tion was uncer tain or not guar‐ 
an teed. But what of income loss from lands on granges worked by
others, or even leased to tenants?
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In 1180, the abbey released several vine yards and olive groves within
the parish of Saint- Pierre of Bizanet so that the tithes and first
fruits  (premicia) could be claimed by the Cister cians. The monks
collected these fees from the vine yards of Pons d’Aussou and Pons
Bérenger with his brothers; but they were all held from the church of
Bizanet in Aussou (no. 470, p. 221). Two years before, Pons Bérenger,
along with his wife and brother, sold two vine yards in this same
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region (no.  436, p.  209). The lands bordering either prop erty are
inform ative: not only were some of the prop er ties owned by these
same men (each held from the parish church), other neigh bouring
lands belonged directly to Font froide. This was evid ently a region
within the Cister cian sphere of influ ence though its lord ship had not
been fully acquired. A possible motiv a tion for collecting these tithes,
congruent with the Order’s prohib i tions, is diffi cult to ascer tain
consid ering the tithe exemp tion of 1172 (no. 282, p. 142). In a contem‐ 
porary tenancy contract with the priory of Montlaurès, Raymond
Borte and his wife were oblig ated to carry the tithe from their leased
vine yard and olive groves to the monas tery’s press (no.  265, p.  135).
Perhaps, in a region where the Cister cians had come to enjoy such
priv ileges, they sought to extract as much surplus as possible, even
from their neigh bours. Could this also be an indic a tion of the Order’s
object ives in acquiring a degree of authority over local tenants?

Such an intent is apparent regarding one partic ular family. In 1181, a
woman named Serène sold for a mere 2  sol. Melg. the rights of  the
tasca, the yearly fixed rent called  the usaticum (often in coin), and
lord ship that she held over one field in Aigues vives. The field
belonged to Pierre de Cris pian and his brothers Bérenger and
Bernard. Also included were two parts of  the quartum she collected
from a vine yard in the same place owned by Pierre and Bernard as
well (no. 505, p. 235). Addi tional sales made by these men and their
family were often neigh bouring plots of other vague propri etors. In
another example from Octo bian, the chil dren of Pons Hélie, Guilhem
and his sister Ponse, sold to Arnaud Montanier their portions of three
gardens from which the Cister cians collected the quartum from the
trees and the tasca from everything else (no. 544, p. 251). These were
the tenants and labourers who had occu pied the land on the granges
before the Cister cians arrived. The histori ography of the Order would
suggest that these people were even tu ally encour aged (or harassed)
to leave (Berman 1986, p. 53-56), but we do not always find evid ence
of their eviction.

28

In acquiring their lands and rights, the monks were often the subject
of local disputes. Indic a tion of such disquiet is also percept ible
among these erstwhile supporters. From the family of Pons Baron the
Old, there is ample evid ence of their will ing ness to conduct busi ness
with the monks. Pons Baron the Young, together with his brothers
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and mother, sold for 110 sol. their brother Pierre Bernard’s inher it‐ 
ance of eleven pieces of land in 1184 to the abbey as he had become a
conversus. All but four were returned to them (nos. 588-589, p. 267-
268). They occu pied an elev ated posi tion within their community,
undoubtedly. Pons Baron the Old was asked by Abbot Bernard, along‐ 
side other local notables, to recon firm the bound aries of their domain
in Gaussan that their own prede cessors had made—an act commonly
done by leaders of the peasant communities in Languedoc (no.  611,
p.  280-283; Bourin- Derruau 1987, vol.  1, p.  260). Either he or his
nephew of the same name had acquired the “second
tithe”  (retrodecima) on all  the tasca collected in  the honor of the
parish Saint- Laurent of Gaussan from Prior Gilbert, given to the
Cister cians in 1198. The usufruct was retained for his wife (no.  881,
p. 386). Pons the Old and his wife Amielle had owed, never the less, the
censum (synonymous with usaticum) of one émine to the Cister cians
which was returned to them in  1187 upon their dona tion of land in
Gaussan first acquired from the canons of Saint Paul of Narbonne
(no. 626, p. 289).

Despite this deep bond, Pons Baron the Old had refused to sell his
half of a road to the Cister cians in 1187, for which Pons the Young had
compensated the monks with his own land (no. 627, p. 289). This defi‐ 
ance stem ming from one so amen able to the abbey is quite stun ning.
What is most inter esting, however, is that in April 1180, Pons the Old
had donated himself along with fifteen separate lands across Gaussan
to the monas tery (no. 466, p. 220). Over the following fifteen years, he
and his wife continued to donate and sell their prop er ties, a trend
continued by his nephews as largely outlined above. If his self- 
donation had been to become a lay brother, evid ently, he had not
ceased contact with his family, let alone his wife. This leads to yet
another point raised by Isabel Alfonso: the continued personal
ties between conversi and their communities as a key component to
under stand Cister cian social rela tions to produc tion (1991, 28).
Altern at ively, if this dona tion had another meaning, in which he had
become prop erty of Font froide, the rami fic a tions are made all the
more compelling.
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Conclusion
Though often under rep res ented in the histori ography, olive cultiv a‐ 
tion in Languedoc during the Middle Ages was as present and
ubiquitous as it was during the Early Modern and Modern periods,
even if under varying degrees of intensity. Their growth, like the
grapevine and cereal grains, fell within the purview of the peas antry,
for which these labourers often paid their yearly rent to their lords as
a portion of the total harvest or as a fixed quantity. Unlike what Jean- 
Loup Abbé found in the Hérault during a later period, there is no
notion of commen sur ab ility between the commuted prices of these
crops compared to the total size of their fields around twelfth- 
century Narbonne, as these details are missing from the records of
the Cister cians of Font froide (Abbé 2009, p. 29). That said, a degree of
special iz a tion regarding the olive grove is detect able in the use of
“trellis” to define the plot itself; though, this term was also used
synonym ously with gardens in certain contexts and may well simply
point toward the common method of their cultiv a tion as opposed to a
specified land. Lords in this region had a more docu mented interest
in the collec tion of olive oil than wine as a fixed rent, more akin to
wheat and barley, which may belie a higher relative market value—
although, there is a notable interest in controlling the use of wine
presses, and far more grains were collected by volume than oil. That
the olive tree was found to be an appur ten ance of rural prop erty
indic ates the varying poten tial and dynamism of the crop itself.
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The Cister cians of Font froide, like other contem porary eccle si ast ical
and lay lords, sought to extract surplus from the men and women
working fields in and along their granges. For the average rural
labourer who occu pied and worked these lands, the level of authority
and power exer cised by their lords would have been inac cess ible—
even for the richest among them.
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Some priv ileged commoners could know a degree of seigneurial
authority, leasing lands and collecting dues of their own; but we must
not believe that all labourers, beyond these lucky few, were forced
into a grinding life of subsist ence under the weight of seigneurial
extrac tion. This would greatly under es timate their agency, let alone
their total impact on the local economy (Wickham 2023, p. 676-677).
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NOTES

1  All subsequent in- text cita tions of indi vidual acts within the second
volume of the edition will indicate the act and page number, such as:
no. 192, p. 97.

2  As coinage of account, the solidus had the value of 12 denarii (“d.”) which
were minted at various loca tions throughout Languedoc. The most refer‐ 
enced coin ages here were from Melgueil  (Mauguio) or Narbonne itself. For
more on the contem porary coinage, see Casting- Sicard (1961, p. 25-36 and
p. 42-46).

RÉSUMÉS

English
This article invest ig ates seigneurial coer cion in the region of Narbonne
during the twelfth century by examining peasant surplus and activity.
Specific ally, it focuses on propor tional and fixed tenant rents collected from
olive groves, vine yards, and grain fields. The relative value of these exac‐ 
tions is compared through their differing rates. Concerning the control of
prop erty, the temporal lord ship of the Abbey of Font froide will be invest ig‐ 
ated thanks to  the Chartrier de l’abbaye de  Fontfroide. Though forbidden
from collecting manorial revenues from landed prop erty by the early Cister‐ 
cian Order, the monas tery profited throughout this period from its growing
authority acquired in the consol id a tion of new lands. Typic ally viewed as
outside the economic real ities of the period, life in early granges will be
argued not to have been entirely altered. Indeed, lands held from the monks
them selves, including tenan cies, attest to a degree of continuity in the
rural environment.

Français
Cet article examine la coer ci tion seigneu riale dans le Narbon nais au
cours du XII  siècle en se concen trant sur le surplus et l’acti vité des paysans.
Les loyers propor tion nels et fixes, perçus sur les olive raies, les vignobles et
les champs de céréales, sont au centre de l’étude. L’analyse de ces loyers
permet d’évaluer la valeur rela tive de ces produits les uns par rapport aux
autres en fonc tion de leurs taux diffé rents. En ce qui concerne le contrôle
des biens, la seigneurie tempo relle de l’abbaye de Font froide sera étudiée
grâce  au Char trier de l’abbaye de  Fontfroide. Bien qu’il lui soit interdit de
perce voir des revenus seigneu riaux sur les propriétés foncières par l’ordre
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cister cien primitif, le monas tère profite tout au long de cette période de
l’auto rité gran dis sante qu’il avait acquise en conso li dant de nouvelles terres.
Géné ra le ment consi dérée comme étran gère aux réalités écono miques de
l’époque, la vie dans les premières granges ne semble pas avoir été tota le‐ 
ment modi fiée, car les terres déte nues par les moines, y compris les loca‐ 
tions, attestent d’un certain degré de conti nuité dans l’envi ron ne ment rural.
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