
Church and Space in the Middle Ages

On the publication of their two recent volumes in 2016,1 the Annales invited Dominique
Iogna-Prat and Florian Mazel to participate in an exercise in lecture croisée.2 The
aim was less to mark this publication than to present, on a more profound level, the
new developments in our understanding of medieval societies to which these two authors have
directly contributed. Indeed, the history of the Middle Ages, particularly in France, is cur-
rently the site of a thorough restructuring of the questions that link the study of the Church to
an analysis of space. Since the early 1990s, we have seen the progressive development of
historical interpretations that accord the Church a central place in the process of political
and social construction during the High Middle Ages. The traditional division, whose his-
toriographical influence was still so pronounced in the work of Georges Duby,3 separated the
world of the clergy, restricted to “ecclesiastics,” from that of the laity. This model has been
replaced, however, by a new vision that places the Church, as an all-encompassing institution
which sought to coalesce with the entire social body (and which Alain Guerreau termed, as
early as 1980, Ecclesia4), at the heart of the history of medieval Europe. In this way, and in
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close dialogue with international historiographical developments, the medieval Church has
become the focal point for a new way of describing the mechanisms of social ordering among
French historians. At the same time, ways of thinking about medieval space, themselves marked
by a feudal history that forged a narrow link between spatial contexts and social analysis in
regional monographs inspired by the French school of geography (from Duby to Pierre
Toubert 5), have also undergone a profound transformation within the broader framework
of the “spatial turn” in the social sciences. They have been further transformed by a constructivist
rereading of the history of space, a shift that has led Mazel to speak of “the medieval invention of
space.”6

The convergence of these two strands of research has led to the emergence of a new
framework for understanding the history of medieval Europe, and the recent books by
Iogna-Prat and Mazel not only illustrate this tendency but also mark a new stage in its
development. Their revised periodization of the Middle Ages points to the so-called
Gregorian reform and the sociopolitical influence it exerted between the mid-eleventh and
the mid-twelfth century as the major turning point in the social history of a Europe itself
inscribed in a longue durée stretching from the end of the Roman Empire to the
Enlightenment. This medieval society, whose material and spiritual architecture was drawn
from the Church—in the broadest sense of the Christian community—progressively developed
a new relationship with space that led to the emergence of territories linked to forms of indi-
vidual and collective belonging. This dynamic was supported by the ecclesiastical institutions
that ordered social life, such as churches (the subject of Iogna-Prat’s previous book7), or
the cemetery as studied by Michel Lauwers.8 Here we can observe a phenomenon of the
“spatialization of the sacred,” where sites controlled by the Church marked and hierarchized
medieval space. This movement was followed by a “territorialization,” first of dioceses and
then of parishes, which no longer simply designated groups of believers but also expanses of
space that were continuous and delimited. This double process contributed to the fixing of
villages and the growth of urban centers, as well as to the construction of those territorialized
political and administrative entities that determined a new form of sociospatial organiza-
tion specific to Europe before the French Revolution.

In this new historiographical narrative that Iogna-Prat and Mazel have helped to
construct, the relationship between social morphology and spatial morphology is essential,
and an important place is afforded to the sociology of Max Weber. Placed alongside one
another, their two volumes show that this model and the periodization it implies urge a
renewal of dialogue between historians of the Middle Ages and those of the early modern
period. The evolution of social and spatial frameworks, and in particular the redeployment
of ecclesiastical frameworks in the autonomous structuring of secular forms of social life and
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of government—whether cities, principalities, or monarchic states—now lies at the heart of
the debates that each of the authors draws on in their own way. The two have different meth-
odological leanings which emphasize either the structuring of discourses or social practices;
the nuances of their distinct approaches underscore either the role of polarization or that of
territorialization, and insist on the primacy of either a vertical vision of the social organi-
zation of communities or on their horizontal possibilities. Together, they show just how fertile
this historiographical project can be. But—and this is why this exercise in lecture croisée is
so very interesting—these distinctions do not obscure the shared movement toward a new
interpretative model for understanding medieval societies and what they would become
within a European modernity whose features must now also be redefined.

Les Annales
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