
 Objectives : Students will be able to 

 Identify, understand and explain the events surrounding the Norman invasion of Britain 

in 1066, including the battle of Hastings and the creation of the Norman kingdom in 

England under William the Conqueror. 

 Describe the major characteristics of and the factors contributing to the development of 

the political/social system of feudalism and the economic system of manorialism. 

The Norman Conquest. Feudalism. Manorialism. Kingship.Magna Carta and the 

decline of Feudalism. 

The Norman Conquest 

     The Norman conquest of England was the 11th-century invasion and occupation of 

England by an army of Norman, Breton, and French soldiers led by Duke William II of 

Normandy, later William the Conqueror. 

     William's claim to the English throne derived from his familial relationship with the 

childless Anglo-Saxon King Edward the Confessor. Edward died in January 1066 and was 

succeeded by his brother-in-law Harold Godwinson. Harold faced invasions by William, his 

own brother Tostig and the Norwegian King Harald Hardrada. Hardrada invaded northern 

England in September 1066 and joined forces with Tostig; together they defeated Harold’s 

English  army at the Battle of Fulford on 20 September 1066. Five days later on 25 September 

1066, they were defeated and killed by Harold at the Battle of Stamford Bridge. 

 Battle of Hastings/        While Harold and his forces were recovering from Stamford, 

William landed his army in the south of England on 28 September 1066. Harold was forced to 

march south as fast as possible. Harold's army confronted William's invaders on 14 October at 

the Battle of Hastings. The Norman soldiers were better armed ; better organised ; and were 

mounted on horses. The battle lasted from about 9 am to dusk and Harold was defeated and 

killed.  

    William's rule after the conquest 

     Although William was crowned King of England, there was an Anglo-Saxon rebellion 

against the Normans every year until 1070.  The Norman army had no mercy ; they burnt, 

destroyed and killed.  Few Saxons accepted William immediately. All the others lost 

everything. By 1080’s William gave the Saxon lands to his Norman nobles.  The lands of the 

resisting English elite were confiscated; some of the elite fled into exile. In order to control 

his new kingdom, William gave lands to his followers and built castles  throughout the land.          

Other effects of the conquest included the court and government, the introduction of Norman 
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French as the language of the elites, and changes in the composition of the upper classes. 

More gradual changes affected the agricultural classes and village life: the main change 

appears to have been the formal elimination of slavery, which may or may not have been 

linked to the invasion. There was little change  in the structure of government, as the new 

Norman administrators took over many of the forms of Anglo-Saxon government. 

     William did not try to integrate his various domains into one empire, but instead continued 

to administer each part separately ; England was divided into shires or counties. To oversee 

his expanded domain( lands), William was forced to travel even more than he had as duke. He 

crossed back and forth between the continent and England at least nineteen times between 

1067 and his death. (1087)  

Feudalism  

     William the Conqueror was very careful in the way he gave land to his nobles. Contrary to 

the king of France who gave great lands to the nobles, the king of England(William) was 

more powerful as he thought of England as his personal property. He gave small pieces of 

land in different parts of the country to Norman nobles so that it would be hard for them to 

gather men to rebel. William only gave some of his nobles large estates along the troublesome 

borders with Wales and Scotland. To make sure he was much stronger, he kept fifth of the 

farmland of England himself, half to the Norman nobles and a quarter to the church. As a 

result, England was different from the rest of Europe as it had one powerful family, William 

andthe kings after him ; instead of a large number of powerful nobles. 

      William organised his English Kingdom according to the feudal system which had begun 

to develop in England before his arrival.  Feudalism was a set of legal and military customs in 

medieval Europe that flourished between the 9th and 15th centuries. It came from  the French 

word « Feu » which refered to land held in return  for service or duty to the lord.  The main 

idea was that all land was owned by the king but it was held by others called « Vassals », in 

return for services and goods. 

Structure of the Feudal State in England 

     There were many varieties of feudal land tenure, consisting of military and non-military 

service. It is important to note that the King was the absolute 'owner' of land in the feudal 

system and all nobles, knights and other tenants, termed vassals, merely 'held' land from the 

king, who was thus at the top of the feudal pyramid.  Below the king in the feudal pyramid 

was a tenant-in-chief  who was a vassal of the king.  The greater nobles gave part of their 

lands to lesser nobles, Knights, and other Freemen. Some freemen paid for the land by doing 

military service, while others paid rent. The noble kept « serfs » to work on his own land. 

They were not free to leave the estate but were better than slaves. 

     It was a chain of people who were connected to the king. Every man had a lord and every 

lord had a land . At each level, each man had to promise loyality and service to his lord. 
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Vassalage :     The lord and vassal entered a contract in which the vassal agreed to provide 

military support and protection and promised to fight for the lord at his command. In 

exchange, the lord typically granted privileges such as land, and agreed to protect the vassal 

from external forces. 

Serfdom :      Serfdom was the status of peasants under feudalism.  Serfs who occupied a plot 

of land were required to work for the Lord of the Manor who owned that land, and in return 

were given the right to protection, justice and the right to exploit certain fields within the 

manor to maintain their own food. Serfs were often required not only to work on the lord's 

fields, but also his mines, forests and roads. Serfs formed the lowest social class of feudal 

society. 

Villeins :      A villein (or villain) was the most common type of serf in the Middle Ages.  

Villeins had more rights and higher status than the lowest serf. Villeins generally rented small 

homes, with or without land. As part of the contract with the landlord, the lord of the manor, 

they were expected to spend some of their time working on the lord's fields. The rest of their 

time was spent farming their own land for their own profit.  Villeins were generally able to 

hold their own property, unlike slaves.  

Manorialism 

     Manorialism was an essential element of feudal society and was the organizing principle of 

rural economy that originated in the villa system of the Late Roman Empire. It  was 

characterized by the vesting of legal and economic power in a Lord of the Manor. The Lord 

was supported economically from his own direct landholding in a manor (sometimes called 

a fief), and from the obligatory contributions of the peasant population who feel under the 

jurisdiction of the Lord and his court.  

Manors each consisted of up to three classes of land: 

 Demesne, the part directly controlled by the lord and used for the  benefit of his 

household and dependents; 

 Dependent (serf or villein) holdings carrying the obligation that the peasant household 

supply the lord with specified labour services ; 

 Free peasant land, without such obligation but subject to manorial law  and custom, and 

owing money rent fixed at the time of the lease. 



Norman Kings After The Conquest( Kingship) 

At the death of William the Conqueror in 1087, his lands were divided into two parts. His 

Norman lands went to his eldest son, Robert and his English lands to his second son, William 

Rufus(he had red hair). This presented a dilemma for the nobles who held land on both sides 

of the English Channel. They revolted against William in favor of Robert in the Rebellion of 

1088.  William won the support of the English lords , and defeated the rebellion. However, 

William died while hunting in 1100. His younger brother , Henry, immediately seized power 

in England. Robert  led a military campaign against Henry’s control over England , but it 

ended in a negotiated settlement that confirmed Henry as king. The peace was short lived, and 

Henry invaded Normandy in 1105 and 1106, finally defeating Robert at the Battle of 

Tinchebray. 

     After the death of his son, Henry I of England named his daughter Matilda his heir. 

However, when he died in 1135, Matilda was far from England in Anjou or Maine, and her 

cousin Stephen  crownned  himself the  king of England. After Stephen’s death in 1154, 

Henry II( son of Matilda) succeeded as the first Angevin king of England, because he was 

also the Count of Anjou in northern France.  He therefore added England to his three french 

estates :  Normandy, Anjou and Aquitaine. It was later termed the Angevin Empire. Henry 

was succeeded by his third son, Richard, whose reputation for martial prowess won him the 

epithet “Lionheart.”  He was a perfect feudal king, but he was killed in 1189 and his brother 

John—Henry’s fifth took the throne. He was such a greedy man who was disliked by people, 

the nobles, the merchants and the Church. After his quarrel with the Pope, John was obliged 

by the nobles and the merchants to sign an agreement called Magna Carta= a symbol of 

political freedom and the end of Feudalism. 

 

Magna Carta 

     Over the course of King John’s reign (1199-1216), a combination of higher taxes, 

unsuccessful wars, and conflict with the pope had made him unpopular with his barons. In 

1215 some of the most important barons engaged in open rebellion against their king. King 

John met with the leaders of the barons, along with their French and Scot allies, to seal the 

Great Charter (Magna Carta in Latin), which imposed legal limits on the king’s personal 

powers. It was sealed under oath by King John on the bank of the River Thames near 

Windsor, England, on June 15, 1215. It promised the protection of church rights, protection 

for the barons from illegal imprisonment, access to swift justice, and limitations on feudal 

payments to the Crown, to be implemented through a council of twenty-five barons. 

 

 


