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The aim of this study day was to compare and contrast social, political, economic and cultural relations between the landed nobility and the city in different regions of Western Europe. Speakers were asked not to provide an account of discrete pieces of detailed research, but to give a broad survey over a wide area. The papers and the ensuing discussions made clear, in a striking manner, how complex, close and, in some ways, unexpected, were the relations of landed nobles with urban communities, although the patterns of relations were quite different in important respects in the different areas of Europe examined by the speakers.

John Edwards, Research Fellow in Spanish at Oxford University, spoke about the Spanish kingdoms, emphasizing how the landed nobility controlled the towns there. Some towns had been granted to nobles, but major towns considered themselves to be directly under the Crown. In the civil wars of the fifteenth century, the nobles strove to secure control of these ‘royal’ towns, through holding crown offices. The surrender of royal power to the nobility included the cession of much of the government over towns, and control of and influence over towns became important elements in the power and status of the landed nobles. With the recovery of the monarchy, the crown sought to recover control over the towns, but still left the nobility with extensive influence over them. In Castille, landed nobles regularly presided over municipal councils as chairmen, and especially in southern Spain, many urban councils were made up exclusively of nobles who were themselves retainers of landed magnates. Many landed nobles resided in towns for some of the year – Dr Edwards stressed the important implications of the frequent specification in estate documents that rents and other dues were to be rendered at the urban residences of the landed nobles.

Steven Gunn, of Merton College, Oxford, described the very different society of the Low Countries, before they came under Spanish rule. Great nobles on the whole owed their eminence to contact with the court, rather than independent power bases. Urban nobility with landed estates were distinct from the landed nobility, and shaded into the urban oligarchies which, especially in the largest cities, could be explicitly hostile to landed nobles. In general, relations between noblemen and the towns were more cordial. Towns turned to nobles for military leadership, and help with their defence. Noblemen often acted as the ‘protectors’ of towns at court; the best placed to fulfil this function were the provincial governors and, at a local level, the governors’ lieutenants. They were expected to press towns to agree to taxation, if there were problems obtaining the urban representatives’ consent in regional assemblies. On the other hand, nobles would often insist on tax exemptions for their own seigneurial towns. Such towns under the direct rule of the nobility were significant centres of operations for them. It was there that the most impressive of the town houses of landed nobles were built, although nobles also had houses in other towns with which they had an association. Landed nobles would take part in urban social organizations, such as religious confraternities and the ‘shooting’ societies. Politically, they joined with townsmen in the fifteenth-century factions of the Hooks and the Codfish, which divided individual towns, while forming the basis of association among towns.

Christine Shaw of the AHRB Centre for the Study of Renaissance Elites and Court Cultures spoke on the landed nobility and towns in Italy, stressing that important links could be seen between them throughout Italy, in republics, signorie and the kingdom of Naples. Theories and assumptions about the essential hostility between the landed nobility and urban society have been central to widely-accepted accounts of the development of towns and communal government in Central and Northern Italy in the twelfth to the early fourteenth centuries; but the pattern of relations between them has not been integral to general interpretations of developments during the Renaissance. For southern Italy, however, a long-standing explanation of the ‘backwardness’ of the political society and economy of the kingdom of Naples has centred on the hostility of the landed nobility to the towns and to the monarchy, and the lack of a strong bourgeoisie which prevented the monarchy from forming a ‘natural’ alliance with the towns against the barons. Many towns in the kingdom were in fact held by the barons, as seigneurial towns or from the Crown, and civic government there did not differ markedly from that in the ‘royal’ towns. For some barons, substantial towns might form the centre of their estates, and become the seat of a minor court. Recent studies have laid emphasis on the close relations between the local minor landed nobility and the urban elites, and the linking of their economic interests in, for example, the rearing of livestock. In all, there was much greater integration between town and country than has been acknowledged.

Relations between the landed nobility and the towns and cities of Central and Northern Italy were varied and complex. Cities dominated by signori and courts created an ambience in which the landed nobility could feel quite at home – it was an axiom for many nobles that signori were their natural allies, and they looked to them for patronage and political support. But in many other cities too, important connections with landed nobles can be seen. As in the kingdom of Naples, there was greater integration between the economic interests of urban elites and landed nobles than has often been assumed; socially, there was greater mutual respect. Again, townsmen can be found who were ready to serve as the officials of landed nobles, and landed nobles who were happy to use townsmen as trusted advisers and agents. Politically, landed nobles exercised great influence in many towns, not so much through holding office as through factions, which (as in the Low Countries and the kingdom of Naples) linked town and country, and in which the landed nobles often were the leaders.

The discussions ranged widely – from the military links of towns and landed nobles, to political factions, and the role of landed nobles as brokers between towns and central government, to cultural influences. There was much discussion of the importance of town houses to landed nobles, and of these town houses within the cities.

The papers and discussions raised so many issues, and opened up so many questions, and the comparisons and contrasts between the different areas were so suggestive, that it has been decided to hold a second study day on the same theme in the autumn. It is hoped that on that occasion the field can be extended to include England, France and Germany.
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