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Medieval historians have long known that in every part of Western Europe a small core of men, bishops 

(and archbishops) had enormous influence in the history of their regions, not just as authorities in the life 

of the church but also as political figures often ranking with the greatest of the aristocracy and royalty. 

Since these prelates did not inherit their offices from family predecessors as did kings and nobles, but 

were elected by canons, the lifetime members of the cathedral administration, a critical question in 

understanding this governing body in each diocese has always been: who were the newly elected bishops 

and how did they manage to be chosen? From famous individual cases it is clear that some came from 

distinguished aristocratic families and that powerful people, lords, kings and, occasionally, Popes 

sometimes had a voice in their selection. But lack of explicit information on the ways in which the great 

majority of episcopal figures gained the office has left historians hesitant about generalizing on the basis 

of a tiny minority. In his book, »Canon Law, Careers and Conquest. Episcopal Elections in Normandy and 

Greater Anjou c. 1140 – c. 1230«, Jörg Peltzer has sought greater clarity on the question by analyzing all 

the episcopal elections in a single restricted region in northwestern France during a limited period of time 

from the early twelfth to the early thirteenth centuries. And for this he has drawn widely on unpublished 

archival materials in addition to printed documents. This amounted to 61 elections in seven Norman 

dioceses and two in neighboring Anjou. After an introductory chapter in which he outlines his approach to 

his subject – thematic and methodological – he begins with a study of the legal bases for Episcopal 

elections as formulated in the canon law passed on from the early church and as influenced by the 

Gregorian Reform of the later 11th century, and taking into account cathedral chapter voting procedures. 

The central part of his book – half of the whole, p. 73–210 – is an examination of the 61 elections in 

question to determine what factors influenced the outcome of the election in each individual case. This 

meant taking into consideration the roles of the cathedral chapter, the king, increasingly the papacy, and 

changing conceptions of canon law. Then the author turns to a prosopography of those 61 bishops 

selected, their social origins – almost all came from the aristocracy; their geographical origins – most were 

not outsiders but came from the diocese to which they were elected; their professional status – most had 

previously been ecclesiastical dignitaries above the status of cathedral canons; and their religious status 

at the time of election – almost all were secular clergy not monks. In »Structures and dynamics of 

Patronage«, p. 217–237, he summarizes his findings as to the roles played by four different individuals or 
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groups in advancing or opposing the candidacy of someone proposed for the episcopal office: 1, the 

existing bishop and the cathedral chapter; 2, the king (the Angevins, Henry II et al, in the later 12 th century, 

the Capetians, Philip Augustus et al after 1202), 3, the pope; 4, baronial families of the region. A final 

chapter is given over to the political effects on episcopal elections of Philip Augustus’ conquest of 

Normandy/Anjou from the Plantagenets in 1202.

It is doubtful that Jörg Peltzer’s findings radically shake any long held basic beliefs about who bishops 

were and how they obtained their offices, yet his study puts a number of earlier assumptions about these 

men on a much firmer basis than existed before. First because he has studied not single cases but an 

entire cross-section from a single region over nearly a century, and secondly because his study is the first 

to take a broader, more comprehensive view of the subject: »… to equally consider the existing law and 

individual rights, contemporary legal theory, the local conditions, and the political background …(p. 3)«. 

Finally because he shows that even in the brief period of 90 years bland generalizations about these 

questions will not do. Conditions differed even within the region and significant changes took place during 

that time. Most notably variations in royal influence on episcopal elections – Philip Augustus and the 

Capetians had decidedly less than Henry II Plantagenet in the later 12th century. During the same time 

span cathedral chapters acquired the exclusive right of electing new bishops, and this brought with it a 

significant increase in the number of disputed elections and subsequent appeals to the papacy. This in 

turn resulted in an increasing number of papal interventions and a growing refinement and precision in 

canon law. 

In presenting these conclusions with clarity and economy this book is no small accomplishment.
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