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LINDY GRANT 

GEOFFREY OF LÈVES, BISHOP OF CHARTRES: 
»FAMOUS WHEELER AND DEALER 

IN SECULAR BUSINESS« 

When Louis, son and heir of Louis VI, the Fat, king of France, set off to Bor
deaux to marry his future wife, Eleanor, heiress to the great duchy of Aqui
taine, and thus acquire the duchy, he went flanked by a mightily impressive 
entourage. The foremost churchman among them, in the judgement of the 
well-informed Morigny Chronicler, was Geoffrey of Lèves, bishop of Char
tres. Geoffrey was, commented the chronicler, by no means unworthy in the 
knowledge of letters - sciencie quidem lateralis non indignus, but was also a 
famous wheeler and dealer in secular business - secularium quoque nego-
ciorum dispositor ac tractator famosus1. 

The Chronicler's praise was not unwarranted. Geoffrey was indeed the 
leading churchman, with all the institutional weight that that implies, in early 
12th century France, though his contemporary, St Bernard of Clairvaux, was of 
course the leading man of God. Abelard described Geoffrey as outstanding 
among the other bishops for his reputation for holiness and for the importance 
of his see«2. Orderic Vitalis describes him as, along with bishops Gerard of 
Angoulême, and William of Chalons, outstanding in debating »the complex 
affairs of the church« at the Council of Reims in 11193. Nevertheless, Geof
frey has failed to attract the attention of historians. I think this is because, de
spite the Morigny Chronicler's assertion that he was not unworthy in the un
derstanding of letters, he seems to have written nothing, or if he did, it has not 
survived. As far as we know, he did not, like his predecessor, bishop Ivo, or 
his friends St Bernard and Hildevert of Lavardin, or his protegee, Arnulf, 
bishop of Lisieux, deluge his colleagues with letters. If he did, no-one both
ered to collect them. He did not, like Hildevert or Arnulf, fancy himself a poet. 
He did not, like Abelard, or Guibert of Nogent write about himself, nor like 

1 La Chronique de Morigny (1095-1152), éd. Léon MlROT, 2nd éd., Paris 1912 (Collection 
de textes, 41), p. 68. 

2 Abelard, Historia Calamitatum, ed. MlGNE PL, t. 178, col. 148; ed. Jacques MONFRIN, 
Abelard, Historia Calamitatum, 4th ed., Paris 1978, p. 85: qui ceteris episcopis et religionis 
nomine et sedis dignitate precellebat. 

3 The Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis, ed. Marjorie CHIBNALL, 6 vols., Oxford 
1969-80, t. 6, p. 274-275. 
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Orderic or Suger did he pen colourful accounts of his own times, through 
which his own personality and personal history can be glimpsed. He did not, 
like Ivo, Bernard, Abelard, Guibert, Arnulf, or William of St Thierry, write a 
theological treatise or polemic. Two works were dedicated to him, Geoffrey 
Grossus' life of St Bernard of Tiron4, and Arnulf of Lisieux's invective against 
Gerard of Angoulême5. It seems that abbot Bernard of Bonneval wrote a life 
of Geoffrey, though it has not survived6. Geoffrey was perhaps too busy 
wheeling and dealing to reveal himself to us through literary composition. 

His reputation, or lack it, has suffered particularly in comparison with that 
of his friend and colleague, Suger. Suger has made himself almost indispensa
ble to the historian of northern France in the first half of the twelfth century: 
we turn to him to throw light on political history, ecclesiastical history, art 
history, aspects of cultural, intellectual, economic and even social history. We 
learn a lot about Suger through his writings, and there is a real danger of see
ing early twelfth century France through his eyes. The two men were more or 
less contemporary, though Geoffrey, who died in 1149, two years before 
Suger, was probably slightly older. The outstanding abilities that they brought 
to their role as prominent churchmen were very similar. Both were mediators, 
diplomats and fixers. »Famous wheeler and dealer in secular business« would 
seem an apt description of Suger - and we should perhaps note that the Mo
rigny Chronicler singles out Geoffrey for praise in these terms even though 
Suger, whom the Morigny Chronicler does not mention, was also a member of 
young Louis' Aquitanean entourage. Suger himself bears witness to Geof
frey's preeminence when he recounts at some length the dramatic occasion on 
which Geoffrey, saying mass at the high altar on the anniversary of King Da-
gobert, stretched the arm relic of St Simeon towards the storm-wracked and 
unfinished vaults of the new shrine-choir. The storm abates and the fragile 
vault ribs survive, by grace of God and the Saints rather than the steadfastness 
of the bishop, as Suger observes. Nevertheless Geoffrey is his chosen appro
priate human agent in this miracle to legitimise the new shrine-choir7. I hope 
in this paper, in outlining and reviewing Geoffrey's career, to restore to him 
his proper centrality to that intersection of secular and ecclesiastical power in 
early 12th century France, at which both he and Suger operated. An exploration 

4 See the dedication in Geoffrey Grossus, Vita Beati Bernardi, ed. MlGNE PL, t. 172, 
col. 1367. 

5 The Letters of Arnulf of Lisieux, ed. Frank BARLOW, London 1939 (Camden Third Series, 
61), p. XIV. 

6 See Duchesne's notes to Abelard's Historia Calamitatum, ed. MlGNE (see n. 2), col. 148 
n.42. 

7 Suger, Libellus Alter de Consecratione Ecclesiae Sancti Dionysii, ed. Erwin PANOFSKY, 
Abbot Suger on the Abbey Church of St-Denis and its Art Treasures, 2nd ed. by Gerda 
PANOFSKY-SOERGEL, Princeton 1979, p. 108-109; ed. Françoise GASPARRI, Suger, Œu
vres, 2 vols., Paris 1996-2001, t. 1, p. 36-37. 
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of his life and career also, I think, provides a gloss, a commentary, on that of 
Suger. 

Geoffrey was a younger son of a major family from the Chartrain. The fam
ily had close connections with the counts of Blois-Chartres. In an important 
comital act of 1105, guaranteeing that the counts of Chartres will not despoil 
the bishopric on the death of the incumbent, Geoffrey's father Goslen wit
nesses on behalf of the countess. But the same act shows that the family of 
Lèves were equally close to the cathedral church of Chartres. Goslen and his 
sons, including Geoffrey, all provide witness for the cathedral, Goslen being 
the most important lay witness8. They were part of the dynasty which provided 
the vidâmes of Chartres9, and the Lèves family had a hold on the offices of 
prepositor of the church of Chartres. Two of Geoffrey's brothers held two of 
the prepositorships, one as a layman, the other as a cleric, and indeed he him
self, as a canon, was prepositor for properties on which the abbey of Tiron was 
built10. In course of time, his nephew, Goslen, became a canon-prepositor of 
the church11. 

By 1105, Geoffrey had become a canon of the cathedral, during the episco
pacy of the renowned bishop Ivo12. Ivo was no respecter of persons, or of per
sonal sensibilities. He had been known to clash with the counts, though his 
relationship with countess Adela was usually good13. His relationship with his 
chapter, certainly towards the end of his episcopate, was not. In 1114, he at
tacked the rapacity of the cathedral prepositors, two of whom were Geoffrey's 
brothers, and one of whom was Geoffrey14; shortly thereafter, he became 
locked in a bitter battle with dean Arnaud, over the rights of bishop and chap
ter15. Geoffrey may have learnt much of his acute political sense and skill 
during these difficult years at Chartres. 

At Ivo's death in 1116, Geoffrey was elected bishop by the chapter. Young 
count Theobald of Blois-Chartres, however, refused to accept the election, 
because, it seemed, someone had sowed sedition between the clergy and the 

8 Gallia Christiana in provincias ecclesiasticas distributa, 16 vols., Paris 1715-1865, t. 8, 
instr. col. 308-310, no. 28; also Cartulaire de Notre-Dame de Chartres, éd. Eugène DE 
LEPINOIS, Lucien MERLET, 3 vols., Chartres 1865, t. 1, p. 104-108, no. 24. 

9 André CHÉDEVILLE, Chartres et ses campagnes (XF-XIHe siècles), Paris 1973 (Publica
tions de l'Université de Haute-Bretagne, 1), p. 259. 

10 Cartulaire de Notre-Dame (see n. 8), t. 1, p. 119-120, no. 33 and Geoffrey Grossus (see 
n. 4), col. 1413. 

11 Cartulaire de Notre-Dame (see n. 8), t. 1, p. 142, no. 48. 
12 Ibid. p. 107, no. 24 and Gallia Christiana (see n. 8), t. 8, instr. col. 310, no. 28. 
13 Kimberly Lo PRETE, Adela of Blois and Ivo of Chartres: piety, politics and peace in the 

diocese of Chartres, in: Anglo-Norman Studies 14 (1991), p. 131-153. 
14 Gallia Christiana (see n. 8), t. 8, instr. col. 314-315, no. 35, and Cartulaire de Notre-Dame 

(see n. 8), t. 1, p. 119-120, no. 33. 
15 Cartulaire de Notre-Dame (see n. 8), t. 1, p. 118, n. 2. For Ivo's problems with the clergy 

at Chartres, see also, ibid. p. 110-111, no. 27. 
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count. Geoffrey fled, and Count Theobald locked the rest of the canons into 
their precinct. The situation was resolved by Robert d'Arbrissel, with the help 
of Bernard of Tiron. Geoffrey returned, and the count »resumed his previous 
familiarity with the canonry« - in anterior em familiaritatem canonice copu-
lavit16. Thereafter, bishop and count had by and large a good and close rela
tionship, not least because they shared an interest in reformed monasticism, 
and cooperated in the foundation of Cistercian L'Aumône, one of the earliest 
Cistercian houses in Northern France17. 

Geoffrey was more accommodating than Ivo towards his chapter. He al
lowed them the right to elect their own dean - their principal complaint 
against Ivo; but in return, the entire chapter was persuaded to abjure simony. 
Geoffrey had this arrangement enshrined in a papal confirmation from Calix-
tus II18. Dean Arnaud, with whom Ivo had battled so fiercely, remained in of
fice for the first few years of Geoffrey's own episcopate19. Geoffrey had, ap
parently, no further trouble from the chapter. He was able to ensure that two of 
his nephews, and his protegee, Samson Mauvoisin, later archbishop of Reims, 
held important offices within the chapter, and at his death in 1149, the chapter 
duly and willingly elected his nephew Goslen as bishop20. As far as we can 
tell, the chapter admired his administration of episcopal and diocesan proper
ties. Everything suggests that he played his role as lord and bishop with con
spicuous success. One example must suffice to show the care, forethought and 
attention to detail that he brought to his stewardship of church property. When 
Theobald of Blois gave to Marmoutier the Chartrain priory of St Martin au 
Val, from which St Jean au Val, the abbey of St Père and the Leper house of 
the Grand Beaulieu at Chartres drew revenues, some very complex property 
transactions were required to please all parties. Geoffrey persuaded Marmou
tier to give a church to St Jean au Val, and St Jean au Val, in turn, to give 
revenues in money, wine, corn and fish to St Père and the lepers. Geoffrey 
himself looked after the interests of the lepers, since they could not, as one of 
his acts says, come to the episcopal hall to argue their own case because of 
their infectious state. Each aspect of the transaction was ratified by the issue 

16 See the colourful and distinctly partial account in Andrew of Fontevraud, Vita Altera Be-
ati Roberti de Arbrissello, ed. MlGNE PL, t. 162, col. 1064-1065. Also letters of Pope Pas
chal II in Cartulaire de Notre-Dame (see n. 8), t. 1, p. 124-125, no. 36, p. 125-126, 
no. 37 (JAFFÉ-LOEWENFELD, nos. 6518, 6519). 

17 The foundation charter is Gallia Christiana (see n. 8), t. 8, instr. col. 419-420, no 7. 
18 Ulysse ROBERT, Bullaire du pape Calixte II (1119-1124). Essai de restitution, 2 vols., 

Paris 1891, t. 1, p. 140 no. 97 (JAFFÉ-LOEWENFELD, no. 6777), and Cartulaire de Notre-
Dame (see n. 8), t. 1, p. 126, no. 38 for Geoffrey's own, undated act. 

19 Gallia Christiana (see n. 8), t. 8, instr. col. 319, no. 41, and col. 320, no. 42, both acts of 
1120, signed by Arnaud as dean. 

20 For Samson's rise through the chapter, see Gallia Christiana (see n. 8), t. 8, col. 1199; for 
Goslen, see ibid. col. 1141-1156. 
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and witness of charters in the chapter houses of each monastery, and in the 
halls of the palaces of the bishop and the count21. 

Geoffrey's good relations with the chapter suggest that he had not, perhaps, 
been close to his distinguished predecessor. Nevertheless, once he became 
bishop of Chartres, he proved, in his actions and his attitudes to the affairs of 
the church and the problems of reform, a worthy successor. Geoffrey never 
achieved Ivo's intellectual and moral supremacy over his clerical colleagues: 
that mantle fell on to the shoulders of St Bernard. But he was admired by Ber
nard and other reformers as Ivo's heir as a great reformist bishop, as an acti
vator of reform within - and occasionally without - the Gallican church. In
deed, less abrasive, more politically flexible and adept, perhaps more ma
nipulative, than Ivo, he often succeeded where Ivo had clashed. I suppose one 
might characterise Ivo as a great initiator, Geoffrey as a great institutor, of re
form. 

Like Ivo, Geoffrey saw the bishop as the humble servant of his people, but 
also as the person who knew best and who should control the running of the 
church. His approach to the bishop's relationship, both with his flock in its 
broadest sense, and with those more powerful ecclesiastical players, such as 
monastics and cathedral chapters, who might feel that they too had an active 
role to play in the running of the church, was essentially paternalistic. His 
views are expressed in the preamble to an act of 1118 for the abbey of Bonne-
val. »The pages of decretals and ecclesiastical canons concede the making of 
the arrangements of ecclesiastical business to the care of the bishop ... He 
should extend a protective hand above all to those who have renounced the 
activities of the world. Therefore, as the rules of the fathers, enjoining charity, 
say, the bishop is the servant, not the master of the people, how much more is 
it proper that the bishop should be the minister and servant of those in whom 
the world is crucified.« The act, which restores the church of Gallardon to the 
abbey of Bonneval, is careful to reserve »in all things the rights of the church 
of Chartres«22. Geoffrey, as befits Ivo's successor, is very versed in, aware of, 
and prone to invoke, canon law. But he was careful not to take on the most 
important of the exempt abbeys of his diocese, La Trinité at Vendôme, at least 

21 Ibid, instr. col. 327-328, no. 1, act of 1132, confirming the final arrangements. 
22 Ibid, instr. col. 315-316, no. 37: Quoniam dispositiones ecclesiasticarum rerum episco

pal! curae faciendas decretorum et canonum paginae concedunt, oportet ipsos episcopos 
vigilanter attendere, ut qualiscumque disceptatio sit inter homines, ut fidelis quis inve-
niatur, ipsi, sibi bene conscii pio affectu et sincero intuitu disponant quae disponenda 
sunt; Mis praecipue manum extendentes qui renunciaverunt mundi actibus, et nudam cru-
cent Christi nudi secuti sunt. Si enim, ut dicit régula Patrum exigente caritate, episcopus 
servus est plebis, non dominus, multo magis opportet, ut eorum quibus mundus crucifixus 
est, minister sit et servus. 
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during the abbacy of the formidable Geoffrey of Vendôme, though he at
tempted to impose episcopal authority there after the latter's death23. 

Geoffrey was conscious of the special prestige of the bishop and bishopric 
of Chartres. It is clear that this was real, even Abelard accepted it; but it is not 
clear from whence it sprang. The diocese was vast, and the cathedral chapter 
huge24: the bishopric had had some distinguished incumbents in the recent 
past, notably, St Fulbert and Ivo, but also its share of the incompetent and un
suitable, so it cannot really have been a matter of accumulated personal epis
copal prestige. At all events, by the early 12th century, it was the bishop of 
Chartres who was expected to take the place of the metropolitan, the arch
bishop of Sens, should the latter be unavailable. Geoffrey made the most of 
this, in a way that Ivo had not, it seems, done. In 1136, he consecrated the new 
bishop of Auxerre, because the archbishop was unavailable25. In 1144, he con
secrated the new abbot of Morigny, for, as the house Chronicle said26, »the 
bishop Geoffrey of Chartres, when the archbishop was absent, was accus
tomed to be his vicar (vicarius) in the execution of offices«, - which gives the 
impression that it was Geoffrey, rather than a bishop of Chartres ex officio, 
who was accustomed to act thus. Shortly thereafter, the Sens clergy asked him 
to bless the new archbishop of Sens27. Where Ivo had interpreted the prestige 
of the bishop of Chartres as being essentially moral, Geoffrey was inclined to 
translate this into political reality. At all events, Geoffrey's career as a 
churchman went from strength to strength, and in 1127, Pope Honorius II ap
pointed him, alongside cardinal Matthew of Albano, papal legate to northern 
France. 

In positioning himself on issues of church reform, Geoffrey took care to 
follow Ivo's lead, and it is from his reputation as a reformer that he derived 
much of his authority within the French church. Ivo would have approved of 
his stand against simony, and like Ivo, he sought to extract ecclesiastical prop
erty from lay hands, and return it to church control28. The restoration to the 
abbey of Bonneval of the church of Gallardon, which had fallen into the hands 
of secular, probably married, priests, was one instance. Ivo had played a major 
role in the establishing of a new order of canons living under a rule based on 
the writings of St Augustine. As bishop, he had forced this new approach to a 
regular and common life on the venerable, but in his view decadent, abbey of 

23 Penelope Delafield JOHNSON, Prayer, Patronage and Power: the Abbey of La Trinité, 
Vendôme 1032-1187, New York 1981, p. 121-122; Gallia Christiana (see n. 8), t. 8, 
col. 1132. 

24 CHÉDEVILLE (see n. 9), p. 509, and see the general discussion of the prestige of Chartres, 
ibid. p. 505-525. 

25 Gallia Christiana (see n. 8), t. 8, col. 1138. 
26 Chronique de Morigny (see n. 1), p. 83. 
27 Gallia Christiana (see n. 8), t. 8, col. 1139. 
28 CHÉDEVILLE (see n. 9), p. 325. 
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St Jean au Val at Chartres . Geoffrey continued this initiative, persuading 
various houses within his diocese, notably Bourgmoyen at Blois and La 
Madeleine at Châteaudun, to replace secular with regular canons30. 

Like Ivo, Geoffrey had cordial relations with the west French leaders of the 
new eremetical reformed monasticism, Robert of Arbrissel, founder of Fon-
tevrault, and Bernard, founder of Tiron. These relations were established long 
before Geoffrey became bishop, for as canon, Geoffrey was cathedral pre-
positor for property at Sarzay on which the abbey of Tiron was built31. The 
cordiality paid off. As we have seen, Robert and Bernard between them in
sisted on the propriety of Geoffrey's election, and reconciled Theobald of 
Blois to it, and Geoffrey became the dedicatee of the life of St Bernard of Ti
ron. The foundation charter for L'Aumône suggests that Geoffrey was also a 
friend of Stephen Harding, abbot of Cîteaux, from which L'Aumône was 
founded32. He was certainly present at the Council of Troyes in 1128 at which 
the order of the Templars was established with a rule adapted from the Cister
cians33. 

Geoffrey's position as episcopal leader of ecclesiastical reform in the north 
French church was buttressed by his closeness to the papacy. The Morigny 
Chronicle says that recent popes had always held Geoffrey as a friend and 
confidant - semper amicum et familiarem, and that they made him legate to all 
Aquitaine for the greatness of his valliance or his refinement, for which he was 
famous - pro valoris vel elegancie, qua preditus erat, magnitudine, tocius ei 
Aquitanie legationem indexeront34. This is a strange phrase, and leads one to 
suspect that the Morigny Chronicler had a slightly subversive sense of hu
mour. Nevertheless, it is clear that Geoffrey was particularly sympathetic to 
the post-investiture papacy of Calixtus, Honorius and Innocent II, with its re
newed emphasis on the powers, rights and duties of the bishop within the 
church. Geoffrey went often to Rome, and was always an important member 
of the papal retinue when the pope was in France. When Innocent II conse
crated the new abbey church of Morigny in 1131, it was Geoffrey who 
preached the sermon35. He was prominent at the papal councils held at Reims 
in 1119 and 1131; he also attended the council of Pisa in 1135, and the second 
Lateran Council of 113936. 

29 Gallia Christiana (see n. 8), t 8, instr. 318-319, no. 41. 
30 Ibid. col. 1135 and 1137. 
31 Geoffrey Grossus (see n. 4), col. 1413. 
32 Gallia Christiana (see n. 8), t. 8, instr. 419-420, no. 7. 
33 Ibid. col. 1136. 
34 Chronique de Morigny (see n. 1), p. 68. 
35 Ibid. p. 55. 
36 Gallia Christiana (see n. 8), t. 8, col. 1137. 
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Geoffrey was at the very centre of the group of north French churchmen, a 
group which included Suger, the Cluniac cardinal legate Matthew of Albano, 
archbishop Rainald of Reims, and bishops Jocelyn of Soissons, Bartholomew 
of Laon and Stephen of Paris, which worked together to ensure the acceptance 
of Pope Innocent II in France, as Tim Reuter has shown37. It was to the cathe
dral of Chartres that Henry I came to make his acknowledgement of Innocent 
- a further indication of Geoffrey's influence in this matter38. 

The converse of the struggle to establish the propriety of Innocent's elec
tion, was the battle to discredit the schismatic anti-pope, Anacletus II. Here 
too, Geoffrey played a central role, just as St Bernard did, but Suger did not. It 
was Geoffrey who read out the long diatribe against Anacletus, sent as a letter 
from the Carthusian order, brought by a Cistercian abbot, to the massed ranks 
of Roman and Gallican clergy at the council of Reims in 113139. In 1134 Inno
cent despatched Geoffrey, together with his co-legate to Northern France, 
Matthew of Albano, to persuade the misguided Milanese to renounce Ana
cletus, while Bernard reinforced their efforts with some of his inimitable let
ters40. Bernard seems to have slipped into this anti-Anacletian role as a natural 
polemicist. Geoffrey found himself there ex officio. In 1130, Innocent II vastly 
widened his legatine remit, making him legate to Aquitaine as well as northern 
France. It was a difficult charge. The Aquitaneans, under their independent 
minded duke William, and equally independent Gerard of Angoulême - a 
great scholar, appointed papal legate to Aquitaine by Calixtus II, and arch
bishop of Bordeaux from 1131 - supported Anacletus. Geoffrey was supposed 
to pull the Aquitanean church into line. While Gerard of Angoulême was still 
alive, Geoffrey could only fulminate from a distance. In 1133, his clerk and 
protegee, the Norman Arnulf, future bishop of Lisieux, produced, presumably 
at Geoffrey's behest, and certainly dedicated to him, his notoriously vicious 
invective against the recalcitrant archbishop41. But after Gerard's death in 
1135, Geoffrey and St Bernard were able to take Innocent's cause to Aquitaine 
itself. As legate to the region, Geoffrey's duties included the destruction - lit
erally - of any altars that had been dedicated by Gerard of Angoulême during 
his long reign, their replacement with new altars, and new consecrations42. We 

37 For the schism in France, see Timothy REUTER, Zur Anerkennung Papst Innocenz' II. 
Eine neue Quelle, in: Deutsches Archiv 39 (1983), p. 395-416. 

38 Orderic Vitalis (see n. 3), t. 6, p. 420-421. 
39 Chronique de Morigny (see n. 1), p. 61. 
40 The Letters of St Bernard of Clairvaux, ed. Bruno Scott JAMES, 2nd éd., Stroud 1998, 

p. 208-209, no. 140; Sancti Bernardi Opera, ed. Jean LECLERCQ, Charles Holwell 
TALBOT, Henri-Marie ROCHAIS, 8 vols., Rome 1957-77, t. 7-8: Epistolae, t. 7, p. 326-
328, no. 131, and see also p. 328-330, nos. 132-134, in which Bernard congratulates the 
Milanese on turning to Innocent. 

41 See above, n. 5. For a discussion of the Invectiva, see Carolyn Poling SCHRIBER, The Di
lemma of Arnulf of Lisieux: New Ideas Versus Old Ideals, Bloomington 1990, p. 6-9. 

42 Chronique de Morigny (see n. 1), p. 74-75. 
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have no record of Geoffrey meeting resistance, and perhaps he managed it 
with his customary emollience. 

He certainly worked hard for what he saw as the good of the Aquitanean 
church. In 1137, as Louis the Fat and his son and heir prepared to take posses
sion of duchess Eleanor and the duchy, Geoffrey managed to negotiate a 
strikingly good deal for the Aquitanean church as the price of its acquiescence 
in the French takeover. Louis conceded free and canonical election, with no 
necessity for the swearing of homage or fidelity, to the cathedrals and abbeys 
of Aquitaine, and that newly elected prelates should immediately and fully 
enjoy all the privileges, properties, rights and revenues of their predecessors43. 
The waiving of the swearing of homage or fidelity is a striking concession: it 
was certainly expected in Capetian territory. The other clauses were in line 
with how the north French bishops thought the king should deal with their 
church, though recent reality had left most of them, and the papacy, bitterly 
disillusioned. Geoffrey's sharp political sensibilities, his ability in arranging 
the business of the world, allowed him to exploit this opportunity. Louis was 
old and tired, and was well aware that Aquitaine could be a lawless place. He 
knew that the cooperation of the Aquitainean bishops was vital if he and his 
son were to impose themselves in any way on the vast duchy. 

Geoffrey and Bernard were both deeply involved in the prosecutions of 
Abelard for heresy, though here their positions were not identical. Abelard's 
account of his first trial, at the Council of Soissons in 1121, gives us a vivid 
vignette of Geoffrey the ecclesiastical politician in action44. Geoffrey comes to 
Abelard's aid, but not to his defence. First, he tries to persuade the Council to 
drop their prosecution of Abelard, because it would look as if their attacks 
were motivated purely by professional jealousy. When this fails, he argues that 
Abelard should be returned to the safety of the abbey of St Denis, where he 
was supposed to be a monk, and there examined in private by a different group 
of learned men. When this too fails, Geoffrey advises Abelard that he should 
accept with as good a grace as possible that his book on the Trinity is to be 
condemned, on the grounds that everyone would recognise that this was unjust 
treatment and sympathy for him would grow. At every stage, Geoffrey's inter
ventions are designed to defuse the situation, to avoid a scene - and Abelard's 
ability to throw a scene was probably rivalled only by St Bernard. 

Geoffrey was present at the Council of Sens in 1140, when Bernard led the 
attack on Abelard. Along with his fellow bishops from the province of Sens, 
Geoffrey signed the official account of the Council which was sent to Inno-

43 Jean DUFOUR (éd.), Recueil des Actes de Louis VI, roi de France (1108-1137), 4 vols., 
Paris 1992-94, t. 2, p. 312-319, no. 387, and see also Lindy GRANT, Abbot Suger of St-
Denis: Church and State in Early Twelfth-Century France, London, New York 1998, 
p. 139-140. 

44 Abelard (see n. 2), ed. MlGNE, col. 148-150; ed. MONFRIN, p. 85-87. 
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cent II recommending that Abelard's books should be condemned45, but we do 
not know if he played a more active role. Michael Clanchy has speculated that 
it was Geoffrey who arranged for the sudden termination of the trial, perhaps 
because he could see that Abelard was in no state to plead46. This speculation 
is supported by a letter from Bishop Hatto of Troyes to Peter the Venerable, 
apparently relating to attempts by the French clergy to settle the Abelard busi
ness in Rome, which reports that »the abbot of Clairvaux has been here, and 
the bishop of Chartres has been besieging my house«47. 

So far we have seen Geoffrey at work arranging the secular business of the 
church. But as ex officio, one of the most important bishops of the Capetian 
realm, Geoffrey was expected to bring his undoubted abilities to bear on the 
business of ensuring the peace of the realm too. He was foremost in that group 
of politically adept French churchmen, along with bishops Jocelyn of Sois-
sons, Alvise of Arras and Suger, on whom Louis the Fat could rely for wise 
counsel, and getting things done. When Louis the Fat died, and young Louis 
had to race back from Aquitaine to establish himself as king in Paris, bishop 
Geoffrey was left behind in Aquitaine to look after the young duchess Eleanor, 
and thus in effect to govern, in so far as was possible, Aquitaine48. It was a 
position of huge responsibility at a moment of great political uncertainty. Not 
surprisingly, Geoffrey played an important role too in the difficult period be
tween 1127 and 1135 when political manoeuverings at court and disputes 
about the pace of ecclesiastical reform within the Gallican church exploded 
simultaneously into the greatest domestic crisis of Louis the Fat's long reign. 
Louis found himself at war with his chancellor Stephen de Garlande, but also 
bitterly at odds with bishop Stephen of Paris, the most extreme among the 
French reformist bishops. By the mid-1130s two major French ecclesiastics 
had been brutally murdered, and relations between Louis and the papacy were 
so bad that Louis forbad all his bishops to attend the Pisa Council. At every 
stage, the participants in these disputes seem to have turned to Geoffrey to 
resolve them. The crisis was heralded in 1127 when bishop Stephen of Paris 
tried to curtail the powers of his archdeacons, who included Stephen de Gar
lande and his close associate Theobald Notier. Theobald Notier appealed to 
Rome; Geoffrey went to Rome too, and ensured that the quarrel was resolved 
to general satisfaction49. Geoffrey was an old friend of Stephen de Garlande, 
for all that Stephen was seen as an enemy of ecclesiastical reform by extreme 
reformist like St Bernard. Indeed one of Geoffrey's main protegees was a 

45 Recueil des Historiens des Gaules et de la France, éd. Martin BOUQUET and others, 
24 vols., Paris 1869-1904, t. 15, p. 396-397. 

46 Michael T. CLANCHY, Abelard: A Medieval Life, Oxford 1997, p. 312. 
47 The Letters of Peter the Venerable, ed. Giles CONSTABLE, 2 vols., Harvard 1967, t. 1, 

p. 256, no. 96, and see also t. 2, p. 317-320. 
48 Chronique de Morigny (see n. 1), p. 70. 
49 Recueil (see n. 45), t. 15, p. 330-331. 
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close relation of Stephen's, Samson Mauvoisin, dean of Chartres and later 
archbishop of Reims. At Stephen de Garlande's request, Geoffrey negotiated 
peace between the chancellor and Stephen of Paris50. At the same time, Geof
frey, along with the archbishop of Sens, took the lead in trying to reconcile 
Stephen of Paris and Louis the Fat, though without immediate success51. 
When violent disputes, leading to the murder of the subdeacon Archembald, 
erupted in the church of Orléans in the early 1130s, it was to Geoffrey that 
Innocent II turned to bring the situation under control52. 

At first sight it seems strange that it was Suger rather than Geoffrey who 
was chosen as the ecclesiastical regent in 1147. Nor did Suger as regent de
pend on Geoffrey's help in his many troubles. But Geoffrey died in early 
1149, before Louis returned from the Crusade, and probably his health was 
already failing by 1147. As I have said, he was probably slightly older than 
Suger. As one reviews his career, it is evident that he was at his most active in 
the 1120s and 1130s, and that already, by the 1140s, that activity was begin
ning to lessen. 

Geoffrey and Suger had much in common. Both were gifted disposers of 
secular business. Both had served as prepositors, running properties of their 
respective ecclesiastical institutions, in their youth. Both operated with ease at 
that point at which the powers of this world, and the powers of the other, as 
incorporated in its earthly representative, the church, intersect and collide. 
Both were able to do so without attracting opprobrium from Bernard, and the 
other extreme reformists. Both, indeed, were widely seen as effective patrons 
and institute's of ecclesiastical reform. They were men who could make re
form work, but not, like Ivo, Bernard or Robert d'Arbrissel, men who set the 
agenda for reform. 

There are also slight differences, which are revealing about both men. They 
are not quite of the same generation. Geoffrey is of an age with, and person
ally close to, the first generation of monastic reformers, to Stephen Harding, 
Robert d'Arbrissel and Bernard of Tiron. L'Aumône is founded from Cîteaux. 
Suger is a direct contemporary and close friend of Bernard of Clairvaux - and 
it is from Clairvaux that most of Suger's north French episcopal colleagues 
found Cistercian houses; and his relationship to Robert d'Arbrissel is that of 
an awed young and distant admirer53. Geoffrey is at his most powerful in the 
1120s and 1130s; Suger in the 30s and 40s. There is a slight difference in their 
power base, in the basis for their authority within the north French church. 
Geoffrey starts with a certain ex officio public authority as a bishop, but 
makes much of the peculiar prestige that can attach to a bishop of Chartres. 

50 Ibid. p. 334. 
51 Ibid. p. 267-268. 
52 Ibid. p. 378-379. 
53 Suger, Letter to Pope Eugenius, in: Suger, Œuvres (see n. 7), t. 2, p. 42-45. 
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His personal friendship with a succession of popes leads to the accolade of 
papal legacy. From 1127, he is in effect the pope's representative among the 
north French episcopacy. Suger benefits too from his good relations with the 
papal curia, but, as an abbot, his political influence depends to a large extent 
upon royal favour. The Morigny Chronicler speaks of Geoffrey's elegahcia, 
his refinement; Andrew of Fontevrault, in his hagiography of Robert 
d'Arbrissel, claims that Geoffrey's life nostra aetate suavissime redolet -
»most pleasantly perfumes our age«54. In political affairs, in dealing with the 
potentially explosive theological politics of Abelard and the papal schism, in 
his relations with his chapter, or with the Aquitanean church, Geoffrey's ef
fortless suavity as fixer, mediator, diffuser of difficulty and dispute, makes 
Suger, for once, look almost endearingly clumsy. 

I hope that I have managed to re-establish Geoffrey at the very centre of 
things in early 12th century Capetian France, and have rescued him from the 
cameo role - in the story of Abelard or Bernard or Suger - to which he is usu
ally confined. And the fact that the historian has to search in such dark corners 
to find someone who was once as prominent as Geoffrey, serves to warn us 
that, with Suger, the danger is that of being blinded by too much light. 

54 Andrew of Fontevraud (see n. 16), col. 1065. 


