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Medieval German Castle Lordships – The Castles of Count Falkenstein as an Example 

<Lecture 1> 

1. Preface

1-1. Castle Lordship Definition

The French Historian Georges Duby defines châtellenie as the right to administer justice and enact

bans exercised by the castle lord who at the same time was a manorial lord, not only to his manorial 

villeins, but other manors as well.  Therefore, chatellenie in French means ‘castle lordship’, ‘castle lord 

dominated area’, or ‘castle territory’. 

 The power to enact bans specifically included the rights to military power, and tallage (taille in 

French) was symbolic of  such military power.  This meant that taxes would be collected at the request 

of  a castle lord.  There were other bans such the right to hold court; right to impose compulsory 

labor for the castle (construction/reconstruction of  the castle); right to impose taxes on the use of  

facilities owned by the lord such as bread ovens, flour mills (water wheels), or wine presses; as well as 

the right for the lord to exclusively sell wine for a certain period of  time before his manorial villeins 

were allowed to do so.  All these rights were called ‘economic bans’ as they had a connotation of  

economic benefit. 

 For example, Lord A living in castle A often times was able to enforce bans not only for his 

villeins of  manor A, but to the villeins of  the other lords’ manors such as manors B, C, and D.  This 

meant that Lord A had ban power over other manor as well as his own. 

 ‘Ban’ is an important keyword.  In a nutshell, it is the power to enact ordinances and determine 

punishments for a castle lord’s own manorial villeins as well as the villeins of  other manorial lords 

under his rule.  The power of  a manorial lordship had existed for a long time, and generally there 

were a number of  lords and manors within one village.  The right to rule was divided among the 

several lords of  a single village, meaning that the right to rule was shared.  This had become the 

dominant form of  rule in Europe. 

 The castle lordship represented by the ban integrated the dispersed estates and worked as a 

unifying force over the manorial lordships.  The scholar Ekkehard Kaufmann calls the ban ‘the 

imperium in the German Reich’.  The word ‘imperium’ originated from the ancient Roman Empire 

and was used at that time to mean the power of  the imperator or of  the empire.  Therefore, 

Kaufmann indicates the profound meaning of  the power of  a ban. 

1-2. Course Objectives

There are two objectives of  this course: (1) to understand that the German castle lordship is the

same as the French châtellenie, and (2) to make clear that the castle lordship system had role in historical 

movements. 

 Taking a broad view of  feudal society in medieval Germany, the classic manorial system that had 

direct control over demesnes was the dominant agricultural system from long before until the 11th 

century.  The castle lordship (castle district) system lasted until the middle of  the 12th and 13th 

centuries for 150 years and then shifted in the middle of  the 13th century to a system where territorial 



2 

lordships ruled through local administrations (amt).  The modern Kreis (district) system followed and 

has continued to present-day Germany.  The development of  such systems is described in the slide. 

 The period that I will discuss is between the 12th and 13th centuries.  Castles were constructed 

one after another and this era and it is called the classical period of  castle construction.  The castles 

in discussion are the four castles (Neuburg, Falkenstein, Hartmannsberg, and Hernstein) owned by 

Graf  (Count) von Falkenstein in southeastern Germany. 

 These castles are found in Oberbayern (Upper Bavaria), which in the south of  Bayern (Bavaria). 

Neuburg, Hartmannsberg, and Falkenstein are located 20 to 30 km southeast of  Munich in Munich’s 

suburbs.  Going down to the south of  these three castles leads to Austria and Switzerland if  going 

further down, and are in a very remote area.  Hernstein is located further east than the others, being 

about 30km southwest of  Vienna.  It is very isolated being about 300 km east of  the other three 

castles. 

 There are extant detailed drawings that include maps and overviews of  the castles, which are 

considered to have been drawn to show the various bans that belonged to the castle lords.  There are 

no remains of  Neuburg left today.  ‘Falkenstein’ includes the word for ‘falcon’, which is symbol of  

the family and is drawn in the upper part of  the illustration shown.  There are also hardly any remains 

of  this castle left today.  The Hartmannsberg castle is surrounded by a fish pond and is a water castle. 

Fishing aristocrats are shown in the illustration, which means they had the exclusive right to fish the 

pond.  Hernstein is shown simply as a tower castle, but some peasants are shown harvesting grapes at 

its base. 

1-3. Research Trends

In order to pursue the objectives of  this course it is necessary to touch upon research trends.  We

will start with France where research on châtellenie originated.  Research into the topic has been quite 

active ever since 1953 when Georges Duby conducted research on châtellenie and many studies have 

since accumulated.  Robert Fossier regards châtellenie as a pan-European phenomenon, but does not at 

all touch on the details of  the internal structure of  German châtellenie.  Frederic Delouche tends to 

follow Fossier, meaning that French historians did not at all study the internal structure of  German 

châtellenie. 

 On the other hand, as for the trends of  German research, Manfred Groten claims in 2002 that 

castle lordship was a ‘common indicator of  the aristocracy’ and that aristocrats in general owned castle 

lordships in the district of  Rheinland (lower Rhine River) in the late 11th century.  To this end, 

Groten called it necessary to do research on châtellenie as it is done in France.  Rudolf  Kuchenbuch 

also called for ‘research on chivalrous sovereignty based on castle lordship’ in 1997, five years earlier 

than Groten.  Werner Hechberger claimed in 2005, however, ‘it is difficult to carry out research on 

the establishment of  castle lordships as called for by Kuchenbuch due to the paucity of  historical 

resources’.  Therefore, based on the research by these three scholars it can be said that the study of  

the internal structure of  German castle lordships during the 12th and the 13th centuries does not exist 

despite persistent calls. 

Next we will discuss the similarity of  French châtellenie and German castle lordships, both of  which 



wield ban power and thus can be considered as synonymous historical structures. 

 Georges Duby claimed that châtellenie were about the right to hold court and wield other ban 

powers.  Manfred Groten claimed that the French lords possessed ban lordship.  Thomas Biller 

claimed the ban lordship (Bannherrschaft) or the castle lordship (Burgherrschaft) were synonyms of 

châtellenie.  To this end, there is a common understanding that the French châtellenie and the German 

castle lordships both meant ban lordship. 

 The next topic is about research trends in Japan.  There was vigorous discussion in the third and 

fourth decades of  the Showa era about the basis of  feudal society.  First, Terushiro Sera insisted that 

the classic Grundherrschaft (manorial system with demesne land) was the basis of  feudal societies.  On 

the contrary, the French historians Shousaburo Kimura, Yasuo Inoue, and Toyoyuki Sabata claimed 

that châtellenie should be considered the basis of  feudal societies.  To provide some background for 

this discussion, studies on châtellenie in French history have been quite active since the 1950s. 

 During the course of  this discussion, eventually Sera raised two issues concerning Germany. 

One was whether it was possible to assume that the levels of châtellenie could be applied to Germany. 

The other was whether it was possible to regard castle districts as homogeneous to châtellenie. 

 On the other hand, Hiroshi Hanawa detoured around the lack of  historical resources in Germany 

by conducting research on the Count of Frandre châtellenie which was located between Germany and 

France.  His research made clear the poor quality and scarcity of  historical resources on castle 

lordships in Germany during their formative period despite the need for such materials.  Today this 

remains a blank period for the study of châtellenie in Japan as well. 

 Therefore, from this point forward in this course I would like to examine German castle lordships 

and French châtellenie on the assumption that they possess the same properties of  ban lordships and are 

essentially homogeneous. 




