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Scholars of medieval European architecture have traditionally focused on 
the monuments of major metropolitan centres, especially cathedrals, palatial 
complexes and fortifications. This tendency has dominated the field since its 
origins and, unfortunately, has fostered a myopic and sometimes anachronistic 
view of medieval building practices. In particular, it has distorted our 
understanding of the architectural patronage of political regimes, which not only 
commissioned impressive structures in cities, but also erected numerous rural 
edifices throughout the territories under their control, including bridges, gates, 
fountains, hospitals and mills.

Although much of this vast production was strictly utilitarian in nature, many 
buildings in the countryside or in small population centres were designed and 
executed with strategic objectives in mind. Tuscan communes, for example, 
typically commissioned architecture within their subject territories that adhered 
to an official typology and/or iconography, which often determined the choice of 
materials and the design of arches, windows, cornices and battlements; thus, they 
unified their territories visually, delimited their borders with neighbouring states, 
and projected the political unity and social cohesion of their citizen residents.

In fact, polities throughout medieval Europe used architecture to demarcate 
territory and consolidate authority. Robert Branner famously argued that King 
Louis IX of France promoted the spread of Gothic architecture to the south and 
west of Paris in order to proclaim his rule over his newly expanded kingdom. 
Caroline Bruzelius asserted that the Angevins adopted a similar architectural 
strategy in Southern Italy.  In the twelfth century, the many regional styles 
of Romanesque architecture (Norman, Burgundian, Aquitanian, Rhenish, 
Lombard, Roman, etc.) corresponded geographically to areas of political control 
or influence. Even castles, the most practical of edifices, were often designed 
according to certain criteria or adorned with esoteric iconographic motifs that 
advertised the authority of a particular government.

This session invites participants to investigate the architecture of territoriality 
in Europe during the Middle Ages. Papers addressing questions of patronage 
(seignorial, communal, ecclesiastical or private), historiography, iconography or 
ideology are especially welcome.
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