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  Yet in the early twelfth century the Capetians remained no stronger than several 
of their own princely vassals. While principalities such as Normandy and Anjou were 
becoming increasingly centralized, the Ile de France, a fertile grain-growing district of 
great potential value to the Capetian monarchy, was still ridden with insubordinate bar-
ons. If the Capetians were to realize the potential of their royal title, they had three great 
tasks before them: (1) to master and pacify the Ile de France, (2) to expand their political 
and economic base by bringing additional territories under direct royal authority, and 
(3) to make good their royal claims over the great feudal principalities. Over the next 
200 years the Capetians achieved these goals so completely that by 1300 they controlled 
most of France, either directly or indirectly, and they exercised that control through an 
effi cient and sophisticated royal bureaucracy. 
  Aided by luck and ingenuity as well as a steady string of male heirs, the Capetians 
attained their objectives by exploiting their powers as kings and feudal lords, avoiding 
family squabbles, and maintaining comparatively good relations with the papacy. They 
seldom overreached themselves, preferring to extend their power gradually through fa-
vorable marriages, through reclaiming as their own the fi efs of vassals who died without 
heirs, and through dispossessing vassals who violated their feudal obligations. Yet most 
Capetians had no grandiose desire to absorb the territories of all their vassals; rather, 
they sought to build a realm with a substantial royal demesne surrounded by the fi efs of 
loyal, obedient magnates.  
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