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Rise and Fall of the <«Canossa »
A Noble Family in Northern Italy in the High Middle Ages
Noriko S. Yamabe

The <«Canossa » is one of the most famous noble families in Medieval Italy. The recent
development of the studies on Italian noble families in high middle ages makes it possible
to reconsider the history of the <Canossa>.

Its history was described by Donizo di Sutri, who dedicated it to the last ruler of
Canossa, Matilda, on the second decade of the twelfth century. He wrote the history
of the <Canossa > not only to praise the family but also to emphaisize two elements :
the first element is Canossa as a location, which is the original place of the family and
of his own church ; the second is the consanguinity of the «Canossa >. He wanted to
show the splendor of Canossa and his church where many of the <Canossa buried,
in order to ensure the privileges to his church, by Henry V who was supposed to be
a successor of Matilda then.

By the reconstruction of the history of the <«Canossa > two points are indicated. First
is that the «Canossa > had only small and loose kinship. It had the history of only four
generations in one century and a half, though it rose from a small Lombard vassal to
the one of highest status in the feudal world. Each generation had the sole successor,
either male or female, besides clericals, so that the «Canossa > could avoid the division
of the patrimony, but it also meant the lack of the support by kinsmen. The second
point is its upper-directed marriage policy. The <«Canossa > got the upper class ladies
as wives, who brought the prestige and the base of the territorial expansion to the family,
with names of her own families.

But the marriages of Matilda failed. Added that generally the heiress had weak basis,
her unfortunate matrimonies produced no heirs, so that the <Canossa> had to be extinct.
She donated many estates and gave privileges to the Church, which led the scatter and
the reduction of their patrimony. Also from this territorial point of view, the last

generation failed.
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