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                This study casts light into one of the darker corners of the ancien régime. On the basis of a painstaking analysis of the surviving records of fourteen seigneurial courts situated in the northern part of Burgundy, the author explains how this institution worked and how it changed over time. The enquiry will interest historians for two main reasons. First, it adds significantly to our factual knowledge of the lowest tier of judicial administration in the French countryside. Despite a number of useful studies in recent years, the lord's court remains a poorly understood institution, and one which textbook histories of early modern France tend to pass over in silence. Second, the author is not content merely to anatomise the institution. He seeks to capture its evolution during the climactic phase of Bourbon administrative monarchy, that is to say during the four decades prior to the revolution of 1789. The minute dissection on offer here is rather overwhelming at times, although anyone familiar with the dense and rebarbative sources relating to seigneurial justice must acknowledge and salute the author's achievement in bringing such a study to fruition. However, persistence on the part of the reader is amply rewarded. From his Burgundian redoubt Jeremy Hayoe takes on some of the bigger questions which the very longevity of seigneurial authority poses for students of the French countryside and for students of the Revolution alike. Although case-study evidence in this field is scarcely plentiful, he uses it effectively. We learn a lot about the specifics of civil dispute resolution at village level, but because Burgundy is such a well-studied province we also learn a lot which can be tested against the bigger picture which historians have constructed.
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