
Seigneurial System

¸Land management in New France was 
governed by the Seigneurial System

¸ It was not identical to Feudalism as 
practiced in France

¸ I present a very simplified description.  
See my handout for more on our FCHSM 
webpage: 

¸http://habitantheritage.org/french-
canadian_resources/parish_records



Seigneurie:

a plot of land granted to a seigneur

¸A seigneurwas not necessarily a ñlordò or 

even noble. ñHeò could also be a ñsheò,  a 

seigneuresse, thus a landlord or landlady.

¸The ñseigneurò could be a religious order.

¸The seigneurie consisted of grants of land:  

censives or rotures, occupied by

¸censitaires, who paid annual fees called

¸cens and rentes



Two Seigneuries on the St. Lawrence River:  

Ste. Anne de Beaupré and St. Joachim, 1680



5 arpents by about 
three miles deep

é

Outside of the three 
main citiesð

Québec City (1608), 

Trois Rivières (1634), 

Montréal (1642)ð

the first settlements

were on long, 
narrow lots on the 

St. Lawrence River

One arpent in 
length =192 
feet by 5 = 

320 yards, 
about 3 football 
fields on the 
river

--ĄNorth

ă--- Pierre 

Boivin

Ste. Anne de Beaupré 

Church  -----Ą



http://images.recitus.qc.ca/main.php?g2_view=keyalbum.KeywordAlbum&g2_keyword=Soci%C3%A9t%C3%A9+canadienne+de+Nouvelle-France+vers+1745&g2_itemId=454&g2_imageViewsIndex=1
http://images.recitus.qc.ca/main.php?g2_view=keyalbum.KeywordAlbum&g2_keyword=Soci%C3%A9t%C3%A9+canadienne+de+Nouvelle-France+vers+1745&g2_itemId=454&g2_imageViewsIndex=1


Carte du gouvernement de Québec 

effectuée par Gédéon de Catalogne en 1709



Censitaire

¸ A censitaire was a free habitant, inhabitant, not 
a serf or peasant.  He or she could not be 
removed so long as he / she maintained a 
hearth or home there, worked the land, and paid 
the fees.

¸Owners of land in a seigneurie could have more 
than one piece of property, even in different 
seigneuries, pass them on to inheritorsð
including wives and daughtersðsell them, or 
hire a fermier, a person under contract, to work 
the land in return for stipulated payments.



Banalités

¸ The seigneur had certain rights, called banalités, 
not all of which were actually demanded.  The 
censitaire was obliged to:

1)  grind his grain at the mill of the seigneur

2)  bake bread at the seigneurial oven (almost 
never enforced)

3)  give the seigneur every eleventh fish caught in 
the river

4)  dance around the May-pole to honor the 
seigneur each springtime

5)  serve in the various corvées, work crews.



Corvée

¸When called to a corvée, the tenant would 

give personal service (about six days a 

year) for such things as building common 

roads or bridges.  This banalité could be 

purchased with money, thus exempting 

wealthier tenants from performing the task. 



Seigneurôs Responsibilities

¸required to ñmaintain a dwelling on his property, 
to preserve oak trees for naval [or other] 
construction, to report mines or minerals 
discovered, to reserve land for roads . . . .ò  {This 
is important for Cadillacôs claims to ñhisò property 
at Detroit.  He did not satisfy these demands.}

¸Gustave Lanctot concludes:  ñThe tenant was 
certainly not exploited; for a holding of 120 
arpents, free of all further charges, he paid 
about 173 sousa year.ò  Thatôs less than 9 
livres.  {Cadillac charged more than the rate in 
the colony on the St. Lawrence River}


