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Introduction 

For many years now there has been an astonishing interest in the 
Middle Ages. The popularity in Germany of exhibitions such as on 

the Staufer (1977) and the House of Wittelsbach (1980) and the tremen­
dous number of books recently published on historical matters bear 
witness to this. Opinions differ as to the cause and depth of this interest. 
The publication of Umberto Eco's immensely popular mediaeval novel 
The Name of the Rose can certainly be said to have roused this interest and 
stimulated it, although it is doubtful whether the majority of readers 
would understand and appreciate the vast number of historical 
references in it. It is probably largely the ambience of the distant, 
mysterious world of the monastery and the events described that 
account for the fascination of this book for readers. For many people, the 
historical imagination needs the stimulation of the senses if it is -
perhaps - to develop into an interest based on facts. 

Many observers regard with suspicion this interest in the Middle 
Ages, in history generally, and talk of an escape into the past. They say it 
comes from a deep-seated need for guidance-a need which it is increas­
ingly difficult to meet in our highly complicated world. Faced with the 
complexities of the present and incapable, even unwilling, to come to 
terms with them, many people retreat into an oversimplified view of the 
distant past. 

There is something to this criticism, but it seems excessively pes­
simistic in view of the chances such a return to the past can offer. It is 
clear that the facts of history are not facts in an empirically scientific-
sense. Living as we do in the modern world we can, for example, feel 
gratified at our relatively high standard of living and long life expectancy 
compared to the hard life led by people in the Middle Ages. We may be 
astonished at many things our sense of rationality cannot grasp. And we 
are perhaps distressed that, in spite of all the progress that has been 
made, the loss of enchantment resulting from our rationality has left a 
vacuum in our senses that can, at the most, be only tolerably well 
concealed by a general bustle of activity. There are many ways of com­
paring ourselves with the past. If we pause to think for a while, we can 
examine the present day, our own lives, our feelings, our thoughts and 
the way we think in the distant mirror of the past. If we occupy ourselves 
with history, we thus give ourselves an opportunity to reflect - and this 
is an opportunity that is occasionally used. 

By saying this I do not mean that history can teach us to predict 
future events or guide us in our actions. It would be naive to think this 
would be so, and anyway, this way of thinking is an extremely one-
dimensional view of usefulness. But if all this talk of the opportunities of 
reflection offered by occupying ourselves with history is not to sound 
too vague, we should at least use an example here to show how historical 
facts can be used. But let us not forget that emotion always plays a part in 
our approach to historical events. During our contemplations, it is worth 
checking which values our emotions are related to. Let us look at the first 
example: our gratification or satisfaction at our relatively high standard 
of living and longer life expectancy. It might seem obvious to imagine 
one is a mediaeval peasant, crusading knight or monk and to weigh up 
the advantages and disadvantages of life in those days, but attempts to 



judge historic progress in this way get us nowhere. Can historical 
progress be judged at all? Is there a reasonable yardstick for comparing 
life in the various epochs of our history? - If, through our interest in 
history, we ask such questions, we have already seized the oppor­
tunities offered by reflection. 

This book aims at encouraging, in an imaginative and entertaining 
way, an interest in historical facts and a philosophical and historic 
contemplation of the material. There are the many illustrations in the 
book to spur the reader's imagination. The text itself is both highly 
readable and stimulating and takes into account the fact that readers 
cannot be expected to know a lot about the Middle Ages. The structure of 
the book, illuminating everyday life in the Middle Ages and dealing 
with sociological, economic, political and cultural aspects, is such that it 
can be read as an introduction to this period. The material at our disposal 
is so diverse and covers such a large area that it has been deemed 
necessary to concentrate on the high Middle Ages (approximately the 
11th to 13th centuries) and on the geographic region of the Holy Roman 
Empire. If, after having read the book, the reader wants to know more 
about the Middle Ages, there is a clearly laid-out bibliography at the 
end. Most of the titles, however, are in German. 

In our choice of illustrations we have included work from the late 
Middle Ages. These illustrations are more realistic in detail than earlier 
work, which by comparison is cruder and more stylized. This is an 
important advantage, and although they are outside our period, the 
contents of the pictures - and this is the main thing - also tell us a lot 
about the period between A. D. 1000 and A. D. 1300. 

Finally, thanks are due to the authors, who largely had to work 
without editorial co-ordination. This explains the occasional overlaps in 
the essays, which, however, scarcely reduce the diversity of the aspects 
covered. Thanks are particularly due to Mr. Klaus Kramp for his help in 
choosing the illustrations and writing the captions. The editor would 
also like to thank everybody involved in making this book. 

Rolf Toman 



Ways of Life in the Estates of Society in the High 
Middle Ages 
by Tilmann Lohse 

The division of mediaeval society into the three classical estates of 
military, clerisy and agriculture, i. e. chivalry, clergy and peasantry, 

is not a social order invented by historians after the Middle Ages. This 
division fitted the conception people of that period had of themselves 
and is the result of their theological view of the true order of the world. 
Although this outline of the social structure is only a rough one and 
needs some differentiation for the centuries between A. D. 500 and A. D. 
1500 (the approximate dates of the Middle Ages), it is nevertheless a 
suitable description of society in the high Middle Ages. 

Rural Life 

Peasant families lived in cramped quarters - in North Germany under 
the same roof as the livestock, in South Germany in a different building. 
Conditions became even more cramped in the winter, for everybody 
drew closer together because of the cold. The houses were made of wood, 
in North Germany mainly half-timbered with wattle and daub, and the 
roof was either thatched with straw or rushes or covered with shingles. 
There were no windows and it was quite dark inside. The little light 
there was came in through small openings covered with a wooden 
grating and, in winter, stuffed with straw to keep out the cold. The floor 
consisted of stamped mud, the walls of rough beams or timber-work. 
Crude doors would be hung on leather straps or willow twigs. There was 
an open fireplace or, in some houses, a clay oven, with the smoke finding 
an outlet through the holes in the walls and doors. When it got dark, and 
it did so early in these windowless rooms, kindlings or tallow dips gave 
scanty light for working by. Burning tallow, the smell of cattle, the 
perspiration of the peasants themselves, the smoke from the fire and 
cooking — the resulting mixture of odours must have been extremely 
unpleasant in such cramped quarters. 

The people living in these cramped conditions slept on straw 
mattresses either on the floor or on benches along the walls. Meals were 
eaten out of a wooden bowl shared by everyone sitting at a crude table. A 
wooden spoon, sometimes the same one for everybody, was often used, 
but knives were hardly necessary for there was rarely meat. Food was 
generally frugal and offered little variety. Since most peasant families 
were only able to lay in meagre stores, they were soon in danger of 
starvation when the harvest failed. At the beginning of the high Middle 
Ages the fields were still being worked with crude wheelless ploughs 
that only scratched the surface of the soil; the harrow was not yet in 
general use; the scythe with its wider sweep was only gradually super­
ceding the sickle; and the horse collar, with which the strength of the 
oxen and of the tireless horses could be more efficiently utilized, was 
likewise only gradually becoming universal. Finally, the more produc­
tive three-field system of crop rotation was an innovation that was 
establishing itself but slowly. If we bear all this in mind, it becomes 
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The medieval estates (late 12th century) 
The picture shows a medieval ruler having a night­
mare: the estates rising against the king. 





Medieval household equipment 
Life in a peasant's home was centred on the hearth. 
It was here that the family met for a meal after the 
day's work, and it was here that warmth was to be 
found in the winter. The family usually ate out of a 
communal bowl, sometimes with everyone using 
just one wooden spoon. Knives were seldom 
necessary, for meat was rarely eaten. Cauldrons 
and pots, which were hung over the fire, were gen­
erally made of metal. 

obvious how very dependent this peasant economy was on the weather 
for the success or failure of the harvest. 

There were usually only two generations of a peasant family living 
under one roof. Death was an ever present threat. Work that sapped 
energy, susceptibility to disease, especially at periods of famine, and 
lack of medical care all led to a low life expectancy of about 40 years for 
the peasant population. Pregnancy was always an acute danger for the 
life of the mother and newborn child. The life expectancy of women, for 
whom a high birth rate and bad hygienic conditions were an additional 
risk, was even lower than that of their husbands. The rate of infant 
mortality was extremely high, with only 40 percent of children surviving 
the first years of life. 

The peasant family, like all families in the Middle Ages, was pa­
triarchal in structure. Even the arrangement of the living room made this 
clear. The half of the room round the table was the men's domain and the 
area around the hearth the women's - and this not only reflected the 
domestic division of labour. Peasant families consisted not only of the 
nuclear family but also of unmarried brothers and sisters, sometimes of 
more distant relatives and, on larger farms, of labourers and domestic 
servants. The social status of the individual members of the family 
depended, among other things, on the division of labour within the 
family. The closeness of the ties between the various members of the 
family depended largely on the family group being felt by everybody to 
be the group that organized work and livelihood. This was the only way 
and the only place in which survival was possible. In marked contrast to 
the situation today, when important functions such as making a living, 
part of the children's education and provision for old age have been 
taken outside the family, the peasant family in the Middle Ages was 
responsible for virtually all these aspects of life. The family grouped 
itself round the ownership of land. Ownership and work forced the 
family to stay together and also determined the form the tics took. The 
superior position of the man was mainly the result of his ownership of 
property, for the woman had generally married into his family. 

The man was also in charge of the division of labour. It was he who 
decided on the crops to be sown and on the distribution of the harvest. It 
was a natural result of rural conditions that all members of the family, 
including very young children, had to help to the best of their ability. 
The men worked mainly in the fields, with the women coming to help 
them when necessary, such as to sow the seed and at harvest time. Thus, 
the women didn't merely do light work in and around the house and 
farmyard. For example, they sickled the corn (when the scythe started 
coming into use, however, it was generally the men who handled it) and 
bound it into sheaves; helped with the hay harvest and the threshing; 
tended the cattle, made the milk into butter and cheese, and slaughtered 
animals. On top of all this, they had to perform certain services for the 
lord of the manor, although to a lesser degree than the men. They had to 
keep a fire lit in the hearth, cook, lay in stocks, bring up the children. In 
spite of the patriarchal dominance of the men, women played a decisive 
role in the everyday life of the peasantry, which was a life in which each 
person was greatly dependent on the others. This mutual dependence 
must surely have increased the emotional ties within the family. 

If we are to think our way into marital relations within the family, 
we must first forget our idea of marriage based on love. In those days 
very different factors were important in a marriage. A woman's capacity 



Cutting hay with a scythe 
In the Middle Ages, the scythe was used exclu­
sively for cutting hay. never for harvesting grain. 
There were various types of scythe: Whether there 
were several grips on the handle or none at all 
varied from region to region. The peasant in the 
picture is using a scythe with two grips. 

for work was of foremost importance to the man. To the parents (for it 
was usually they who had the task of choosing a husband or wife for 
their children) it was the approximate equality of possessions that influ­
enced the choice of a partner for son or daughter. The more a peasant 
owned, the more important pre-marital negotiations on the material 
aspect were. For this reason poor peasants reached an understanding 
more quickly, often even without a formal marriage contract. The feudal 
landlord, however, had a say in the marriage contract of the peasants on 
his manor. If a union was in conflict with his material interests, he could 
veto the match or, alternatively, he could force a couple to marry. (Forced 
marriages decreased in the high Middle Ages). In some areas, a bonds­
man would have to pay his overlord a marriage fee (merchet) as payment 
for permission to give his daughter in marriage. 

In spite of these far-reaching forms of intervention in the private life 
of serfs by the lord of the manor, there were areas where even he was not 
allowed to interfere: the peasant was his own master within the fence 
round his farmstead and in his own house; his house was his own 
domain. Here the master of the house had all the duties and rights that 
nowadays are regarded as belonging to the state. To this day we can find 
remains of this attitude tucked away in laws concerning trespass. 
Enclosing one's property, putting a fence round it - castles and towns 
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Shearing the sheep (about 1500) 
Of all domestic animals, the sheep was the most 
widespread since it was relatively easy to keep. 
Sparse grassland in the lowlands provided it with 
grazing just as well as did the meadows of the 
uplands. It gave milk and cheese and, above all, 
wool, which was particularly important as the 
basic material for making clothes. 

had fortified walls, and even the village as a whole was enclosed by a 
fence - was basic to the way of life in the Middle Ages. The fence round 
the farmstead was a weapon against nature in the struggle for survival. 
The garden and small livestock had to be protected from predatory 
animals and the farm animals had to be stopped from escaping and 
getting lost. 

The enclosure provided protection and order. Units belonging 
together were fenced in together. The enclosure was thus a sign of 
growing organization. During the high Middle Ages, isolated farm­
steads became increasingly rare. The peasantry were now living 
together with other people in villages. The revolutionary changes in 
agriculture taking place in the high Middle Ages went hand in hand 
with changes regarding the village. We now no longer assume that a 
settlement became a village once it had a certain number of farmsteads 
and people in it and that the difference between a hamlet and a village in 
the early Middle Ages was merely one of quantity. We now see a village 
as a settlement with certain features of quality - features that determine 
its character as a village and go beyond making it a mere collection of 
isolated farmsteads existing side by side. It had community amenities, 
such as wells, ponds, roads, regulations concerning farming, and com­
munal organization of work. In this respect, the period of the high 
Middle Ages brought with it a radical change in rural life so that we can 
almost speak of a "villagization" of the rural population during this time. 
Village structures that came into being at this time shaped the life of our 
ancestors until well into the 19th century. 

The background of this development was the amazing population 
growth of the time. Between the 11th and 14th centuries, the population 
all over Europe increased two to threefold. We have only ever seen a 
similar rate at the beginning of the industrial revolution. The increase in 
the population was strongly dependent on the rate at which land was 
being cultivated and exploited. New fields for growing the crops neces­
sary for feeding the expanding population were being created by assart­
ing woodland, draining moors and swamps and building embankments 
along the coasts. Advances were being made in agricultural technology, 
and inventions included the mouldboard plough and harrow, with the 
three-field system now also gaining ground. Waterpower was on the 
increase and the milling system expanding. 

These technical innovations were accompanied by a gradual break­
ing up of the old system of the feudal manor. In this system, the peasant 
was clearly attached to the feudal manor. His relationship with his 
overlord or one of his deputies was very personal and close and had a 
great effect on the daily routine on the farm. The idea behind this system 
was to provide the manor with supplies. The serf (or villein) was 
responsible for cultivating all the fields — ploughing them, sowing the 
seed, reaping the corn, threshing, bringing in the harvest, guarding the 
harvest, grinding the corn, and also the baking. The cattle belonging to 
the manor had to be cared for, kept watch over and fenced in. Fence 
material had to be provided by the serfs. In winter, there was wood to be 
cut for building and burning. On top of all this, there were errands to be 
run and deliveries made. The serfs' wives were also included in this 
network of services, doing spinning, weaving, washing. The serf was 
required to provide his own equipment and tools, his cart, horses, oxen. 
There were, of course, regional differences, and feudal service was 
harder in some places than in others, but the principle was the same 
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everywhere: work on the manor had absolute priority, and it was not 
until he had completed it that the serf was permitted to attend to his own 
personal matters. 

The breakdown of the feudal system during the central period of the 
Middle Ages put an end to this concentration on the lord of the manor 
and his estate. The village community, the market in the nearest town 
with all its hustle and bustle, money - all this came into the life of the 
peasants. The social system changed. It was only now — with the forma­
tion of a decidedly urban population and the increasing independence 
of the peasantry in the 12th century- that the peasants became conscious 
of themselves as an estate. The feudal lord, who was now reducing his 
economic activity, first changed feudal service into a tax to be paid in 
kind, but as money became more common, payment of rent was 
required in the form of money. As a result, relations between the feudal 
lords and the bonded villeins became less personal and based only on 
material factors. The amount to be paid was agreed on, and a value could 
now be put on a manorial estate in terms of money. 

Until the end of the feudal manor system, rural settlements were no 
more than neighbourly groups of dwellings. Certain agreements were 
necessary to regulate life within the settlement - family parties were 
celebrated together, for example, and families helped each other in cases 
of need - but life was generally geared to one's own land and that of the 
feudal lord. With the end of the feudal system, however, the neighbour­
hood became a political community. Social relations in the village were 
reorganized, the village became a self-contained legal organization. Self-
government increased; a village administration came into being with its 
own law courts with peasants on the jury. The village community, with 
its highly differentiated social ties, took the place of the feudal co­
operative centred on the manor house. The landlord or his deputy, who 
was called a Schulte, Schulze, Schultheiss or Burmester, depending on 
the area of Germany, remained in the village, but one was aware of his 
presence. The village as a whole was now fenced in, thus giving visible 
expression to a feeling of belonging together as a community. 

The most common type of village was the nucleated village, in the 
middle of which was the unfenced village centre with its dwellings, 
stables, sheds and gardens. This village core was surrounded by a ring of 
open fields, each of which was divided into narrow strips. Every peasant 
owned one or more strips in each of these open fields. He could usually 
only reach his land by going over field strips belonging to other people, 
since paths would have been wasted land at a time of food shortage. 
With the three-field system of agriculture, the arable land round each 
village was divided into three open fields, one for winter crops, one for 
summer crops and one left to lie fallow. The use of each field changed 
annually. This system made it necessary to have rules governing the use 
of the fields. The village co-operative or the village headman stipulated 
when the seed was to be sown, when the crops were to be fenced in, 
when they were to be harvested and when the cattle were to be allowed 
onto the stubble. These fields were, in their turn, surrounded by a ring of 
common land. This could be used by all the peasants who had a farm as 
grazing pasture for their cattle and as woodland for fattening the pigs 
and to provide wood for building and heating. The village community 
was indispensable for the rural economy; here the peasants were again 
bound to a network of dependencies of higher importance than their 
farms. 

A peasant feeding swine on acorns in the forest 
(about 1520) 
The normal clothes of peasants were made of 
rough material. They wore a shirt, short trousers 
and long stockings; on top of this there was a 
tunic, usually fastened at the waist with a belt, no 
longer than knee-length so as not to get in the way 
while working in the fields. 
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The lime-tree of justice (from the "Lucerne 
Chronicles," 1513) 
In heathen Germanic times, cultic places (barrows 
where ancestors were buried, springs, old trees, 
etc.) were chosen as places where justice could be 
administered. This tradition of holding court in 
the open air was retained long after conversion to 
Christianity. In villages, the place chosen for pro­
nouncing judgement was generally a fenced-in 
lime tree, and this was also used as a meeting 
place. 

In spite of the self-confidence amongst the peasantry that grew with 
the development of such village structures, we must not view the social 
structure of villages in the central period of the Middle Ages as being 
that of a co-operative community of equal partners. In spite of its unity, 
the village was clearly structured. There were not only differences be­
tween wealthy peasants who, because of the size of their fields, could 
afford domestic servants and farm labour, and the poor peasants run­
ning their farms alone with their families. As land came into short 
supply and the population increased, the full-time farmers were joined 
by new settlers in the village, a kind of lower class - cottagers and cottars, 
owners of small holdings and labourers, i. e. people owning little prop­
erty. Their crofts filled the gaps between the farmsteads, or they built 
their own huts in rows on the edge of the village. They earned a living as 
labourers, tended the cattle and helped the peasants when there was a lot 
of work to do. Thus the village fence not only enclosed people of varying 
legal status, free and unfree peasants. The large-scale farmer was most 
likely to be able to put his surplus onto the market to convert it into 
money that could be invested or loaned. Others were thankful just to 
have enough food for the winter. Older legal differences between the 
peasants, which at one time had been the basis of social classes, became 
less and less important in the high Middle Ages. More than anything 
else it was now material and professional criteria that determined social 
rank. 

In the 12th and 13th centuries, it was not only the nobility and the 
clergy that lived from the "surplus" production of the peasants, but also 
the urban population, which was increasing in number at this period. In 
return for his efforts, the peasant was given legal and military protection 
by his landlord. From the town, however, he got money, part of which he 
gave his landlord, part of which he was allowed to keep and spend as he 
wished. For many peasants the urban market meant new social contacts, 
but above all he could sell his produce there: field crops, vegetables, 
fruit, animal skins for the tanner, honey, wax - the town needed every­
thing. And it was there that the peasant could buy equipment from 
specialized craftsmen. He saw unfamiliar things, got to know noise, 
hustle and bustle, crowds of people, wares from distant parts of the 
world. In the town, the peasant came into contact with a world in which 
work was more dynamic, more rational and in which he came to see 
himself as a peasant, a man from the country. 

Initially, the peasantry encountered the Church in the form of the 
clergy. If a peasant had a clergyman as a feudal lord, it was he who 
received the taxes, either in the form of money or in kind. All peasants 
paid an ecclesiastical tithe. Apart from that, meetings between repre­
sentatives of the Church and simple peasants were limited to formal 
occasions such as christenings and funerals. It was not until the 12th 
century that marriages were increasingly given the blessing of the 
Church. Only men took part in church services; women were refused 
entry. In the high Middle Ages the network of parish churches in rural 
areas was wide-meshed and it was sometimes a long way to the next 
church. Compared to nowadays, the villages were very small. When, in 
1215, the Fourth Lateran Council stipulated that adult Christians should 
go to confession and Holy Communion once a year, it not only showed 
that there were enough churches for this to be feasible, but also that it 
could be quite an effort for this commandment to be obeyed. If, however, 
there was a church nearby, contacts were very close. The higher ranks of 
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Horse's armour and tunic of chain mail 
In medieval society, knights were designated for 
the estate of the military. To meet their duties as 
warriors, they needed to be suitably equipped. 
Apart from a helmet, sword, lance and tunic of 
chain mail for the knight, armour was also neces­
sary to protect the horse. A knight's equipment 
was tremendously expensive - a tunic of chain 
mail was worth several oxen - and it was impera­
tive for a knight to own landed property. 

the clergy, however, always remained aloof from rural life. Apart from 
the village square, the village church was the only gathering place in the 
village. The stillness and attentiveness of church services we now know 
was presumably not usual in those days. The church service was a place 
to meet and exchange news, and the parishioners would get up to walk 
about and chat while it was taking place. Thus, apart from the religious 
aspect, the church service had the function of strengthening the feeling 
of community within the parish. 

The peasantry had little chance of climbing the social ladder. A few 
of the unfree peasants managed to prove themselves in war and, as 
knights, to rise to the ranks of the lower nobility. Others left their homes 
and farmsteads to build up a new existence clearing land during the 
development of new settlements in the East. 

The Nobility 

Most of us associate the Middle Ages with knights in armour, castles, 
tournaments, fair maidens, and chivalrous love. We are even familiar 
with the names of some of the knights in German mediaeval literature, 
such as Erec, Ywein, Parzival, to mention but a few. There are films, 
operas and comic strips featuring knights as their heroes. Romantic 
pictures of them appear in the fairy tale books of our childhood. We have 
far fewer images of the peasantry, although it was they, after all, who 
made up the majority of the population. The peasants stir our imagina­
tion to a lesser degree although the nobility and the clergy depended on 
their labour for a living. The nobility was hardly involved in productive 
work, and the luxurious life led by members of the noble classes was 
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based on the feudal system. The aristocratic upper classes ruled the land 
and, above all, the people. They used their swords to protect the masses 
from enemies and in return were paid ample dues. The Church, too, was 
permeated by this social class. The bishops came from the nobility, the 
abbots were aristocratic, unmarried daughters and sons of the nobility 
became nuns and monks. 

One thing we must not do is to imagine the whole of this upper 
stratum as being wealthy or even stereotyped. We are dealing here with 
a ruling class that covered a wide range of wealth and power. There were 
very rich noblemen and relatively poor ones. Some were exceedingly 
powerful, others much less so. Their legal status, too, pointed to big 
differences in rank. Mediaeval nobility could be roughly divided into 
the following hierarchy: the king was followed by the princely nobility, 
then came the non-princely nobility and then, on the lowest level, the 
ministeriales. 

Nobleman and lady playing chess (Grosse Heidel­
berger Liederhandschrift, early 14th century) 
In about the middle of the 12th century, the French 
ideal of the courtly knight started to become popu­
lar in Germany. The courtly knight was supposed 
to be just, brave and wise; he was also expected to 
be well-mannered and his behaviour towards 
women marked by the genteel etiquette of court. 
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Knights fighting (miniature from Ihe "Jung-
frauenspiegel," late 12th century) 
Knights generally fought according to a fixed 
ritual. There was jousting .it the beginning, fol­
lowed by a fight using swords. The picture clearly 
shows Ihe main components of a knight's armour-
helmet, suit of armour, tunic, sword and shield. 

A look at the development of the ministerielles and knighthood can 
tell us a lot about the social mobility of the upper stratum of mediaeval 
society. In the first instance, being a knight meant fighting on horse­
back. The necessary arms were lavish and expensive. A horse had the 
same value as five to ten oxen, and the armour was worth many times 
that. A knight going into battle took several horses with him. The horse 
ridden by the knight to the scene of battle was tired by the time it got 
there and had to be exchanged for another one, and there was a third 
horse carrying all the necessary equipment. This included a firm saddle 
as well as a helmet and sword. After A. D. 900, stirrups gave fighters on 
horseback a firm hold while jousting. A man wanting to be a knight had 
to own property if he was to be able to afford such an expensive outfit. 

If the upper nobility was to be militarily strong and powerful as a 
dynasty, it was necessary to recruit fighters from the lower classes. For 
free-born thanes, or "Edelfreie," and, increasingly frequently, non-aris­
tocrats and bondsmen, this was an opportunity for social advancement. 
It was this group of people that formed the class of ministerielles. In the 
early Middle Ages, the peasantry had been able to supply the militiamen 
needed. But now, as feuds within the upper stratum increased, the 
nobility had to have a permanent military power at its disposal. The 
peasants - free peasants with a little landed property - who had hitherto 
been used for military purposes, were gradually being ruined by fre­
quent war service since their fields were continually being left unculti­
vated. The weaker of them became serfs. Others, however, who man­
aged to hold their own, were granted a fief, found a future in knighthood 
and climbed to the ranks of the lower nobility as vassals. 

There is another line of development that is important for growing 
differences within the social structure of the nobility in the high Middle 
Ages. The gradual establishment of territorial states by the upper nobil­
ity, the rapid population growth and the extensive expansion and dif­
ferentiation of the economy called for a change in the structure of the 
administration by the ruling class. As in the early Middle Ages, there 
were not enough free vassals available for all the new tasks. Princes of 
church and state alike were thus increasingly dependent on serfs, both 
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for their administration and their wars. The members of the new class of 
social climbers, the ministerielles, needed to be well provided with mate­
rial goods if they were to be able to attend to their chivalrous services. 
The ministerielles needed landed property and subordinate peasants. The 
landed property provided by the feudal lords became inheritable (and 
thus personal property) during the 11th century and was the basis of the 
advance of the ministerielles to the ranks of the lower nobility. 

Apart from war service, the ministerielles were responsible for the 
landlord's own economy. They not only supervised the peasants and 
craftsmen in bondage in the manorial undertakings (miller, baker, 
blacksmith, forester, brewer, huntsman) but also the merchants in bond­
age. This was a time of castle building, and during this period the 
ministerielles became castle bailiffs and burgraves. Thus they reached 
positions above the mass of serfs. 

This position between the lowest classes and the upper stratum was 
the beginning of many a career. It was also the beginning of a new 
aristocratic class. The ministerielles furthermore took on administrative 
tasks for the princely nobility. Important sections of the territorial nobil­
ity came from this class of social climbers. One-time servants became 
important functionaries. They increased their power and sometimes 
became equal with the old nobility. 

The opportunities for the ministerielles to become rich were good in 
the towns. Here they took part in long-distance trading and accumulated 
wealth. Once they had reached a strong social and economic position, it 
was almost a matter of course for them to change their legal position as 
serfs. It seems to have been of advantage to be a ministerialis, for there 
were even cases of free noblemen voluntarily taking on this servile rank. 
During the High Middle Ages in Germany, the nobility had not yet 
started to shun contacts with lower classes as they did in the later Middle 
Ages, when the ministeriales belonged to the nobility. 

The ministeriales owed their rise to the fact that they were needed as 
ruling instruments by the kings and upper nobility to establish or to 
expand and protect territories of rule. There were, of course, big social 
differences within the ministeriales group, and these were largely related 
to the power held by their overlords. But a social rise always resulted in 
imitations, and so a common way of life came into being that was geared 
to the example of the upper nobility. In this way, a kind of courtly culture 
came into being, although the aristocratic reality was seldom as splendid 
as the picture painted by mediaeval literature. It was not long before the 
life led by the old nobility was indistinguishable from that of the minis­
teriales. In the 13th century a lot of old noble families died out and the 
ministeriales formed an increasingly large proportion of the upper 
stratum. By about 1300, the ministeriales accounted for some 80 percent of 
the nobility. At about this period, amazing radical social changes and 
shifts of power were taking place. 

Socially, the ministeriales was the class from which chivalry drew its 
strength. For the ministeriales, knighthood was a vehicle for social rise. 
There were free vassals among the knights, but by far the greatest 
number of them were ministeriales. Knighthood as a concept was not just 
tied to this social class. It was central to aristocratic culture, and it also 
united the virtues and ideals of the nobility's way of life as well as the 
way it thought of and saw itself. It may, therefore, seem all the more 
amazing that "knight" as a class term later referred mainly to the lower 
nobility. 

Calendar pictures (January to December) from the 
"Tres Riches Heures" of the Duke of Berry (early 
15th century) 
The following 12 pages are from one of the most 
beautiful and famous books of hours of the Middle 
Ages, Ihe "Tres Riches I teures" of the French Duke 
of Berry (1340-1416). It consists of pictures for the 
months of the calendar at the beginning of each of 
(he books of hours, since the user of this liturgical 
book had to know which prayers were to be said 
on which day, whether Ihe day in question was a 
working day or a holy day and which saint was to 
be honoured. Over each of the pictures, which 
show work typical of the nobility or the peasantry, 
there are semi-circles containing astronomical 
information. 
January: Duke of Berry's New Year reception 
February: Winter on the farm 
March: Peasants working fields, ploughing and 
pruning the vines 
April: Wedding scene of the nobility 
May: Nobility out riding 
June: Peasants making hay 
July: Harvest and sheepshearing 
August: Falconry 
September: Grape picking 
October: Sowing the corn 
November: Collecting acorns for swine 
December: Boar hunting 

18 



























What was it that was so typical of chivalry as such? What did knights 
have in common? From a material point of view, they were wealthy 
enough to afford a lifestyle that left them free to go to battle. Most of them 
were young, and their behaviour was greatly influenced by a certain 
ideal of masculinity. The thing was to be unmarried, impetuous, plucky 
and belligerent. Training in the art of war took years. The first two to four 
years of the training were those of the junker (i. e. "Jungherr" = young 
gentleman). At the age of 14, the apprentice knight became a squire at 
court and then, at the age of 20, a fully fledged knight. Not all the junkers 
managed to reach their goal of knighthood, for not everyone was in the 
necessary physical condition. The training of a knight was concluded by 
an accolade, a ceremony during which the weapons were handed over 
and the nobleman knighted. This was followed by several days of fes­
tivities - expensive, colourful, wild, with tournaments. Afterwards it 
was up to the young knight to prove himself in battle, to have adventures 
and go looting. This kind of life required courage, daring and strength. A 
knight's reputation depended on his victories, and this is what he strove 
for. He was not interested in book learning. Chivalrous fighting was 
above all a ritualized duel and included using lance and sword. Long-
range weapons were regarded as being unchivalrous. Even a battle was 
fought according to certain rules. The time and place were agreed upon, 
and ambushes and other tricks were not in keeping with chivalrous 
honour. Such conventions certainly seem plausible if we bear in mind 
the effort and time necessary for a knight to get into his full outfit. And 
yet we must be careful not to equate the rules of fighting as we know 
them from epics of chivalry with the reality of war. If the worse came to 
the worst, brutal, unrestrained violence is more likely to have been the 
rule. The state did not monopolize the right to violence in those days, 
and no one seems to have been particularly bothered about authorizing 
the use of force. The fact that the literature of the day kept stressing the 
need for discipline and moderation could be an indication that in reality 
these chivalrous ideals were in a bad way. Knights could be excessively 
violent, uncontrolled while fighting (especially in battle against some­
one of lower rank), rough with women (which is a contradiction of the 
image we have of knights paying homage to fair maidens). This is why 
we so often find attempts in literature to curb the impetuosity and 
wildness of knights by praising high ideals, the message being that 
knights should at all times protect honour and show loyalty, justice, 
good nature and a kindly manner — all virtues intended to check the 
passions of this estate. This is also how we should understand its task of 
protecting the Christian faith. The knight was expected to use his energy 
to serve the poor and helpless - charitable conceptions that inspired the 
Knights of Malta, the Templars and the Teutonic Order of Knights. 

The Age of Chivalry was also a period associated with castles. A lot 
of castles were built during the high Middle Ages - so many, in fact, that 
we can almost say it was the policy of the nobility. Aristocratic castles 
were an expression of the power of large families and were ruling 
instruments, not only symbolically but in actual fact. They were 
administered by nihiisteriales, built by villeins in thousands of days of 
service for the feudal lord in three to seven years. Their most important 
function, still clearly visible today, was that of defence. The opponent 
was conquered once his castle had been taken. That is why castles were 
on such inaccessible hil ls- that is why their walls were so thick and high. 
They were also often used as prisons (as indeed monasteries sometimes 

Eltz Castle (first documented mid-12th century) 
In Germany, only the kings originally had the 
privilege of being allowed to build fortifications to 
repel intruders. Punishment for building a castle 
without permission was severe. It was not until the 
11th century that the nobility started fortifying 
their homes. Eltz Castle (on the River Mosel) was a 
coparcenary castle, i. e. through inheritance it had 
become the common possession of several noble­
men. 
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The Prince of the World (Strasbourg minster, 
c. 1275) 
Clothing had always been a special sign of one's 
social status and was an outward mark of power 
and affluence. Typical of the clothes of the nobility 
in the 12th and 13th centuries were, above all, the 
bright colours of the valuable materials, clearly set­
ting them apart from the simple greyish-blue or 
black tunics worn by peasants. 

were). The area within their walls was under the castellan's jurisdiction. 
The castle was the centre of the manor of the feudal lord - the centre of his 
administration, so to speak, and at the same time a stately meeting place 
for the nobility. It was a widely visible sign of his rule, outwardly 
fortified, repellent for peasants in their wooden huts, threatening, mon­
strous, built in stone for eternity. This is expressed by the castle sites -
set apart from the settlements, on hills, at a distance from the ruler's 
subjects. The keep, towering 20 to 30 meters above the already high 
castle building, was a special status symbol in this male-dominated 
world; it was also a refuge if the castle walls were ever surmounted by 
the enemy. 

Luxury goods were sold within the castle walls, brought by mer­
chants from distant parts - exotic spices (which were expensive and 
popular in the Middle Ages), valuable cloths in the brightest of colours, 
elaborate tapestries and all sorts of other things. This is where courtly 
festivals were held, centred on the banquet. A crowd of servants waited 
on the assembled company in the great hall. Minstrels entertained the 
guests, music and poetry were performed, actors and acrobats displayed 
their arts. It was here that the minnesang - poetry recited in public -
found a suitable social framework. Festivities sometimes went on for 
days, although this did not happen very often, as the cost was immense. 
And by no means all the lords of the castle could afford such festivities, 
much as they would have enjoyed the social prestige they brought. 
Castles were often also the setting for tournaments; these were both 
military exercises and sport, giving knighthood an opportunity to show 
itself off. The tournaments were fought according to set rules. Although 
blunt weapons were used, a lot of people were injured and sometimes 
even killed. At the beginning of such tournaments there were exhibition 
fights between groups, followed by jousting in pairs on horseback, and 
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then finally fighting with swords until one of the swordsmen gave up . It 
was the climax in the life of a knight to win a tournament at a big festival. 
But such climaxes were few and far between. A knight 's daily routine 
was dominated by other dut ies and the normal life of a knight was 
anything but glamorous. 

Monastic Life 

The Middle Ages are always and rightly called Christian - and yet this is 
relative, for Christianity did not come to the majority of European 
countries until during the Middle Ages, and northern Europe was not 
nominally converted until as late as the 11th and 12th centuries. Little is 
known about the extent to which Christ ian thought shaped the daily 
routine of the majority of people. Literary sources of this period could 
give a misleading impression, since writ ing was for a long time mainly 
limited to monastic life. Religious life in the monasteries, the strong­
holds of the practical aspect of Christianity, is well documented, and the 
way we see the Christian Middle Ages is largely influenced by the effects 
of monastic culture. 

Christianity in the Middle Ages did not establish itself from below, 
as in early Christian conversion, when each convert had made his own 
decision, but was imposed on the people from above after the political 
leaders, those in power, had decided to become Christian. The Chris­
tianized country was then given a network of parish churches with 
collecting places for tithes. Within the German empire , this process had 
more or less been completed by the high Middle Ages. Christianization 
by no means meant that religious practice was the same everywhere. 
Rather it can be assumed that old, often local, religious traditions formed 
the basis for the new religion without , however, becoming completely 
ineffectual in the process. 

People in the Middle Ages felt continually threatened, at the mercy 
of the power of nature, helpless in the face of hunger after failed harvests, 
of epidemics and raids by armed marauders. It is hardly surprising that 
they turned to religion as medicine for the soul. But belief brought 
anything but peace of mind. Religion itself contained terrifying ele­
ments. After all, was not Doomsday expected to come in the year 1033, 
1,000 years after the crucifixion of Christ? That year of all years, there 
happened to be an eclipse of the sun, causing dread and panic. Death 
was omnipresent in the Middle Ages; it came earlier than it does nowa­
days, and it often came unexpectedly. It was rare for people to achieve 
peace and security. This might have been one of the reasons for them to 
move closer together, in villages and towns. The community of the 
village and the strong, fortified walls round the town had a comforting 
effect on the menaced people - action was being taken against the 
danger, alliances being made. The co-operative aspects of the village 
community will not only have been seen from a pragmatic point of view: 
apart from such things as jointly paying for the services of someone to 
tend the animals, the aim was to create a sense of community and 
security. 

If there was danger from without, the feudal lords and knights were 
responsible for protecting their subjects. It was this task of protecting the 
community that justified the existence of the feudal system - protection 
in return for the dues paid. And it was the clergy who were in charge of 

Cistercian monks working in the fields (12th cen­
tury) 
As a reaction to the increasing "worldliness" of 
monastic communit ies there came into being in 
the 12th century numerous reform orders that par­
ticularly emphasized the ideal of poverty, follow­
ing the example of Jesus Christ. The Cistercians 
took the principle of "ora et labora" especially seri­
ously. The oldest statutes of Citeaux say, "The 
monks in our order must live from the work of 
their hands , cultivating the land and breeding ani­
mals". 

Dominicans at Divine Office 
At the beginning of the 13th century, Dominicus, 
with the encouragement of Pope Innocent II, 
founded an order that was particularly concerned 
with preaching the gospel and set new standards 
in this field. The Dominican order played an 
important role in the development of scholastic 
philosophy and opposit ion to heresies. The most 
famous inquisitor in the Middle Ages, Bernardus 
Gui (d. 1331), was a memberof this order. 
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spiritual well-being and had to take the responsibility for spiritual 
anguish. The people felt the anguish to be so dreadful that their own 
prayers were apparently not sufficient. It is virtually impossible for us to 
imagine the tremendous fear, a fear that could be physically felt, that 
used to torture mediaeval people — and let us not forget that, after all, 
they believed in the literal existence of the devil. These fears called for a 
priest, whose most important task was to care for the spiritual welfare of 
the people, and monks living in monasteries, where they prayed for the 
salvation and welfare of the world. Let us now concentrate on the 
monasteries, which, in the Middle Ages, had numerous connections to 
the world outside and the cultural significance of which as a whole 
cannot be too highly stressed. 

Presents of land very early in the Middle Ages had given some 
monasteries manorial power. The influence of the monasteries on 
mediaeval society was thus by no means merely cultural and religious in 
character, bu t also political and economic. Peasants had to perform 
feudal services for monasteries, and paid dues in the form of produce 
and taxes as well as church tithes if the monastery was the parish church. 
Thus the monastery in Prünn in the duchy of Upper Lorraine (which in 
those days was part of the German Empire) had a total of 2,000 Hufen 
(crofts) with corresponding obligations towards the monastery, as well 
as 35 mills, seven breweries and woods with 6,700 fattening pigs. The 
peasants on this particular manorial estate performed 70,000 days of 
service for their feudal lord, transported 4,000 cartloads of goods, and 
provided 2,000 quintals of grain, 4,000 chickens, 1,800 pigs and 4,000 
buckets of wine. These figures make it clear what economic power 
monasteries could have. And apart from the manorial estate, there were 
also holdings belonging to the monastery and run by lay brothers. 
Monasteries that were economically less powerful aimed at least to be 
self-sufficient, and surplus in production was sold. Apart from agricul­
ture, a lot of the monasteries had their own commercial businesses. 

The path to becoming a monk was usually long and not open to 
everyone. The mediaeval idea of the ages of man stipulated that child­
hood ended with the seventh year of life. For most people this early entry 
into the world of adults meant working on the fields or in a craftsman's 
business. Noble families, too, made important decisions for the future 
education of their children at the age of seven. To prevent the estate 
being divided, a lot of children were committed to the care of a monas­
tery, and handicapped children were often also destined for life in a 
monastery. Since it was common for novices to be accepted by monas­
teries only if the family made a donation, the monasteries were inhab­
ited exclusively by members of the nobility, for who else but they was 
able to fulfil this condition! Thus the church and the nobility formed a 
single social unit ; the clergy and monks were of noble stock, bishops and 
abbots came from powerful and well-known families. 

The seven-year-old "child oblates" (pueri oblati) had to submit to 
strict discipline at a very early age. They were under the permanent 
control of a teaching monk. For example, they had to sit apart from each 
other and were not allowed to talk or communicate with one another, let 
alone touch each other. The teaching monk was always present, even 
when the boys were washing or going to the toilet. This training and 
discipline lasted until the age of 15, and then came the noviciate. At the 
age of about 16, novices would take the vows of poverty, chastity and 
obedience, thus closing the doors to the outside world for ever, for they 

The Benedictine monastery of Saint Martin-du' 
Canigou 
The monasteries in the Middle Ages had various 
functions. They were not only focal points of reli­
gion and the cultivation of belief, on the one hand, 
and of culture and education, on the other; they 
were also extremely important economic centres. 
The Benedictines and the Cistercians in particular 
played a significant role as technical innovators. 
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Tombstone of Archbishop Siegfried III of Epp-
stein in Mainz cathedral (c. 1249) 
In the Middle Ages, members of the nobility with­
out their own source of income were often 
appointed to vacant bishoprics, since the bishops 
not only possessed great authority, for example as 
city lords, but also because on a supraregional level 
they were a political factor of the first degree. Thus, 
the archbishops of Mainz, Trier and Cologne could 
take part in (he election of the German emperor 
and therefore exerted great influence on imperial 
politics. 

were normally tied to this particular monastery for the rest of their lives. 
The rank of the monks within the monastery was determined among 
other things by their "professed age," i.e. the number of years since 
vows were taken. The younger monks gave precedence to the older ones; 
the older men were called "nonus" (grandfather) and the younger monks 
"frater" (brother). This was the order for the seating arrangements in 
choir and the order in which Holy Communion was taken. There were 
also other criteria, and these could alter the order laid down by the 
professed age or possibly even nullify it. Promotion or demotion was 
possible to reward or punish monks for their way of life. The different 
offices and tasks in the monastery enjoyed varying degrees of repute and 
power, and the offices each monk had assumed were even more deci­
sive. It was also important what sort of family the monk came from. The 
more powerful the monk's family was in the outside world, the greater 
the chances for the monk usually were to take over important positions 
and to grow in repute within the monastery walls. 

The monastery was headed by the abbot, and he had to be obeyed 
by all the monks. The abbot 's power was not just limited to life within 
the monastery, but also involved representational tasks outside. The 
powerful abbot was assisted by his deputy, the dean, who also had the 
task of representing the interests of the brothers to the abbot. Then came 
the provost. His job was the administration of the monastery as an 
economic enterprise: the monastery's own land, the manorial estate and 
other property. Larger monasteries sometimes had several provosts. The 
cellarer managed equipment , clothes, stores. He was also in charge of the 
kitchen. This office was sometimes divided, with clothes and cattle 
being placed in the hands of the chamberlain. The relief of the most 
immediate needs of the poor and sick was regarded by the monasteries 
as being their Christian duty, and it was the hospitaller who looked after 
them. The gatekeeper, or porter, had a cell of his own at the entrance to 
the monastery. Other of his duties included the care of liturgical utensils 
and vestments and ringing the bells, which, in view of the monks' 
precisely regulated daily routine, was important. The monks ' daily 
routine was far too complicated for them to do as the rural population 
did, namely to keep time by following natural events like daybreak, the 
height of the sun at midday and sunset. As a result, increasingly better 
ways of measuring time were developed in the monasteries. One 
extremely important position was that of the librarian, who was often 
also the teacher of the "child oblates." After taking their vows, young 
brothers generally started their monastic careers as writers of docu­
ments, copiers, illuminators. A brother who did these jobs well had good 
chances of going far in his career as a monk. Older, experienced monks 
were sent as messengers to other monasteries, to the bishop, the king or 
even the pope, or they were priests in the monasteries' own church. A lot 
of these offices show that the monasteries had more or less direct contact 
with the outside world even if the monks themselves, with the exception 
of messengers, never went outside the monastery walls for the rest of 
their lives. 

The monks ' daily routine was something like this. The day began 
early. At one o'clock in the morning, after four hours ' sleep by can­
dlelight in a communal dormitory and without undressing, they rose to 
celebrate mass. Mass was followed by morning prayers at daybreak. 
Since they had had so little sleep, it was quite possible that someone 
would fall asleep during the day. This was regarded as being a particu-
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larly bad crime, especially if it happened dur ing choral singing. Between 
hourly prayers in the morning and afternoon, there were periods set 
aside for work, which for monks from aristocratic families was mainly 
intellectual. The monks ' duties included writ ing and studying the Bible 
- apart from a very few exceptions, they were for centuries the only 
people who could read and write. Monks who held office also performed 
their own special tasks during this t ime. In the high Middle Ages 
physical work was generally done by laymen. Meals were eaten in a 
communal refectory; the main meal was at twelve o'clock, but dur ing 
periods of fasting it was not served until the evening. Food was plentiful 
and varied, as can be seen from the accounts. Meals were even more 
sumptuous on feast-days. 

Looked at from a modern point of view, monastery life was rather 
unhealthy - unlike knights, monks were not allowed to live out their 
emotions sufficiently. However, hygiene was taken very seriously. The 
rule prescribed a daily wash, on Saturdays the whole body and at 
Christmas and Easter a bath - which was a lot for those days. There were 
rules governing everything; even a visit to the lavatory was to take place 
at set times. 

The monasteries not only made agricultural produce, they also 
processed it. They had their own mills, bakeries and, above all, brew­
eries, some of which are still famous today, for example those in South 

Ground plan of St. Gallen monastery {early 9th 
century) 
None of the medieval monastery layouts have been 
completely preserved; this makes the St. Gallen 
monastery plan all the more important . However, 
it does not represent an actual building but was an 
ideal layout of a monastery. The entire layout cov­
ers an area of 145 x 205 metres. In the centre there is 
the church and the monks ' cells. 
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Monk and pupil 
In the Middle Ages, the monasteries were the most 
important and, initially, the only places of educa­
tion. In the so-called "inner schools/ ' the child 
oblates, i .e. boys intended for the life of a monk, 
were prepared for their monastic existence, while 
the education of clerics and secular priests took 
place in the "outer schools" It was not until the 
12th century that it became common for princes to 
entrust their sons to monastery or cathedral 
schools without intending them to embark on a 
"career" as monks. Very often, too, the education 
of the sons of the nobility was placed in the hands 
of private tutors. 

Germany. It was not the monks who did the work in these varioi 
enterprises, but lay brothers living in a separate part of the monastei 
from the monks, assisted by bondsman peasants and craftsmen. The.1 

lay brothers led a life of their own in their own community, had the 
own part of the church and were the monks' servants and workers. The 
cultivated the fields, tended the cattle, looked after the sick, were craft« 
men and merchants. They were dressed differently from the monk 
according to their position within the hierarchy and their work. In thi 
way monasteries reflected the mediaeval idea that society was divide 
according to whether people did physical work or not. 

The bondsmen paid their dues to the monasteries and had to per 
form feudal services there. But they also learnt the techniques and skill 
used by the lay brothers in the garden and crafts shops. Trading betweei 
the monasteries and towns increased noticeably. On the one hand, tfa 
monasteries sold their surplus agricultural produce at market in th< 
towns, and on the other hand merchants from the towns went to th< 
monasteries. Here the townsfolk came into contact with new invention: 
and know-how and received new incentives for their own activities. Th( 
provost sometimes visited distant estates, where he would give instruc 
tions involving the use of the latest knowledge. During this perioc 
monasteries had an important influence as economic enterprises. And 
new economic forms caused social change. The Cistercians in particular, 
who, compared to the Benedictine monks, consciously devoted more of 
their time and energies to productive work, played a decisive part in 
creating and spreading new inventions. They were responsible for the 
introduction of the three-field crop system in large parts of Germany; 
they invented the use of water power and improved the smelting of iron 
ore. The division of labour in their own enterprises was modern in our 
sense of the term. They had running water in their monasteries, directed 
along lead or wooden pipes to the workshops. Their gardens, too, were 
irrigated with the help of water pipes, and they had flush lavatories. 
They used new systems of ditches to drain marshy land, and dug chan­
nels to supply mills with water. All these innovations, and many others 
besides, had an influence that must not be underestimated. Completely 
new professions and occupations came into being - the list of skilled 
trades in the towns is very long. All these new developments brought 
changes in social structure, for some people became specialists and 
others were dependent on them; on the whole, people grew increasingly 
dependent on one another, and new social groups and positions in the 
hierarchy came into being. And it was the monasteries that were largely 
responsible for these developments. Seclusion was only one aspect of 
monastery life, for it was often anything but complete: technological and 
economic contacts were made with the outside world, roads and bridges 
were built, monasteries were involved in new regions being opened up 
and exploited and in clearing land and forests. On top of all this, the 
monasteries played a decisive role in developing the sciences, theology 
and philosophy. Antique scripts were copied and studied in the scrip­
toria and the works of the church fathers carefully worked through. 
Monks wrote their own scripts - monastery chronicles, biographies of 
the saints, accounts of miracles. Monks gifted in painting illustrated the 
books with the miniatures we still admire today. The monasteries were 
the cultural centres of the period. Apartfrom this culture, however, there 
was also the lay culture of the Middle Ages - that of the court and 
chivalry. 
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There was no such thing as social welfare in the Middle Ages. But 
there were certainly plenty of old people, sick people, and cripples who 
had no hope of providing for themselves and lacked a family to look after 
them. Here the monasteries had a function that was very much in the 
public interest and which had a direct influence on society. The monks 
felt they were responsible for charity and welfare. The poor were fed on 
certain days, occasionally bathed, shaved and even clothed. There were 
sometimes hundreds of people to be dealt with, a figure that not only 
tells us a lot about the wealth of the monasteries, but also gives us an idea 
of the size of the problem of poverty at the time. Then we must not forget 
that in those days there were no guest houses or inns, so monasteries 
were the only place for travellers to spend the night. Monasteries were 
essential to travel in the Middle Ages. In some monasteries there were 
alms houses which were also used as hospitals. In this way part of the 
dues paid by the serfs flowed back to the poorest strata of society. 

Monasteries were founded by kings and bishops. There were also 
monasteries established by members of the nobility. These were 
intended for unmarried sons and daughters, but they also had a pious 
although not selfless aim: the monks were required to pray for the soul of 
the deceased founders. The social reputation of a family was greatly 
enhanced by the ownership of a family monastery. Thus there were close 
ties between monasteries and the nobility. But the aristocracy also stood 
to gain materially by founding monasteries. The lord of the monastery 
(the founder or his successor) and his entire retinue were to be given 
hospitality while travelling through the locality; the monks dealt with 
his correspondence; cloister vassals had to serve in the founder's army. 

The emergence of mendicant orders and their rapid rate of growth 
in the 13th century indicates a change in the monastic system which 
needs to be seen in the context of other radical changes of the time. In 
spite of all the interaction between monasteries and society as a whole, 
the monks wanted to remain cut off from the rest of the world, their aim 
being a secluded, chaste life without possessions. And yet the monas­
teries grew more and more powerful and became propertied orders. 
Although the monks forfeited all their personal possessions, they 
nevertheless belonged to the ruling class in the same way that the 
nobility did. By consciously dissociating themselves from these proper­
tied orders, the begging monks grew to become a new force in the 13th 
century. The Franciscans were particularly important. They started off in 
the year 1210 with just 12 members, and only 50 years later they num­
bered 17,500. The brethren of this reformatory order were no longer tied 
to one particular place or monastery. They no longer cut themselves off 
from the rest of the world; they wanted no property, neither did they 
want their own production workshops. Their houses were open, and 
membership of the order was not restricted to the nobility, but included 
all social classes. The mendicant friars lived and worked in the towns, 
with donations forming the basis of their livelihood. They took the ideal 
of poverty very seriously, interpreting it as covering not just personal 
possessions, but applying to possessions held by the entire order. The 
Franciscans and other reformatory orders found that their main field of 
work, increasingly centred on the sermon, was in the rapidly growing 
and newly established towns. This change in the system of orders clearly 
indicates the radical changes taking place dur ing this period, with the 
societal focus shifting from the nobility and rural life to the towns and 
townspeople. 

Abbot and novice (Grosse Heidelberger 
Liederhandschrift, early I4th century) 
There were generally two reasons for voluntarily 
entering a monas te ry- calling or concern for the 
salvation of one's soul. As a rule, however, the 
monks had had little choice about entering a 
monastery, since they had been entrusted to the 
strict upbringing of a monastic order while still 
children. As admission to a monastery was associ­
ated with a gift, it was really only the landed nobil­
ity who were able to choose the life of a monk. As a 
result of this practice, the monasteries were 
increasingly limited to the nobility. 
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Monarchy and Nobility: 
On the Delicate Balance of Power in the Middle Ages 
by Ludwig Vones 

Equestrian statue of Charlemagne (9(h century) 
By far the most remarkable ruler in the early Mid­
dle Ages was Charlemagne (742-814). After his 
coronation as king in 768 (he was proclaimed 
emperor in 800), he resolutely and successfully 
pursued his plan of reviving the Roman Empire in 
all its glory and power. He made a name for him­
self no* only as a power politician of the first 
degree but also as a patron of the arts (the 
"Carolingian Renaissance"), particularly as the 
initiator of a comprehensive educational reform. In 
the "Admonitio generalis" of 789 he decreed that 
every monastery should have a school and school 
books. 

If we look at older history books on the Holy Roman Empire in the 
High Middle Ages, the German Empire usually appears to have been 

an uninterrupted series of individual rulers and dynasties which, if they 
did what the law and the Church told them to do, exercised almost 
unrestricted power. According to traditional books, it was not so much 
social forces and the general development of events arising from long-
term legal, social or economic processes that decided the course of 
history as prominent personalities. Victorious battles, glorious expedi­
tions to Italy, royal audiences at court and displays of pomp - these 
formed the outer shell of a German monarchy and Roman Empire whose 
claim to power recognized only the papacy, which was the second 
universal authority in western Christianity, as being of equal standing. 
True, other European kingdoms were becoming increasingly self-confi­
dent and had already started criticising this attitude in the 12th century. 
This criticism gradually turned into resistance and deliberate contempt, 
but even so, in 1184, Frederick Barbarossa was able to stage a magnifi­
cent court convention, a veritable apotheosis of chivalry, in Mainz, 
attended by about 20,000 knights and important dignitaries from almost 
all European countries. Four years later he was able to hold another such 
meeting, again in Mainz, which served as part of the preparations for the 
third crusade and which, in accordance with his pious goals, he even 
declared to be a "court convention of Jesus Christ" and "court conven­
tion of God." The Christian humility expressed in these terms was an 
indispensable virtue for the kings and emperors called to the throne and 
one which the people of the day felt had to be put on public display. On 
the other hand, it was another aspect of the way Frederick Barbarossa 
saw himself as ruler. The force and power of this concept are impressive 
even today and were - at least theoretically, as in Mainz - second only to 
the demands made by God. The glorious self-presentation of the Ger­
man monarchy, including the splendour of regular coronations, caused 
19th century historians, focussing as they did on leading figures, to write 
lengthy euphoric descriptions of imperial glory. 

Since then, however, we have learnt that historical reality, as is often 
the case, was a little different. The Holy Roman Emperor, who was, after 
all, also the king of the German Empire, had not only to come to terms 
with the papacy and other European powers, but at home was faced by a 
nobility growing in self-confidence and countering the royal claim to 
power with demands of its own. These demands were based on laws that 
are not easy to understand, but which it is essential ro know about to 
comprehend the structures of power within the Holy Roman Empire of 
the Middle Ages. Before we start examining the relations between the 
nobility and the monarchy we should, therefore, first turn to the sim­
plest foundations of the political system in mediaeval Germany. These 
had their origin in the Germanic heritage. The Germanic peoples emerg­
ing into the light of history when they swept through Europe in a great 
wave of migration known as the "Völkerwanderung," were organized in 
tribes (Goths, Lombards, Alemanni, Franks, Saxons, Frisians, Thurin-
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gians, Bavarians, Hessians), to which the individual clans and families 
belonged. The tribe as such, the gens, of the migrations had, however, by 
absorbing scattered groups, lost its original ethnic unity and should 
therefore be seen as a cultic unity, a political unity, a legal unity and, 
above all, a unity based on a common ethnic origin. The tribe as a cultic 
unity would meet round a central altar, where the performance of cultic 
rituals created a feeling of belonging together. The concept of a political 
and legal unity was created by a higher law, the lex. This lex was only 
valid for tribe members , namely for the people within the tribe and not 
for its territory - thus non-members were automatically outside the 
jurisdiction of this law. At the same time, g roup feeling was particularly 
fostered by an ethnic awareness based on the idea that all the members 
of the tribe were descended from the gods themselves - an idea that was, 
of course, also tied to cultic customs. This way of thinking saw the tribe 
as an entity of common descent and established a general kinship for all 
its members, rather along the lines of a clan. Against this background, it 
can hardly be necessary to stress not only the importance of cult prac­
tices, but also the importance of the people actually carrying out reli­
gious acts. The cult served to forge links with the divine ancestors and 
guaranteed the salvation and well-being of the tribe. The priest or 
magician performing cultic rites had a prominent political position 
within the community. Thus was created the divine king who, because of 
his ability to ensure its well-being, was the tribe's leader in times of 
peace and from whose clan the tribal nobility were often recruited. The 
function of the divine king was passed on wi th in this clan by inherit­
ance. Of decisive importance was the concept that the lineage of the 
blood flowing through the veins went directly back to the god regarded 
as being the origin of the tribe - that it was this lineage that really 
brought well-being and salvation and that the ability to bring such 
benefits to the tribe {"GehlidsheUigkeit"1) was passed on in its purest 
form from father to son. On the other hand, this ability, which normally 
only ended with death, was not limited to one single person, but was a 
feature of the whole clan or family, so that all its members had a latent 
beneficial effect on the tribe. It is important that on the level of the divine 
monarchy the idea of inheritance could be extremely deep-rooted. 

The divine king was not the only outs tanding bearer of a function 
within the Germanic tribe. At times of great need and distress, especially 
when there was war, the tribal assembly elected a leader whose energy 
and suitability, whose idoneity, seemed to predest ine him to guide the 
tribe through the forthcoming state of emergency. This was the duke, the 
leader of the armed troops, who was elected for a short time to be in 
charge of certain ventures, whose followers were absolutely loyal to him 
and who had to resign when the mission was successfully completed. If, 
however, he was unsuccessful, he was removed from office and replaced 
by someone more capable. The concept of election and the idea of 
idoneity were united in the person of the Germanic duke. This was the 
origin of electoral law, which primarily heeded qualities of leadership 
and attached less importance to the ability to bring well-being and 
salvation. 

The migrations of the tribes through Europe caused profound 
changes. Waves of advancing migrants fought the previous settlers and 
drove them on to unknown regions. The accelerating pace of the advance 
made the intervals of peace shorter and the periods of war longer. In 
these changed circumstances, the position of the duke increased whilst 

Franconian helmet of state (c. 600) 
The Germanic tribes recognized two main 
sovereign r u l e r s - the sacral, or divine, king, who 
led the tribe in t imes of peace, and the military 
king (duke), who was in charge dur ing periods of 
war. Tribal migrations led to the two positions 
being merged into one; from then on, the military 
leader embodied sovereign authority and the well 
being of the tribe, After the tribes had settled 
down, the duke became the king of the tribe. 
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Martyrdom of Saint Boniface (detail of a miniature 
in the Cöttinger Sacramentary, end of the 10th cen­
tury) 
This scene, divided into two sections, depicts the 
missionary works of Saint Boniface. In the left half, 
we see Boniface (recognisable by the halo) baptiz­
ing a convert, and the right half shows his death. 
Although Boniface is trying to protect himself with 
.1 gospel hook, .1 pagan splits his NI.HH with a 
sword 

the authority of the divine king, whose very existence was only justified 
by his ability to bring fortune and well-being to the tribe, grew weaker. 
As the migrating tribes, exposed as they were to the permanent threat of 
danger, continued their march through Europe for decades, develop­
ments were such that the duke retained his function indefinitely until, 
finally, he took over that of the divine king, i. e. the duke and the divine 
king became one and the same person - the martial king2, who now 
embodied the ability to rule and the well-being of the tribe. After the 
tribe had settled in one place, the martial king became the king of the 
tribe. When this happened the concepts of inheritance and electoral law, 
the right of lineage and idoneity all merged to form one unity without, 
however, losing any of their typical features and becoming inseparable 
in the process. It was here that the seed was sown for the basic conflict 
between the laws of succession and electoral laws - a conflict that played 
such an important role in the German Middle Ages and which took on 
particularly virulent forms in the election of the king. 

Once the tribes had ceased their migrations and the land of the 
Franks was being conquered, the Merovingian dynasty (who had, 
mainly by force, managed to eliminate all the minor kings competing for 
power) succeeded in taking over the leadership. The Merovingians, who 
were to rule the land of the Franks for several centuries, traced their 
origin directly back to the Germanic demigod Merowech. They 
embodied "Geblütsheiligkeit," the ability to bring fortune and well-
being, the external sign of which was characteristically demonstrated by 
long hair. They also ruled in the form of a joint monarchy, since all the 
sons were bearers of salvation and well-being and thus able to govern. 
This distribution of power meant that the country was repeatedly 
divided up and there were seemingly endless struggles for the throne. In 
the final analysis, the Merovingian dynasty was so weakened by this 
that their last kings were little more than puppets . This allowed the 
Carolingian dynasty a rapid rise to power, the basis of which was the 
office of Mayor of the Palace. 

It was by no means easy to remove the Merovingian dynasty from 
power, as the Carolingians were obviously not able to lay claim to royal 
salvation, which could only be passed on from father to son. It was Pepin 
the Younger (751-768) who succeeded in doing so. Mainly by using a 
firm hand, he had in effect risen to become the sole ruler in the Frankish 
Empire. Pepin had supported the reforms of Frankish church organisa­
tion started by Boniface, thus further deepening the close relations 
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between the pope in Rome and the Carolingian palace mayors. It was 
thus an obvious step for him to look there for support for his plans for a 
change of government. A delegation sent to Pope Zacharias in 749 to ask 
the decisive question whether he could approve of the kings in the 
Frankish. Empire at that t ime not having royal power (regalis potestas) 
was given the desired answer that "it is better to call him king who has 
power than he who has remained without royal authority." The report in 
the Annals of the Frankish umpire adds that the pope, by virtue of his 
apostolic authority, had ordered Pepin to be made king so that the order 
of the world (ordo) would not be dis turbed. Strengthened by this legiti­
mation by the Church of his claim to power, Pepin had himself elected 
king and, at the same time, anointed by a bishop. The last nominal 
Merovingian king was given a monk's tonsure and sent to a monastery 
for the rest of his life, i .e. he lost his longhair , the sign of his royal ability 
to benefit the people, and with it - irrevocably — his right to be king. 
Thus ended the Merovingian dynasty and the Carolingian dynasty took 

over. 

The court chapel in Aachen with Charlemagne 's 
throne 
When Otto the Great was elected king in 436, his 
coronation took place in A a c h e n - a conscious 
return to an imperial tradition of the Franks. He 
adorned himself with the Frankish coronation 
regalia, had himself anointed by the archbishops 
ol Main/ and Trier and finally sat on Charlema­
gne's throne. In this way, he symbolically joined 
the ranks of Frankish rulers, 
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The Feudal System (from the "Heidelberger 
Sachsenspiegel," c. 1330) 
The feudal system was organised according to the 
medieval ordo. The king enfeoffed spiritual and 
temporal princes with a sceptre or flag benefice 
(picture I). Within a year and a day, the king had 
to pass on a flag benefice to imperial princes (pic­
ture 2); imperial princes, in their turn, could give 
fiefs to subjects, known as vassals, although these 
generally had to be of noble descent (picture 4 - a 
peasant, a merchant and a woman are being 
refused a fief). Only in exceptional cases could 
non-noblcmcn be enfeoffed (picture 5), and they 
could not bequeath their benefices. 

It is probable that there were similar things happening in the 
Frankish Empire between A. D. 749 and A. D. 751 as there were within 
the tribes during the period of the migrations across Europe, when the 
divine kings disappeared and the martial kings established themselves 
as bifunctional bearers of power and well-being. There can be no doubt 
that, constitutionally, election by the tribe was the true constitutive act 
and the election element therefore the basis for future claims to the title 
of king. But election alone was not sufficient. True, he who had the 
idoneity was called to the throne, but this did not include the ability to 
bring fortune to the people. Here was a problem that still needed solv­
ing. The Church stepped into this gap by helping the king to the 
necessary sacral consecration by anointing him. Thus, the Germanic 
concept of fortune and salvation through divine lineage was replaced by 
consecration by the Church - an act that was sacramental in character. 
When Pope Stephen II came to the Frankish Empire in 753, he both 
reanointed the King and anointed Pepin's two sons, i.e. the king's 
potential successors. This meant the monarchy was no longer bound to 
traditional concepts and had set off along the path to the divine right of 
kings. Ties between the royal dynasty, the stirps regia, and the Church 
took on a new dimension, both because the ideological foundations of 
power were now being increasingly more firmly tied to the Christian 
concept of the world, and because consecration by the Church, in con­
trast to the process of election, was the element of continuity that 
excluded the aspirations of others. Looked at from this point of view, 
Charlemagne's intensive efforts to convert the people to Christianity -
efforts which increasingly repressed the Germanic concept of the sanc­
tity of kings - could be interpreted as being a strategy to retain and 
consolidate power. By the middle of the 8th century only a relatively 
small section of the population had become "Christ ian" in the true sense 
of the word and an increase was needed. 

When the Merovingian dynasty disappeared from the scene, the 
supporting parts of the basis of royal rule finally disintegrated. The 
trustis regia, the king's closest followers, must first be mentioned, who, 
in accordance with the Germanic concept of allegiance, were bound to 
the ruler by a voluntary bond of loyalty. The ruler had given them 
protection and in return they performed war service for him. After the 
change of power the antrustions, the members of the trustis regia, 
belonged just as much to a past age as did the office of mayor of the 
palace, which from then on the Merovingians left vacant so that other 
dynasties would not be able to use it to seize power. It was, however, 
imperative for the retention of power for every nobleman (until the 
Merovingians forbade it) in a position to give protection to have a 
reliable circle of followers loyal to the king. The decline of the trustis regia 
left a gap, which during the Carolingian period was filled with a newly 
formed constitutional instrument that was to become one of the main­
stays of the state in the German Empire of the Middle Ages - the feudal 
system. 

The foundation of the feudal system consisted of three intertwined 
elements. To begin with, we must take a look at vassalage. This was a 
condition already known in the latter stages of the classical world and 
based on Roman civil law. The term comes from "gwas," the Celtic word 
for "squire" which became "vassus, vasallus" in Latin. It denotes a man 
who, for reasons of economic need, entered into a condition of depend­
ence, had to serve a master for the rest of his life and was duty-bound to 
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obey him; in return for this the master had to guarantee the man's 
livelihood. The vassal was originally a serf, thus belonging to a lower 
stratum of society, and had entered the state of dependence by means of 
an act of submission, the commendation. Central to this act was a cere­
mony that involved the master enclosing the vassal's folded hands in his 
— a gesture both of submission and protection. 

The second aspect to be mentioned was the tangible element, the 
beneßeiutn, feudum, feudal benefice or fief. The forerunner of the fief was 
the precarium in the late ant ique world - property transferred to the 
recipient in return for the payment of a due for his own use or beneficial 
interest. Under the Carolingians - and this development started at the 
latest under Karl Martell, who was mayor of the palace between 714 and 
741 - feudal land, which often used to belong to the Church, was 
transferred to vassals, who now had to do military service as a substitute 
for the retinue the nobility had been forbidden to keep. However, 
carrying weapons was the same thing as the ability to provide protec-

Emperor Otto the Great (equestrian statue, Mag­
deburg, c 1240) 
When Henry I of Saxony succeeded the Franco-
nians to the throne in 919, he was crowned by the 
dukes as "primus inter pares." His son Otto I, the 
Great, on the other hand, was already designated 
by his father to succeed him in 929 and crowned in 
936. One of the most important things he did dur­
ing his reign ol almost 40 years (936-973) was to 
missioni/e the Slavs after his victory over the I lun-
garians in 955. 
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tion, and this was really a privilege of free citizens. This development led 
to the social position of the vassals being raised, so that in the course of 
time it became an attractive proposition for free citizens to become 
vassals. The Carolingians saw this as a way of creating a circle of follow­
ers entirely dependent upon them. 

It was significant that in addit ion to the two elements mentioned 
above there was a third, one that was inseparable from them, namely 
fealty, i. e. the obligation of fidelity on the part of the vassal to his lord. 
This is not a moral notion. Rather, it originated in the idea behind the 
concept of retainers and denoted a bond based on an oath of allegiance 
between the free follower and his m a s t e r - a bond that was b inding for 
both of them without, however, encroaching on the freedom of the 
follower. After the decline of the old retaining system, the element of 
fealty was, as it were, available again and became part of the feudal 
system, which now - and only now - assumed its final form. Feudal 
service and fealty were united. Logically, the vassal could now only be a 
free man or a member of the nobility. But now he had to take an oath of 
fealty at the same time as the commendation and, during the investiture, 
was usually granted a fief, for which he was required to render certain 
necessary services. These services were taken to be consilium et auxilium, 
i.e. counsel and aid. Aid, of course, essentially meant military assis­
tance, i.e. an obligation to perform military service by providing a 
contingent of soldiers. Counsel was not least taken to mean sitting on the 
jury in court when judgement was to be passed on cases involving feudal 
law, such as felony and breaches of the oath of fealty. The feudal lord in 
his turn granted not only the benefice but also gave protection, so that 
we can assume that the agreement was binding to both parties. By 
granting benefices, the feudal system allowed all members of the nobil­
ity to set up their own body of retainers. This consisted of vassals and 
lesser vassals. But at the top of this ladder there was always the king - the 
leader, the supreme feudal lord and in the final analysis the central n u b 
of all legal ties connected with feudalism. This is the feudal pyramid and 
it incorporated the nobility within it, so that any pretensions to rule 
based on possession of allodium were, at the outset, given constitutional 
restrictions. This system was rounded off by the fact that offices and 
positions held (Iwrwres) were also included. Not only were the noble 
office-bearers granted feudal benefices in return for the tasks they were 
commissioned by the king to perform, but the offices themselves were 
made into feudal benefices or treated as such and, via the norms of 
feudal law, bound to the king. 

On the one hand, this feudalization of the structure of the state, a 
state based on institutions, drew the nobility into a linkage of the 
exercise of power and the delegation of government - a linkage which 
guaranteed the prominent position of the monarchy, independent of the 
recognition of its divine roots; on the other hand, it subjected the rulers 
themselves to the norms of feudal law, including refusal to do military 
service in certain cases, and exposed them to all the dangers and risks a 
possible disintegration of these institutions would involve. Such risks 
would, for example, be double or multiple vassalage, i. e. commitments 
to one or more overlords or the inheritability of the feudal benefice, both 
of which were developments that were made explosive by the weakness 
of the Carolingian monarchy in the 9th century. If we talk of the cen­
trifugal power of the feudal system that took effect dur ing the decline of 
the Carolingian age, we not only mean the invalidation of the principle 

The Marksburg near Braubach on the Rhine 
(building begun at the beginning of the 13th cen­
tury) 
In the Middle Ages, the possession of castles was 
inseparable from the lifestyle of the nobility and, 
in the 12th century, led lo the feudalizalion pro­
cess. The first ruler (o pursue a policy of large-scale 
castle building was Henry IV {d. 1106) in an 
attempt to consolidate his sovereignty. This 
development peaked in the building of fortresses 
by the Staufer, particularly the imperial palatinates 
of Frederick Barbarossa, which were to be found all 
over the entire Empire and not only had a military 
function, but also clearly a symbolic one - they 
were used by the Staufer to document their claim 
to power. 
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of Charlemagne (768-814) and Louis the Pious (814-840) that a vassal 
could only serve one master if he was to be in a position to abide by his 
oath of allegiance. We also mean that if a vassal died, the laws of 
inheritance came into play, as it were, giving the heir a natural claim to 
succeed both to the office and the benefice. 

The Capitulary of Quierzy (877), in which Charles the Bald (840-877) 
made arrangements on this point, was an important landmark as far as 
this was concerned, although he refused to allow his regulations to be 
valid over and beyond the present situation. As it was, the decline of the 
Carolingians led to the unrestrained continuation of the aforesaid regu­
lations, and these eventually became customary and hence legally bind­
ing. In the long term, the inefficiency of the central power of the monar­
chy (which had political causes and which could no longer stop the 
forces within the constitution of the empire from drifting apart) led to 
the idea of inheritance being incorporated into feudal law. But if the laws 
of inheritance could be used to pass on one individual nobleman's 
official authority and his benefice, then according to feudal law this 
must also hold good for the leader, i .e. the king. Thus consecration, the 
laws of inheritance and feudal laws were all on the same plane. Initially, 
however, this had no effect since the Carolingian dynasty died out, to be 
followed by the Saxon dynasty. 

If we investigate the independent foundations of power of the 
nobility in the Middle Ages, it becomes clear that these were not to be 
found in the possession of a benefice, since such a benefice - no matter 
whether it was an office or land - was originally "lent out" and could be 
withdrawn if the vassal neglected the duties connected with it. Every 
nobleman had to prove the existence of allodial possessions, indepen­
dent of a benefice, which - as they were his own - he could bequeath, 
sell, give away and exchange as he wished. If it were to be profitably run, 
this personal property (and usually of course the beneficial, the feudal 
estate, as well) was organized as a manorial estate. At the heart of this 
system, which is usually defined as seigniory over both the land and the 
people, was the feudal manor. The feudal manor and the surrounding 
lands, the demesne, were run by the lord of the manor himself with the 
help of domestic labour. Clustered around this area were the peasants ' 
tenements and, on larger estates, farms held on lease, in which there 
would live the serfs and cottagers, i.e. bonded peasants, who made up 
the greatest part of the extended family serving the feudal lord and 
bound to render praedial services. The lord provided protection and 
patronage both for the inner region of the feudal manor and the families 
living there and for the entire complex of the manorial estate. He also 
exercised simple legal rights which are thought to originate in the old 
German domiciliary right, i .e. right of authority within one 's own house. 
This right meant nothing more than that the head of the house gave 
protection to all the people belonging to the immediate sphere of his 
house, be they members of the family, be they servants and labourers. 
The protection he gave them entitled him to pass judgement over any 
crimes they might commit. The established right to give protection and 
pass judgement was the origin of seigniorial rights. These did not have 
to be specially granted by the state and are generally called the autono­
mous laws of nobility. They were gradually joined by the permanent 
exercise of functions of power, such as the authority exercised by 
counts3, which was originally assigned by the monarchy and then taken 
away and incorporated into the assets of individual families of nobility 

Fighting scene and castle siege (from (he "Psal-
terium aureuni," 2nd hall of the 9th century) 
In 751, against the bitter resistance of the Frankish 
tribal princes, Pepin the Younger rose to become 
the sole ruler of the Frankish empire, thus estab­
lishing the Carolingian dynasty. The power of the 
Carolingians steadily grew; under Charlemagne in 
particular there was a continual increase in its 
sphere of influence. After the death of Louis the 
Pious in 843, the Empire disintegrated into three 
regions. 

ILL. PAt;i-S50-51: 

The "Sachsenspiegel" by Kike von Repgow 
(about 1320) 
The "Sachsenspiegel" is the most important com­
pendium ol medieval law in medieval Germany. It 
was written between 1220 and 1235 by the Saxon 
knight Hike von Repgow, who for the first time 
codified the provincial and feudal law of the day. 
The legal texts were annotated in the margin by 
pictorial scenes so that even people unable to read 
and write - and that was most of the population -
would be able to discover what was allowed and 
what would be punished. 
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The provinces of the Empire paying homage to the final instance he wanted to revive the Carolin-
Otto III (detail, c. 1000) gian view of the emperor. I lis untimely death, 
Like his predecessors before him (Otto the Great however, prevented him from putt ing his far-
and Otto II), Otto III (983-1002) tried to use the reaching ideas into practice. The miniature shows 
Church as one of ihe pillars of sovereign rule. His the youthful ruler in coronation regalia, with 
plan was to return to Rome its old position as the spiritual and temporal rulers at either side of the 
centre of the globe and renew the Roman Empire. throne. 
Otto's veneration of Charlemagne shows that in 
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ILL PAGE 52: 
Frederick Barbarossa and his sons (c. 1200) 
Few German Emperors in the high Middle Ages 
are still a source of such fascination today as Fre­
derick Barbarossa (1152-1190). His epoch stands 
out gloriously from the reign of his hapless pred­
ecessor, Conrad III. His personality reflects the 
power and the glory of the united empire , which 
after his death slowly began to disintegrate under 
the burden of internal power struggles. The picture 
shows Frederick seated on the throne in the mid­
dle, with his sons, Henry VI and Frederick, Duke of 
Swabia, on either side. 

ILL PACE 53: 
The Landgrave and Landgravine of Thuringia 
(Große Heidelberger Liederhandschrift, beginning 
ol the 14th century) 
The emperors of the Holy Roman Fmpire 
repeatedly had to defend their sovereignty against 
the often bitter resistance of spiritual and temporal 
princes. When Henry VI did all he could in 1 1 % to 
introduce hereditary monarchy, he met with great 
opposition from the princes. The leader of his 
antagonists was the Landgrave of Thuringia pic­
tured here. 

as hereditary functionary fief. It was this level of law and sovereignty, 
based as it was on personal assets and inaccessible to the monarchy and 
its officials, that made it possible for the nobility to build up a political 
position of its own. The nobility saw itself as an association freely 
formed to put mutual ideas into practice. The members of an association 
were always of equal s tanding, and the only way the spokesman or 
leader, the primus inter pares, could ever be chosen was by election. This 
atti tude of the nobility, which had its roots in old Germanic ideas, with 
their emphasis on the principle of election to office, was to turn out to be 
one of the biggest obstacles to the monarchy's plans for succession. 

As the Carolingian Empire gradually dissolved and the Holy Roman 
Empire started taking shape, a nobility came onto the scene endowed 
with a growing self-confidence. Instead of the nobility in the Carolin­
gian Empire, whose only interests were the monarchy and the consoli­
dation of their own prominent position, we now have associations of 
nobility who made sure of their right of representation within the 
subregions of the Empire and who were able to get the king to accept 
their point of view. The first signs of this process can already be found in 
the amendment to the Treaty of Verdun at the negotiations in Coulaines 
(843) for the West Frankish Empire, the effects of which were also clearly 
to be seen in the East Frankish Empire with the fall of Charles the Fat 
(876-888) in 887. It finally led to a few noble families amassing property 
and rights. This, in turn, was the origin of the rule of the nobility in the 
tribes known to 19th century historians as the "Younger Tribal 
Duchies." In 919, H e n r y l (919-936), the Duke of Saxony, was the first 
German king to be elected who was not a Frank, who was not designated 
by blood ties and who consciously adopted sovereign rule as primus inter 
pares. Anointment had previously served the legal continuation of the 
lineage. But Henry circumspectly refused to be anointed, which was 
typical of this idea that a king should rule on the strength of election to 
office. According to ancient custom, the tribe of the Franks appeared on 
the scene as the leading tribe in the empire, the "imperial people." The 
Saxons joined forces with them in unanimous support of the principle of 
election. 

Things were already different when Henry 's son, Otto the Great 
(936-973), came to the throne. An internal "house order" prematurely 
chose Otto as the sole successor to the throne in 929, thus cancelling the 
principle of partition. Early in 936 he was officially designated by his 
father to succeed him. His accession to the throne with his election and 
coronation in Aachen on 7th August, 936, again harked back to the 
traditions of the Frankish Empire, and he showed this to the world by 
wearing the dress of the Franks. At the centre of the ceremony were the 
presentation of the insignia, anointment and coronation by the 
archbishops of Mainz and Cologne, followed by him sitting on the 
throne, Charlemagne's marble throne, a second time. The four dukes -
the Duke of Lorraine as the chamberlain, the Duke of Franconia as the 
lord high steward, the Duke of Swabia as the cup-bearer and the Duke of 
Bavaria as the marshal - symbolically performed the ceremonial services 
dur ing the coronation feast at the end of the ceremony. Accession to the 
throne and homage rendered by important personages from the secular 
world, preceded by a "pre-election" by the Franconian and Saxon 
"imperial people," the events in Aachen - all these were merely the 
worldly, the formal part of the ceremony. The coronation banquet , on the 
other hand, made it clear that the emphasis of the power exercised by the 
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dukes was to be on its official character. The power of the dukes was thus 
restricted in a vital way and, in the final analysis, related to the monar­
chy. 

In view of these premises, we can hardly be surprised at the many 
rebellions among the nobility that shook the governments of Otto I and 
his son Otto II (961-983). Neither can we be surprised at the resurgence 
in the Hmperor's power and attempts to use the Imperial Church as one 
of the mainstays of sovereign rule. A return to the practices of Louis the 
Pious, who had put the bishoprics and monasteries beyond the influ­
ence of the nobility by giving them immunity and the protection of the 
monarchy, thus making them into churches with advowsons held by the 
king, i. e. bases of power for the monarchy, very much corresponded to 
the need for the growing sacralization of the monarch's position. The 
Empire and the Church, with their diverging forces, were held together 
by the holiness of the monarchy. 

Without wanting to go into the details of these developments here, I 
must nevertheless emphasize that the king's sacral, even sacerdotal 
position within the Church was vital for the engagement of the Imperial 
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Gregory the Great (540-604; from the Olmütz 
Horologium, c. 1140) 
By descent Gregory the Great was a Koman noble­
man. In 590 he was elected to St. IVtor's chair and 
is thus regarded as being the first of the medieval 
popes. Before his pontificate, (in-gory was a 
Benedictine monk, abbot and founder of several 
monasteries. By resolutely following his monastic 
ideals, he consolidated the position oJ the pope in 
the face of temporal political influences. It is due to 
his influence, tor example, that the positions in the 
papal household were occupied exclusively by 
clerics. The description "first medieval pope" 
would seem to be justified in view o( the tact that 
Gregory's strictly clerical policies must be seen in 
the context of subsequent disputes between pope 
and emperors in the Investiture Contest. 



Church in the stabilization of the power of the monarchy against the 
nobility. It was this particular role that raised the king above the masses 
and justified his influence on important Church matters such as 
appointments in the bishoprics. It was this particular role that guaran­
teed ecclesiastical and secular authorit ies working together in the inter­
ests of maintaining the power of the monarchy. The monarchy of the 
Ottomans and Salians, influenced as it was by imperial ideology, even 
claimed the right to control the papacy. 

Bearing this in mind, it becomes clear what far-reaching conse­
quences the reform movement within the Church in the 11th century 
had for the position of the German monarchy and for the structures of 
power in the Empire. The libertas ecclesiae, the liberty of the Church, not 
only meant fighting such obvious wrongs as the buying and selling of 
spiritual offices and priests marrying, but first and foremost the elimina­
tion of lay influences within the official Church hierarchy. But the king, 
too, was regarded as belonging to the laity - a point of view that took 
account of a new unders tanding of the sacerdotal function and which the 
Church was able to assert in the ensuing Investiture Contest. On the face 
of it, this controversy was about the right to appoint bishops - who 
generally belonged to the nobility - by exhausting the possibilities 
offered by feudal law. In reality, however, it was about the use of the 
Imperial Church as an instrument of power. The conflict was settled with 
a compromise laid down in the Concordat of Worms in 1122. The king 
agreed to renounce the traditional investi tute of the newly elected prel­
ate with ring and staff and permitted free canonical elections and conse­
cration, and in return the pope conceded both the right of the king to be 
present at elections of bishops and abbots and a limited degree of 
influence on controversial decisions. The regalia and the property, rights 
and income due to the monarchy were conferred by the king with the 
sceptre before consecration. For this, the newly elected prelate had to 
swear homage and fealty to the king. From then on, the spiritual princes 
were bound to the monarchy by ties of feudal law without there being a 
danger of them indulging in multiple vassalage and bequeathing their 
benefices. This meant that feudal law - which since the end of the 
Carolingian epoch had, as a ruling instrument , become ambivalent for 
the power of the monarchy - was given a clearly definable constitutional 
function. This function was initially limited to the relationship between 
the king and Church, but could apparently be extended at any time. The 
conscious feudalization of the constitution of the Imperial Church by the 
Concordat of Worms opened the door to the concept of the Holy Roman 
Empire as an imperial feudal system headed by the king. 

In the meantime, the nobility living in the Empire had also under­
gone a complex development and dur ing the 11th century was even in 
the throws of nothing less than a constitutional upheaval. At one time, 
individual aristocratic families had seen their descent more from a 
biological and genealogical point of view without , however, a feeling for 
the family as a group that encompasses many generations. About now, 
however, families started seeing themselves as a historically and socially 
continuous l i n e a g e - o n e which had its roots in the memorable deeds of 
some great ancestor. The noble family created a focal point for all its 
branches. This was usually a castle with a monastery containing the 
family grave. The members of the family started calling themselves after 
this castle, which, roughly speaking, was in the centre of the property 
and embodied their privileges. Genealogies came into being, mostly in 

Henry IV kneel ing before Matilda of Tuscany 
(from the "Vita Mathildas," 1114) 
Since it was impossible to avoid appoint ing clerics 
to administer the Empire, kings and emperors, i. e. 
members of the laity, claimed the right to appoint 
high spiritual dignitaries. This was a practice that 
led to great disagreement between emperors and 
popes; but it did not escalate until the quarrel be­
tween Henry IV und Gregory VII (1073-1085). 
When Henry called for Gregory to abdicate in 1076, 
the Pope excommunicated Henry. Henry had little 
choice but to apologize. In 1077, Henry set off on 
his difficult journey to Canossa, which ended with 
the reconciliation of the two adversaries. The pic­
ture shows Henry kneeling before Matilda of Tus­
cany and Hugo, Abbot of Cluny, whom he had 
asked to intercede on his behalf with the pope. 
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Genealogy of the Staufer and Guelphs 
For about 130 years after Conrad III, the Hohen-
staufen dynasty dominated events in the German 
Empire. The Staufer reign was overshadowed by 
disputes with the Guelphs, whose most colourful 
representative was Henry the Lion. In spite of this, 
however, the Staufer rule brought Germany a 
period of relative security and stability, and this in 
its turn allowed culture to flourish; literature and 
architecture, in particular, developed amazingly. 
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the vicinity of the family's monastery, and told of the family's history 
since the days of its founder - a history that was as often as not inter­
twined with mythological e l e m e n t s - a n d at the same time showed coats 
of arms which had evolved as a sign of identification dur ing the post-
1095 crusades. This new conception the nobility had of itself went hand 
in hand with a changing concept of laws. 

For one thing, the leges, the old tribal laws which had given the 
ethnically homogeneous community a legal and political framework, 
had lost their original function - probably because of the growing 
Christianization of the nobility and the members of the tribe - and had 
disappeared during the 10th century. It is not clear exactly how this 
happened, but at the end of the process there remained only the nobility, 
which was now legally a confederation and through which a new kind of 
law came into being - territorial law. Keeping the peace and the lowest 
level of jurisdiction, autonomous laws of the nobility that arose from 
individual rights as master of the house in manor and castle - these were 
the manorial foundation for claims by the Association of the German 
nobility, organized in the provincial diet of the nobility, to have a say in 
decisions directly affecting them. The most important decision, how­
ever, concerned the question of the succession to the throne. Because 
like ranks had joined together in one association, their concept of law 
was very coherent. As far as the succession to the throne was concerned, 
the nobility saw it as a process that had to take place according to criteria 
laid down in electoral law. The concept of electoral right - which was 
finally victorious - grew increasingly deeper roots dur ing the 12th cen­
tury. 

For another thing, remarkable progress had been made during the 
11th century as far as jurisdiction was concerned. It was now possible to 
separate rights and property. In other words, it was no longer necessary 
to own land to be able to exercise the rights of sovereignty connected 
with it. Thus, if a government by the nobility was to be set up or 
extended, it sufficed to reserve the rights of sovereignty or to collect 
them in one hand, whereas landed property could be passed on with the 
aim of establishing useful connections. There was also another aspect 
that came to the fore. Ecclesiastical property, be it a bishop's or a 
monastery's, was also organized as a manorial estate - and enjoyed 
immunity, i.e. it was exempt from secular law. Jurisdiction became a 
problem after the appearance of "blood jurisdiction," i .e. the death 
penalty, since according to Church law it was forbidden to "drink 
blood." If it was to administer justice and protect its temporal sovereign 
rights, the Church was forced to nominate a nobleman as an adminis­
trator, who was officially allowed to lift the immunity, hold court and 
collect taxes. The acquisition of bailiwicks - rights of sovereignty which 
the noble bailiff and his heirs could keep continuous possession of- was 
one of the most important aspects in establishing a closely knit govern­
ment by the nobility. But not even the Crown lands of the Empire were a 
hindrance when it came to filling gaps by acquiring titles to land. In 
doing so, it was not necessary to create a completely comprehensive 
complex of property and rights. A network of islands of property and 
rights were enough to pave the way for territorial government. 

Of all these processes on the level of the constitution, the monarchy 
was affected most when it was a matter of regulating the succession to 
the throne in the case of a dynasty dying out on the male side or there 
being no male successor available who had reached the age of majority. 

St. John 's chapel in Pürgg castle 
From the 11th century on, the nobility's growing 
self-confidence and their now conception of them­
selves led them not only to build castles but fre­
quently also to establish monasteries on their own 
land. As a general rule, the family tomb was in 
these private monasteries, and the clerics living 
here would pray for the salvation of the souls of the 
dead. However, these monasteries served not only 
pious aims - it was here that chronicles were writ­
ten and genealogical tables recorded in honour and 
praise of the noble family; it was here, too, that 
plans were made to open up new land. 
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Conrad III (Miniature from I ho "Kölner 
Königschronik," about 1240) 
Conrad III, who reigned 1138-1152, was (he uncle 
of Frederick Barbarossa. His rule was a period of 
misfortune - Conrad not only had to ward off the 
claims of powerful imperial princes, especially the 
Guelphs, but also had to bear the burden of the 
failure of the Second Crusade (1147-49). The 
reason for the defeat in the Holy Land was that 
there was no cooperation between the French and 
the German armies. 

The more the regional nobility was influenced by provincial law, the 
greater was its tendency to insist on electoral law being observed. 
Provincial law did not have equally strong roots in all areas. As a result, 
the elections of the 12th century kings - after the transition from tribal 
electoral law to the electoral law of important noblemen had been com­
pleted - became a complicated struggle between the various groups of 
nobility. It is tempting to talk of differences between the north and south 
of the country, but this would be an over-simplification. In the northern 
areas of the Empire, particularly on the Lower Rhine, in Westphalia and 
in Saxony, the nobility was mainly geared to common law and therefore 
favoured election according to electoral law. The nobility in the southern 
and southwestern parts of the Empire, where the centre of the Crown 
lands was and where ties according to feudal law were all the more 
intensive, favoured laws of inheritance and the existence of blood ties as 
a solution to the question of succession to the throne. Certainly, care was 
generally taken that the chosen candidate was in some way related to the 
previous dynasty - and this was hardly difficult in view of the close 
family ties within the upper stratum of the n o b i l i t y - b u t even so, the fact 
that the idea of election had increasingly been gaining ground by the 
13th century cannot be overlooked. New royal dynasties came into being 
as a result of the elections in 1024 (when the Salian Conrad II, 1024-1039, 
took over from the Saxon dynasty), 1077 (when the Swabian Duke Rudolf 
of Rheinfelden, 1077—1080, was chosen to be king against the Salian 
Henry IV, 1056-1106), 1081 (when Count Hermann of Salm, 1081-1088, 
was elected to succeed Rudolf), 1125 (when Duke Lothar of Saxony, 
1125-1137, succeeded the last Salian, Henry V, 1106-1125), and 1138 
(when Conrad III of Staufen, 1138-1152, came to the throne by means of a 
coup d'etat). The events of 1077 can be seen as the first free elections of a 
German king, and in 1138 the principle of free elections had asserted 
itself as a legally recognized basis for the succession to the throne. 

The result of this was that any powerful prince of high birth could 
become king. Frederick Barbarossa (1152-1190) was already to discover 
this in 1152, when he set out to succeed his uncle Conrad III. It was only 
with great difficulty and by means of skilful negotiat ions and promises 
that he managed to persuade the Frankfurt election meeting to accept 
such a solution without the purely electoral character of the events being 
called in question. Irrespective of the question of whether the Guelph 
Henry the Lion, Duke of Saxony and finally - probably as the result of 
concessions made in Frankfurt - also Duke of Bavaria, was a rival 
candidate in the election of the king in 1152, he was a powerful imperial 
prince and in any case a potential successor to the throne. His marriage 
to the daughter of Henry II of England also put him above his equals. It is 
not for nothing that he is said to have wanted to become king. The fact 
was clearly expressed in a miniature in the Helmarshausen Gospels, 
where we can see Henry the Lion and his wife Matilda, the Duke and 
Duchess, being crowned with royal crowns by Christ himself in the 
presence of their ancestors, including two kings (Lothar III and Henry II 
of England)1. By claiming royalty, Henry 's aim was to give his principal­
ity, indeed his coming sovereignty, a final constitutional frame. Basi­
cally, this only reflected, on a higher level, the efforts of other princes to 
consolidate their own territorial rule and make it impervious to outside 
interference. The Staufer monarchy was largely powerless in the face of 
such developments, since it had no way of legally interfering at a provin­
cial level. In view of this situation, the royal court and royal chancellery 
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The coronation of Henry the Lion and his wife, 
Matilda (Gospel Book of Henry the Lion, c. 1188) 
Henry the Lion, Duke of Saxony and Bavaria, 
opposed the Staufer Frederick Barbarossa in his 
election in 1152. He was one of the most powerful 
of the imperial princes and posed a continual 
threat to the rule of the Staufer until he was 
deposed (between 1178 and 1180). The miniature 
clearly shows that he was <i potential heir to the 
throne and cherished (he hope of becoming king -
Henry the Lion and his wife Matilda, herself the 
daughter of a king, are being crowned in the pres­
ence of their ancestors. 

took to viewing the structure of the Empire from a standpoint that was 
legally strictly feudal and ignoring any other legal conceptions. This 
at t i tude not only had the advantage that the position of the king at the 
very top of the pyramid was indisputable , that he had full authority and 
all others in power were subordinate to him. It also allowed the interpre­
tation that succession to the throne was, as was common in feudal law, 
hereditary. From then on, in a kind of latent dualism, there was to be 
dissension between the feudal conceptions supported by the monarchy 
and the leaning of parts of the nobility towards common law. This was 
particularly true when it came to nominat ing the monarch, especially as 
far as the question of election vs. inheritance was concerned. 

Since scholastic thinking and ecclesiastical law had in the mean­
time, however, taught the people to systematize the whole legal set-up, 
and since also the Italian policies of the Staufer meant that norms of 
Roman law were regularly being introduced into the Empire, it was a 
matter of course for the new ruling order to be viewed as universal. The 
feudal pyramid was really only loosely structured. The Heerschild order 
contained the seven ranks defining the position of vassals within the 
feudal hierarchy. Below the monarch at the top were the spiritual and 
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The imperial seal of Frederick Barbarossa (c. 1155) 
In the Middle Ages, seals were an important part of 
the legal system. Emperors and kings had always 
used seals - depicting them seated on thrones and 
holding the insignia of their power (see picture) -
to authenticate documents and decrees. But a seal 
was not the privilege of princes, for in the 11th 
century there were already seals belonging to 
counts - but in contrast to rulers, the nobility were 
not shown sitting "majestically." In the 12th cen­
tury, towns and monasteries started using seals to 
document their legal position. 

temporal princes, slightly apart from each other and on places two and 
three; then came the earls, free lords, Schöffenbarfreic and ministeriales as 
vassals and sub-vassals; the seventh and lowest rank was the knight 
with one shield, who could be granted fief but not pass it on. This 
structure of the Empire was limited to the nobility, for until then no one 
else could be enfeoffed. It thus largely ignored political reality, which 
was increasingly recognizing the importance of the towns and the 
bourgeoisie. The position of the monarchy at the top of the temporal 
hierarchy of power was, however, consolidated in this order, which was 
why the feudal constitution of the German Empire was to remain in force 
until after the Middle Ages, despite the emergence of territorial rule. But 
it already contained the seed of decline, for the basis of power of the 
imperial princes did not consist exclusively of their duchies and count-
ships (which were taken to be imperial fiefs), their fiefs and the rights 
resulting from these. 

The difficulties encountered in completely divesting an imperial 
prince of the foundations of his rule, if ever his ambitions regarding the 
monarchy and his aristocratic equals became unbearable, were to 
become particularly clear when it came to deposing Henry the Lion. In 
order to remove him from his position of power, it was necessary to start 
common and feudal law proceedings against him, in the process of 
which Henry's noble equals took part as judges on a provincial level and 
tenants-in-chief on an imperial level. Trial and condemnation under 
feudal law led to Henry being deprived of his feudal estates, i.e. his 
duchies and all his imperial fiefs. Trial under common law led to him 
being put under the ban of the Empire and then a double ban, and this 
included the temporary confiscation of his own lands. His allodial 
estates were probably reinstated, at least in part, after the removal of the 
ban and double ban, but his imperial fiefs were lost forever. Henry the 
Lion's trial, although political in nature, exposed the constitutional roots 
of the authority of the nobility in common and feudal law. At the same 
time, the course taken by the trial made it clear that the king was only in a 
position to deprive an imperial prince of his power on a common law 
level if he was assisted by the association of nobility - in other words, on 
this level his claim to power was but limited. 

The requirements for acceptance in the rank of an imperial prince 
were in accordance with this constitutional duality of the foundations of 
aristocratic rule. For it can be seen that approximately from 1180 
onwards (when Henry the Lion's duchies are again made into imperial 
fiefs by the famous Gelnhausen Charter of 13th April, 1180), and in the 
course of the alignment of the state by the Staufer to feudal law, the 
imperial princes closed their ranks downwards, so that special admis­
sion had to be granted by the king. This admission, which was, of 
course, very much in the interests of the direct royal ruling delegation, 
took place in an act containing a number of steps that must be distin­
guished from each other: The person pleading admission ceded allodial 
property to the Empire, which the king then united with the future 
imperial fief to form a new fief and redistributed as an imperial princi­
pality, observing feudal law in the process. In this way, Count Baldwin 
of Hennegau became the Margrave of Namur (1184/88), Otto the Guelph 
was made the Duke of Brunswick (1235), and Landgrave Henry of Hesse 
(1292) and Count Amadeus of Savoy (1310/13) were also raised to their 
new ranks. Great constitutional significance was attached to the combi­
nation of allodium and fief. 
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It remained to be seen how far the provincial law background of the 
position of the imperial princes would set limits to the monarchy's 
demands for unconditional recognition of the feudal and successional 
structure of the Empire. This became clear in 1196, with the rejection of 
plans to establish hereditary monarchy in the Empire, and in 1198 with 
that double election that was to lead to the years-long dispute over the 
right to the throne. Henry VI (1190-1197) wanted either to have the 
constitution of the Empire and the law of succession irrevocably linked 
together or the concept of hereditary monarchy accepted. And each time 
it was one of the princes from parts of the Empire in which common law 
concepts were important who put a stop to his plans. In 1196, in an effort 
to buy concessions, he offered the princes full hereditary rights in their 
fiefs including the female lineage; to the prelates he offered concession 
of the right of spoliation5. Landgrave Hermann of Thuringia finally came 
forth as one of the leaders of the resistance to these plans. And in 1198 the 
Archbishop of Cologne, Adolf of Altena, stood out as one of the most 
ardent supporters of election rights of the princes and in opposition to 
the Staufer concept of hereditary succession, to the advantage of Philip 
of Swabia (1198-1208). 

If we bear in mind the persistence of the nobility as a social class, 
then we can scarcely be surprised that in the late Middle Ages the 
principle of hereditary succession was finally established, especially as 
it was also closely connected to the Church. The Golden Bull of 1356 of 
Charles IV (1346-1378) not only firmly established in the unwri t ten 
constitution of the Empire the rights of the electors in the procedure for 
the election of the king; it also limited the circle of those entitled to vote 

Caste! del Monte {Apulia, c. 1240) 
The Staufer Frederick II (1212-1250) was not only 
greatly interested in Italy for political reasons; he 
was also very active in the field of culture - as can 
be seen, for example, in his founding of Naples 
University in June 1224. His hunt ing lodge Castel 
du I Monte, built in 1240, is an impressive illustra­
tion of his building activities. The octangular 
ground plan of the castle is worthy of note. 
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Timo of Kistritz (founder figure, Naumburg 
cathedral, c. 1250) 
The end of the Staufer rule in Germany (1254) 
heralded a period o( unrest and law-breaking, forc­
ing (he nobility to renew imperial authority by a 
free election of the king during the interregnum 
(until 1273). As early as 1256, the Frankfurt Diet 
gave seven electors the absolute right to elect the 
ruler - three spiritual and four temporal electors 
demanded capitulations (special rights) and a say 
in politics so as to extend their own authority. The 
introduction of non-hereditary succession to the 
throne had the aim of installing a weak monarchy, 
thus consolidating the position of the nobility. 

to the seven electors - the archbishops of Cologne, Mainz and Trier, the 
Count Palatine of the Rhine, the Margrave of Brandenburg, the Duke of 
Saxony and the King of Bohemia. Whereas the spiritual members of this 
body acted as arch-chancellors and were given important functions at 
the coronation, the temporal electors, as in 936, were required to act the 
parts of lord high steward, marshal, chamberlain and cup-bearer*. The 
decisive period of transition had been the 13th century, when the end of 
the Staufer dynasty and the interregnum, lasting until 1273, had given 
the nobility the opportunity of consolidating their concept of the succes­
sion to the throne. The unanimous election of Rudolf of Hapsburg had 
already been preceded in 1256 by the Imperial Diet in Frankfurt transfer­
ring the sole right to vote to a body of probably seven electors. As a 
result, a new king could only be put on the throne by means of an 
election. But there was another way in which the old positions of the 
Staufer monarchy had been overtaken by political developments. The 
unstable ruling conditions during the final years of FrederickII 
(1212-1250) and the confusions under Conrad IV (1250-1254), followed 
by the interregnum, had led to the Crown Lands of the Holy Roman 
Empire (which had originally been the basis of power for the authority 
of the king) being dramatically reduced in size, taken away or squan­
dered. If they were to be able to rule at all in the Empire, it was vital for 
the three great royal dynasties in the late Middle Ages - the I lapsburgs, 
the Wittelsbachs and the Luxemburgs - to build up the power of their 
families. In other words, they had to consolidate their own sovereignties 
and weld them together with newly acquired territories to form a unified 
power bloc. The feudal authority of the German king theoretically con­
tinued to exist alongside this and under observance of conventions -
indeed, it even became more sophisticated and its institutions better 
developed. But in spite of this, it could no longer be manorially activated 
in the face of the territories, and declined to a mere shell. It was only by 
means of a deliberate policy of building up the power of his dynasty and 
entering into alliances that the king was now in a position to fulfil the 
tasks required of him in governing the Empire. It had become impos­
sible to rule the Empire as a whole from the top in the true sense of the 
word. It was now possible to distinguish between areas that were close 
to the king, remote from him and open to him, depending on the ruling 
structure of the area in question. By now it was almost a matter of course 
for the regions on the middle and lower Rhine to be open to the king, 
while northern and central Germany were not closely bound to the 
throne. The process of the division of the king and Empire, which in the 
15th century led to a dualism of ruler and estates, proceeded apace - and 
there was no way of stopping it. 

On the other hand, the nobility, acting as an association, were 
effectively a territory, and this was often confronted by a temporal or 
spiritual regional prince. This prince or lord, in his turn, had acquired 
his position by accumulating property and rights. By making sure there 
were supraregional administrative organizations, he ushered in a 
change in the status of the territory, to wit the transition from being an 
association of people to being a territorial area. Territorial sovereignty 
was developed, and sovereignty over territory was the same as 
sovereignty over the people living in it. This was a process that is too 
complicated to be given a brief description. It entailed the sovereign 
ruler being able to fall back on feudal law (and other methods) in order to 
consolidate an organizational structure centred on a supreme leader, i. e. 
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a vertical ruling structure, now that there was no longer any danger of 
this instrument being reactivated by the king. The final stage was 
reached when it became possible to integrate the legal system of feudal­
ism into the legal system of the territories - in other words, when feudal 
ties were no longer related to a person, i. e. the ruler, but to the territory 
itself. Once this had happened, the land was, by virtue of the constitu­
tion of the provincial Estates and the provincial administrat ion, consoli­
dated as it was by feudal law, at last an independent unit in which the 
dualism between the ruler and the provincial Estates more or less 
reflected the dualism between the king and the Empire. In view of the 
particularism thus coming into being, the only way the monarchy could 
carry on existing was by means of dynamic power politics drawing on its 
own (crown) reserves. In practice there never has been, never could have 
been, that type of German king and emperor that at one time was often 
described as being the forerunner of absolute rule. The delicate circum­
stances surrounding the entire question of sovereignty and the throne in 
the Middle Ages always made it necessary to create a balance which 
certainly might not have had to recognize the legal basis of the claims of 
other social groups also wanting to participate in p o w e r - but they had at 
least to tolerate this basis in silence. And even today, this silence is still 
making it difficult for us to understand the Middle Ages. 

Notes 
1 For more information on Ihis concept, see K. Hauek: "Geblütsheiligkeit" in Liber Floridus, 

Festschrift für Paul Lehmann, St.Ottilien 1950, pp. 187-240. 
2 For further information on the martial monarchy, see W. Schlesinger: "Über germanisches Heer­

königtum" in Das Königtum. Seine geistigen und rechtlichen Grundlagen, Sigmaringen 1956, pp . 
105-141. 

3 For reasons of space it is not possible here logo into the problems of the authority exercised by the 
earls and their constitution. Cf. H. K. Schulze: Die Grafschaftsverfassung der Karolingerzeit in den 
Gebieten östlich des Rheins, Berlin 1973; M.Borgolte: Geschichte der Grafschaften Alemanniens in 
fränkischer Zeit, Sigmaringen 1984, and a reply by H. K. Schulze: "Grundprobleme der 
Crafschaftsverfassung" in Zeitschrift für Württembergische Landesgeschichte 44,1985, pp. 265-282. 

4 On the ambit ions of Henry the Lion and a detailed interpretation thereof see J. Fried: "Königs­
gedanken Heinrichs des Löwen" in Archiv für Kuli Urgeschichte 55, 1973, pp. 312-351. 

5 In this case, the right of spoliation was the right of the king to the estate of the deceased 
clergyman. 

6 In the section on provincial law (111 57 §2) in the "Sachsenspiegel," the "Code of the Saxons," a 
compendium of mediaeval law compiled by Hike von Repgow {c. 1180- after 1233), it says: "In d e s 
keiseres kore seal de erste sin de biscop van Trire, de andere van Megenze, de dr idde van Koine. 
Under den leien is de erste en d e m e k o r e d e palenzgreve van 'me Rine, des r ikesdruzte; de andere 
de marschalk, de hertoge von Sassen; de dr idde de kemerere, dt» markgreve van ßrandeborch. De 
scenke des rikes, de koning van Behemen, de ne hevet nenen kore, umme dat he nicht dudisch 
n'is." {from Das Landrecht des Sachsenspiegels, edited by K. A. Eckhardt, Göttingen 1955, p. 127), 
Detailed information in E. Boshof: "Erstkurrecht und Erzämtertheorie im Sachsenspiegel" in 
Historische Zeitschrift, Beiheft N. F. 2, 1973, pp. 84-121. 

7 Cf. W. Giese: "Der Reichstag vom 8. September 1256 und die Entstehung des Alleinstimmrechts 
der Kurfürsten" in Deutsches Archiv 40, 1984, pp. 562-590. 



Forms of Economic Life in the High Middle Ages 
by Manfred Grot en 

Loosening ploughl.ind with a mattock and plough 
(c. mid-13th century) 
Ol all the agricultural implements used in the Mid­
dle Ages, there is no doubt that the plough was by 
far the most important. Two types were used-a 
primitive plough consisting of a digging stick and 
handles, and a wheeled plough. The latter was in 
use at about the lime of Christ, but did not become 
common until the 1 Hh century. It only gradually 
took over from the digging stick, which could 
break up the topsoil, but did not turn over the sods 
of earth. 

Agriculture 

Mediaeval society was an agricultural society, with at least 90 % of 
the population working in farming. The peasantry created the 

food for the nobility, clergy and townsfolk. The vivid language of the 
Middle Ages called them the feet carrying the body of the people, but 
their legal position and social standing by no means corresponded to 
their economic importance. The large majority of the peasants were 
either serfs or burdened by various kinds of high dues. The Middle Ages 
distinguished three basic forms of life - prayer, war and work. The first 
was represented by the clergy and monks, the second by the nobility and 
knights and the third, apart from craftsmen and merchants, mainly by 
the peasantry. The last-named were not allowed to cany weapons and so 
were excluded from chivalry with its promise of social advancement. 
Only he who could use weapons to defend power could also exercise 
power. Those who were unarmed could be no more than the object of the 
power of others. Thus the peasantry that was so typical of the Middle 
Ages was essentially defined by the creation of a body of professional 
warriors known as knights. 

The ruling class did all it could to control the peasants' way of life so 
as to keep them firmly within the bounds of their social position, 
especially when their economic situation noticeably started improving 
at the height of the Middle Ages. The Chronicles of the Roman and 
German Emperors, written about the middle of the 12th century, calls 
upon the highest mediaeval authorities, Emperor Charlemagne and 
Pope Leo III, to legitimize the legal regulations for the peasantry: 

"Now 1 want to speak about the peasants, the clothes they should 
wear: they should be black or grey. He (the Emperor) did not allow 
anything else. Gussets at the side, they befit his way of life. Shoes of cow 
leather, that is enough. Seven ells of hessian for shirt and trousers. If he 
has gussets at the front or the back he offends against class privileges. Six 
days behind the plough and other work suffice. On Sunday he should go 
to church with his staff in his hand. If he is found to have a sword he 
must be taken bound to the church fence. Here he must be held fast and 
flogged. If he is attacked, let him defend himself with a hay fork." 

In this text the writer, committed as he was to courtly culture, makes 
no bones about his disdain for the peasantry. Middle High German 
literature repeatedly makes clear what courtly conduct is like by compar­
ing it to the uncouth and loutish behaviour of peasants. 

To a certain degree, the peasant depicted in literature was only a 
caricature of reality. Most peasants were unable to afford more than what 
the rulers would grant them. Mediaeval agriculture generally yielded 
little, mainly because of the shortage of fertilizer. The profit from wheat, 
for example, was in the proportion of one part of seeds sown to three 
parts of grain harvested. Surplus was often devoured by taxes to such a 
degree that it was but with difficulty that the family could feed itself 
from what was left. Luxury and splendour were impossible in such 
circumstances. 
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The peasants' clothes were usually made of rough cloth. They wore a 
shirt, short trousers (breeches) and long stockings (hose) and on top of 
that a tunic fastened at the waist with a belt and usually only going down 
to the knees so as not to get in the way while working on the fields. The 
nobility and wealthy citizens, on the other hand, would wear long robes 
down to the ground and were fashionably adorned, for example with 
gussets such as those mentioned above. The peasants would protect 
themselves from the cold and rain by means of an open coat that usually 
had a hood. Their feet were often only wrapped in cloths or they would 
wear wooden shoes. The Bundschuh, a shoe fastened at the ankle with 
laces, which was to become the symbol of the rebels dur ing the Peasant 
Wars (1492-1514), was typical of the peasants ' footwear. Simple peasants 
hardly owned more than one set of clothes, and right up until early 
modern times the colour could be a typical feature of their estate. It was 
only wealthy peasants who owned not just everyday clothes, but Sunday 
attire as well, the splendour of which was a thorn in the flesh of the 
higher ranks. 

The main source of food for the peasants was porridge or millet 
gruel, which was eaten out of a wooden bowl with a spoon. Unleavened 
bread was often made. Otherwise rye bread was served. The fine, light-
coloured bread made of wheat was regarded as being that of lords of the 
manor. The peasants also often ate vegetables, such as beans, lentils or 
peas, and butter, cheese and meat, especially pork and poultry. Strictly 
speaking, venison was taboo because peasants were not allowed to go 
hunting. Their banquets were in marked contrast to their frugal daily 
meals, and preachers never tired of holding forth against the excesses of 
such occasions. 

Peasants were normally bound to a manor. Their feudal lords were 
the king, the nobility, bishops, convents and monasteries. In its most 
extreme form, the mediaeval feudal system had three components. The 
lord was, firstly, the owner of the land tilled by the peasants. This meant 
that he could charge dues for the use of arable land, meadows and 
woods. Secondly, he was the supreme judicial authority over the peas­
ants, who were thus beyond the public jurisdiction of the king's rep­
resentatives, the earls. Since the judicial authority also gave protection, 
he could charge feudal taxes. The overlord could, thirdly, also be their 
feudal master if they were serfs. It was particularly regarding this final 
point that there were the greatest differences, depending on the period, 
region and ruler. 

One thing to be borne in mind is that the term "freedom" has had 
different meanings at different times. When we talk of freedom today, 
for example, we are taking such obligations as compulsory schooling, 
military service and tax liability into account. The Middle Ages had 
different standards. The extent to which one's life was determined by a 
feudal master was a decisive criterion. 

Serfs with no land of their own were worst off. They were required 
to serve in the landlord's household, putting their entire working power 
at his disposal. There was no such thing as freedom for them. As a rule, 
they were not allowed to marry. They were, however, guaranteed a 
living and provision for old age. Serfs living in huts in the vicinity of the 
manor house enjoyed a little more freedom. Serfs cultivating a farmstead 
of their own had to render certain services for their feudal lords. They 
also had to pay a poll tax, with special taxes being due in cases of 
marriage and death. 

Work of a peasant (13th century) 
'Ihe medallions depict two Lisks done in rur.il 
areas - sowing the grain and harvesting the crops. 
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Most big manorial estates had been organized as villications since 
the days of the Carolingian dynasty. A villication consisted of a manor 
estate with its own economic system and a number of dependent hold­
ings. Either the noble landowner himself lived on the manor estate with 
his family, or an official usually called a Schultheiss or Meier. The latter 
was particularly common in the case of very large manor estates made up 
of several villications. Important monasteries had thousands of peasants 
living in holdings. The owners of such holdings or Hufen, the average 
size of which is given as 10 hectares, not only had to cultivate their own 
land but also work for the manor. 

We can see what it was like in practice from an article in the land 
register of Prüm monastery in the Eifel. The article is about Rommers-
heim farm near the monastery, to which seven Hufen manorial land 
belonged and 30 Hufen of land to be cultivated for the landlord. The 
peasants had to pay the following dues to the monastery - one pig worth 
20 pfennigs, one pound of flax, three chickens, 18 eggs, half a load of 
wine in May and ditto in October, five cartloads of manure, five bundles 
of tree bark, 12 cartloads of wood, help with baking and brewing, the 
transport of 50 boards or 100 shigdles for the church roof, a week as a 
swineherd in the woods, cultivating three acres of the landlord's land 
three days a week, i.e. ploughing, sowing, harvesting, taking in the 
harvest, threshing, fencing in the corn fields and meadows, collecting 
five bushels of corn from Holler (40 km away), guarding the barn, look­
ing after one of the landlord's garden beds. The peasant's wife had to 
sew trousers. If the abbot visited the estate, the peasants had to join 
forces to supply four oxen and provide a cart for transport purposes. 
These demands were originally recorded in 893; the fact that a monk 
called Caesarius copied them out and annotated them in 1222 shows 
how tenaciously the feudal landlords clung to their rights over the 
centuries. Prüm monastery was in this respect, however, extremely 
conservative. By 1200 most lords of the manor had long given up manag­
ing their property themselves and had leased it out to peasants in return 
for payment in kind or money. 

For a number of reasons, the situation of the peasants had consider­
ably improved during the 12th century. A huge growth in the population 
increased the demand for bread-cereals. The towns were thriving, and 
here in particular agricultural produce brought good prices. Ploughland 
was extended to provide food for the growing population by large-scale 
assarting. Areas that had hardly been developed, such as the Slavonic 
countries to the east of the German Empire, were systematically col­
onized. If they were to get peasants to do the hard work all this entailed, 
the landlords were obliged to offer the settlers particularly favourable 
legal conditions. This had an effect on all the regions that had long been 
settled. Here, too, dues and services were reduced to stop the peasants 
from emigrating to the colonies or towns. One of many examples is 
provided by a document from Archbishop Philipp of Cologne dating 
from the year 1171 on changes in the estates of the cathedral capital in 
Worringen. In order to stem the rural exodus, the taxes for persons over 
the age of 11 were reduced to 2 pfennigs a year. Six pfennigs were to be 
paid to the mayor on marriage. If a peasant died, the mayor got either his 
best horse or, if he didn't own any horses, another animal or an article of 
clothing. The best linen dress of a dead woman also went to the mayor. A 
comparison with the Prüm peasants in Rommersheim clearly shows 
how much freedom the people in Worringen, in the vicinity of the 
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Windmill 
Grain started being ground with the help of wind­
mills in the I lth and 12th centuries-a technical 
innovation Europe owed to the highly developed 
civilization of Arabia. The picture shows a "post 

metropolis of Cologne, had in managing their own affairs. As replace­
ment of loss of income, the mayor was to be paid 6 marks, the cathedral 
provost 3 marks each year. In order to get this system going and to make 
sure the payments could be made, 12 peasants first had to collect a total of 
70 marks, each according to his wealth - a handsome sum of money 
which in those days was enough to buy a castle. The foremost peasants 
in the village were anything but poor. 

The final point in the document is particularly interesting because it 
allows the peasants a certain degree of co-operative autonomy. The 
withdrawal of the landlords made it possible for the peasants to join 
together to form a village community, allowing them to regulate their 
affairs on their own responsibility, according to village law. Such co­
operative regulations affected matters like the mutual use of meadows, 
water and woods (common land), of draught animals (oxen, horses) and 
better ploughs. It especially stipulated an obligation to conform to cer­
tain rules governing the use of land. These were necessary for the three-
field system of agriculture that was in common use. For this, ail the 
arable land belonging to a village was divided into three big fields. 
These were sown either with summer crops or winter crops or left to lie 
fallow according to a prearranged order, with the use of each field 

A medieval village 
The village of Rysum in Lower Saxony gives us an 
excellent impression of what medieval villages 
looked like. Their layout was mainly circular, with 
a precisely stipulated system of roads running 
through them and meeting in the centre. The 
church was the nucleus of the village. 
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"The Milkmaid"(mid- 13th century) 
There were relatively few cows in the Middle Ages, 
for they needed a great deal of fodder and it was 
difficult to meet their needs in winter. As a rule, 
their milk was made into cheese and more tarelv 
butter. A 13th-century writer said of a milkmaid's 
work, "A milkmaid must be loyal, have a good 
reputation and make sure of cleanliness." 

changing annually. Since so little fertilizer was used, the idea was as far 
as possible to prevent the soil becoming exhausted. In areas where dairy 
farming or wine growing predominated, the community had other 
specific problems to solve. 

The appearance of the villages varied from region to region. There 
were old villages that had grown naturally and now had an uneven 
layout (nucleated villages). Then there were those that had been estab­
lished according to a set plan - these were the ribbon-built and the radial 
villages, the forest villages and the villages in the marshes on the North 
Sea coast. In some areas, the houses built were larger in size so that the 
living quarters, barn and the shed for the animals were all under one 
roof. In others, the various buildings were separate from one another 
and grouped round the farmyard or even scattered round the land. The 
construction of pit houses - huts erected in pits in the ground - was very 
simple. 

Comfort in these houses was almost non-existent. An episode in the 
book of legends by Saint Anno of Siegburg takes us into one such 
dwelling. There is an open fire burning in the middle of the one and only 
room and above it there is an earthenware pot with water in it hanging 
from a hook. A mother leaves her baby, a child not quite a year old, 
sitting in a hollow dug in the mud floor while she goes out of the house 
for a short while. At this very moment one of the handles of the pot 
breaks, and the hot water and the embers from the fire spill all over the 
child. In this particular instance, St. Anno helps out with a miracle. But 
such living conditions must have been disastrous for children. 

The experience of the uncertainty of life must have had a tremen­
dous influence on the mentality of the peasantry. Peasants were 
excluded from written culture and so nothing they wrote themselves is 
extant. The only way we can find out about what they thought, about 
their religious beliefs is only indirectly - and then it was distorted - in 
records by the clergy, who scarcely understood or sympathized with the 
culture of the peasantry. Although every larger village had a parish 
church, the pastoral care of the inhabitants was frequently dreadful. 
Matters of religious belief were often only inadequately explained to the 
peasants. Other social ranks had bishops, abbots, priests, kings, noble 
gentlemen and ladies presented to them as examples of good behaviour, 
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but in the Middle Ages there was no such thing as a "peasant 's saint." 
On the contrary, peasants were more likely to be suspected of heresy. 
After all, what else could you think of a peasant 's woman who, as the 
monk called Caesarius of Heisterbach tells us, stole a holy wafer to put 
into a beehive because her bees weren't doing well - or of another who 
crumbled up a holy wafer and scattered it over the vegetables to make 
her plants grow better? Such practices could only be regarded as blas­
phemous and persecuted as such. And so it is not surprising that in 1233 
Pope Gregory IX declared the struggle against the rebellious peasants in 
Stedinger a crusade. 

Rural culture appears in a brighter light in the songs of Neidhart of 
Reuenthal, who sings about the village festivals that, for a short time, put 
the greyness of daily life into the background: "Clear away the stools and 
the chairs! Move the tables to one side! Today we want to tire ourselves 
out dancing." 

Urban Economy 

The Middle Ages had taken over the towns as a legacy from the ancient 
world. It was a legacy they at first d idn ' t really know what to do with. The 
life of the ancient Germans had scarcely been affected by the towns. For 
this reason, the heirs of Rome allowed the administrative and economic 
functions of the towns almost entirely to fall into decay. It was mainly the 
Church that kept remains of late-antique urbanity going until into the 
Middle Ages. The bishop resided in town, and his priests looked after 
religious welfare of the hinterlands and did missionary work there. 
During the Middle Ages the bishop 's church was joined by other collegi­
ate and monastic churches. The clergy and monks of these churches 
made up a considerable proportion of the urban population. Therefore it 
was the Church more than anything else that left its mark on early 
mediaeval towns. These towns presented themselves to the world as a 
place that was obviously meant to be holy. Examples of such towns with 
ant ique traditions in Germany are Trier, Cologne and Mainz. They 
served as a model for cathedral towns that came into being in the Middle 
Ages, like Magdeburg, Bremen or Hildesheim. 

Life in a medieval town (detail from a 14th-century 
miniature) 
In the High Middle Ages, only about 10 % of the 
population of Germany lived in towns. Since 
urban areas were important trading and economic 
centres, a favourable position as far as traffic and 
transport were concerned was a precondition for 
the wealth of a town. This is why many towns 
were built on rivers or major trading routes. Ships 
were without doubt the most important form of 
transport for heavy loads. The picture shows men 
unloading coal ships. 
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The cathedrals, church foundations and monasteries had to be pro­
vided both with articles of daily use and luxury goods. Church-goers 
from nearby and pilgrims from afar had to be given board and food. And 
so trade and crafts came to life again in the towns. The bishops sur­
rounded themselves with a retinue of dependent people known as 
ministerielles, who performed important and difficult services and so 
enjoyed great esteem. Ministeriales and merchants were, economically, 
the biggest and thus most influential groups of people in 11th century 
towns. Theoretically, these two social groups hardly ever came into 
contact with one another. Merchants who traded over long distances, 
and who were generally personally free, earned their wealth on long and 
dangerous journeys. The ministeriales, on the other hand, were unfree; 
they were responsible for administrative tasks and went to war for the 
bishops. 

The bishops normally exercised full sovereign power over their 
towns. They were lords of court, and they charged property tax, poll tax 
and tolls. Walls and towers were within their power. The inhabitants of 
the towns were bound to the city lords in various ways. 

The closest ties were those of bondsmen and bondswomen, and 
they belonged to the bishop 's family. Free town inhabitants, such as 
merchants and craftsmen, were subject to the city lord's protection and 
this also involved obligations such as going to court sessions, paying 
taxes and defending the town from hostile attacks. The demands which 
were made by the city lord were often felt to be a burden. At the same 
time, however, there were city laws preventing such claims from turning 
into arbitrary demands . 

City laws had gradually developed from general laws in reply to the 
needs of many people living together in a confined space. Two examples 
from the oldest charter of the town of Soest make clear the character of 
city law: 

"§31 If someone pledges his house or any other building, and if this 
is destroyed by fire or any other c a u s e - t h e new building, if the owner of 
the building should rebuild it, should act as a pledge, otherwise he must 
relinquish the ruins and the land to the creditors and the creditor can 
make no further demands . If, however, the owner lays claim to the ruins, 
the creditor can ask him to pay the entire debt. 

§58 If a citzen has taken off his clothes to bathe and at this very 
moment is summoned to court by a court messenger, he need not follow 
the summons until he has finished bathing and drying himself." 

Townspeople who were used to such legislation strongly objected to 
the city lords blatantly violating their rights. Uprisings were the result. 
The first time people revolted was in 1073 in Worms and 1074 in Col­
ogne. 

In 1074 Archbishop Anno of Cologne was visited by the Bishop of 
Münster. When his guest decided he wanted to go home, the archbishop 
simply confiscated a ship belonging to a merchant from Cologne, threw 
its freight into the Rhine and chased off the ship 's crew. The merchant 's 
son hurried onto the scene with his friends. The young men put the 
archbishop's servants and the city bailiff to flight. The uprising spread. 
Anno was besieged in his palace. He fled first to the cathedral and then 
along a secret passage and out of the city. The archbishop's palace was 
looted, people were killed, the rebels got ready for a siege. But the 
archbishop returned with a strong contingent of soldiers and was severe 
in his punishment. 

Scene from the "Jungfrauenspiegel"(late 12th cen­
tury) 
At the peak of the Middle Ages, al least 90 % of the 
population were involved in agriculture. Work in 
the fields was extremely difficult, (or the peasantry 
had no special aids to help them. Tools were sim­
ple (the picture shows scythes, a rake and a spade), 
and it was taken for granted that the entire family 
would muck in. In the picture married women 
have a head-covering, while the unmarried ones 
are bare-headed. 
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Hieronymous Bosch: "The Vagrant" (also known 
as "The Prodigal Son") 
This picture of a pilgrim passing an inn gives us an 
idea of the way simple people lived; the poverty 
and uncouthness are particularly striking. The man 
urinating against the wall of the house is following 
the custom of the day. The staff carried by the rag­
ged wanderer indicates that it was necessary to be 
armed as protection against robbers and wild ani­
mals. 









ILL. PAGE7I.: 

Saint Francis (wall painting in Pescia, 1235) 
The lives of the saints gave people living in the 
Middle Ages an example to be followed and were a 
tremendous influence on their way of life on this 
earth. You turned to the saints in times of need, 
hoped they would relieve your sufferings in sick­
ness and asked them to intercede on your behalf 
with the Heavenly Father. The picture shows St. 
Francis, who can be recognized by his halo and 
stigmata, speaking to the birds. 

ILL. PAGE 77; 
Hell (Tres Riches Heures of the Duke of Berry, 
beginning of the 15th century) 
The dualism of a heavenly paradise and Hell domi­
nated the concept people living in the Middle Ages 
had of the world. There were no limits set to the 
picture painted by the imagination oi punishment 
in Hell. In the centre of the picture we can see 
Leviathan lying on a red-hot grate and crushing 
people in his hands. Devils to either side of the 
grate are tanning the flame to burn the banished 
souls. In the foreground there are devils cruelly 
torturing sinners, including clerics. 

Persecution of the Jews (from a Hebrew manu­
script, c. 1500) 
There were a number of Jewish pogroms through­
out the entire Middle Ages. The first great wave of 
persecution set in at the beginning of the First 
Crusade (10%). The reason for such fanatical 
hatred of the Jews was not merely the fact that 
Christians regarded them as being responsible for 
the crucifixion of Christ. Financial matters also 
played a part - many Christians had huge debts 
with Jewish moneylenders. Aggressiveness, col­
oured with religious ideology, was just the thing to 
get rid of their economic problem. The Jews very 
often had little choice but to abandon their 
possessions and flee 

All these events in Cologne show that the city lord had not expected 
an uprising and was unable to stifle it at birth. It also makes it clear that 
the merchants and the archbishop's servants, the ministeriales, had not 
yet joined forces. What is important, however, is the observation that the 
merchants could already act very resolutely as a community. It was, 
however, a community that still had to find its true form. When, in his 
report on the Cologne uprising, a monk called Lampert of Hersfeld 
expresses his distaste and scorn for the merchants because, after com­
pleting business, they talked over wine and good food about warfare 
and how strong all this made them feel, he only reveals that he has not 
yet recognized the signs of a new age. 

The figure of the town citizen began to clarify early in the 12th 
century. In the outline of mediaeval society handed down to us, with the 
three estates of clergy, nobility and peasantry, there is no room for the 
bourgeoisie. During the Middle Ages, citizens were still having to fight 
for recognition as an estate. In the 11th century, the Latin word for 
citizen, civis, was still without a clearly defined meaning. All it meant 
was the people living in any one place - it was possible to talk of the 
citizens of a village, for example. The term "urban citizen" (urbani cives) 
was not felt to be a superfluous use of two words with similar meanings. 
It was only gradually that the word "Bürger" (burgaere) came into 
general use for a "full inhabitant of a city" (Middle High German = 
burg). 

Not every urban citizen was a citizen in the true sense of the word. 
In many towns, this status was not used for the clergy and monks of 
ecclesiastical foundations and monasteries. Neither were all laymen 
regarded as citizens. Only those inhabitants of a town were regarded as 
belonging to the bourgeoisie who had full rights according to municipal 
law, most of whom possessed a house and landed property. In many 
cases, this definition excluded the ministeriales of the city overlord, and it 
never included bondsmen, craftsmen, day labourers, the poor und beg­
gars. The Jewish community in a town also led a life of its own. Thus the 
bourgeoisie consisted only of a small proportion of city dwellers, but 
dur ing the high Middle Ages it grew to become the ruling urban group. 
The town was thus a town of the bourgeoisie, but this certainly did not 
mean that this social group gained complete control of towns. The city 
overlords retained part of their old rights. The spiritual institutions, 
which had had such a strong influence in the early Middle Ages, estab­
lished associations with rights of their own; urban ecclesiastical lands 
had the status of immunit ies , and these were out of bounds for temporal 
authorities. The castle or palace of the city overlord were also out of 
bounds for the bourgeoisie. The town houses of nobility and prelates 
often enjoyed special privileges. As we can see, mediaeval towns seldom 
presented a homogeneous picture. 

At about the same time that Peter Abelard was giving new stress to 
the human mind as a power of reason, mediaeval man was also becom­
ing conscious of the phenomenon of the town to such an extent that he 
could now systematically start building new ones. The town, a settle­
ment that hitherto had gradually grown and developed, was now a 
settlement that could be established in one fell swoop. Historians have 
drawn up a list of criteria typical of a mediaeval town. The number of 
inhabitants was of but little importance in the Middle Ages. Cologne 
was the only city by mediaeval s tandards (10,000 inhabitants); by the 
end of the 12th century it covered an area of about 400 hectares and 
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probably had some 35,000 inhabitants. Trier and Mainz were counted as 
being of medium size (2,000 to 10,000 inhabitants). More than 90 % of 
German towns were small, with between 500 and 2,000 people living in 
them; from the point of view of the number of inhabitants they hardly 
differed from villages. A mediaeval town covered a clearly defined area, 
which had either long been enclosed by a wall to keep it apart from the 
hinterland or it had a wall built round it in the high and late Middle 
Ages. The wall made the town into a large castle which, militarily, could 
be enormously important. The town wall enclosed an area with its own 
jurisdiction - the territory covered by municipal law. Another charac­
teristic of mediaeval towns was that its citizens possessed a certain 
degree of autonomy towards the town lords. We shall return to this later. 
Finally, mediaeval towns were economic, administrative and ecclesiasti­
cal centres. Market settlements like Soest or Munich, royal palaces such 
as Aachen or Frankfurt, and foundations and monasteries like Kempten 
or Fulda were the embryos of the towns of the high Middle Ages. 

One of the earliest towns founded in Germany was Freiburg im 
Breisgau, founded in 1120 by Conrad of Zähringen. In the foundation 
deed it says, "Be it known to everyone in the future and now that I, 
Conrad, set up a market in the year 1120 in a place that is my property, to 
wit Freiburg. I have decreed that wealthy merchants, who have been 
called to come here from all over the country, set up and maintain this 
market. I have therefore bestowed upon each merchant a piece of land in 
this market for him to build a house thereon according to title and 
determined that every year on the day of St. Martin each site pay me and 
my descendants a shilling of public currency in tax. Be it thus known to 
everyone that at their request and according to their wishes I have 
granted them the following rights: . . . " The deed addresses the town area 
and market, municipality and municipal law. 

Most towns were founded in Germany in the 13th century. Every 
prince, no matter how small and unimportant, wanted to be lord of a 
town, be it for economic or strategic reasons, or simply to show off. In the 
process, settlements were established scarcely able to develop urban 
characteristics. Some of them were entirely depopulated by epidemics in 
the late Middle Ages. 

The development of relationships between citizens and town over­
lords in the high Middle Ages is probably one of the most fascinating 
and one of the most difficult aspects of urban historiography. The fact 
that town citizens joined together to form a functioning community was 
initially the result of outside influences. The court community or the 
church parish could form such a community. In the 11th century such 
communities started being filled with new life from within. Typical of 
the time, and not only in towns, was the urge to establish co-operative 
associations. It was expressed in the formation of religious brother­
hoods, merchants ' corporations and craftsmen's guilds. This is also the 
place to mention the peace movement and the so-called Peace of God for 
defenceless people and treaties of general peace for whole areas. 
Municipalities came into being in the towns. Citizens joined forces to 
form associations, the members of which had to swear to abide by 
regulations they imposed on themselves. 

These associations were a threat to the rights of the town overlords, 
who, to begin with, understandably enough, were anything but pleased. 
In Trier in 1161, for example, the associations were outlawed. The Count 
Palatine of the Rhine wrote: "We herewith give notice to your commu-

Slaughtering animals in town 
Meat was a regular part of the diet of urban popu­
lations in the Middle Ages. Certainly, roasl meat 
tended to be eaten mainly by the privileged patri­
cians, but meat (or boiling and offal - trotters, 
cheek, lungs, liver, kidney and brain - were popu­
lar with the lower classes. Tripe was considered a 
special treat. 
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nity that my lord, the archbishop of your town, has lodged a bitter 
complaint with the Emperor and the entire court because you have 
created a community with new customs and unusual rights against his 
honour and the old rights." 

There were violent uprisings in several towns. But gradually the 
town overlords realized that this citizens' movement could no longer be 
suppressed. There were compromises between the rulers and the associ­
ations. The town overlords granted rights that, little by little, were often 
extended. In the late Middle Ages, the most powerful of the towns had de 
facto managed to drive their overlords completely out of the town walls. 
In most towns, a sign of the acquired autonomy was the town seal, 
possession of which showed the municipality to be a body incorporated 
under its own law. The oldest town seals in Germany were given to the 
municipalities of Trier, Cologne and Mainz in the first third of the 12th 
century. 

Initially, the leaders of the municipalities were men who had previ­
ously held prominent positions in the town. They saw themselves as 
being the most distinguished people in town, as being a cut above the 
rest (meliores, opthnates, primäres). In many German towns there were 
bodies of jurors chaired by the town overlord or his judges, and their 
task was to pass judgement. Another of their tasks, of course, was to lead 
the bourgeois community. In earlier days, the town overlord had 
appointed the jurors at his own discretion, but it now became customary 
for the jurors to fill vacant positions as they saw fit. The community had 

The town of Carcasonne 
This view of the French town of Carcasonne, with 
its excellently preserved medieval town centre, is 
an impressive illustration of the important func­
tion of the town wall; it protected the inhabitants 
from hostile attacks and was thus of great military 
importance; at the same time, however, it also 
limited urban expansion to the area within the 
walls. During the 13th century, various quarters 
came into being that were associated with indi­
vidual social groups. 
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Cloth dyers at work 
As early as the I2th century and more particularly 
in the 13th century, guilds, associations of artisans 
of like profession, were established. There were 
three main reasons for the development of the 
guild system. Protection from overwhelming 
rivalry, to ward off illegal competition, mutual pro­
curement of raw materials and equipment these 
were economic reasons. Protection of a trade's 
good name and safeguarding the honest and reli­
able production of goods - these were professional 
and ethical factors of no mean significance. Finally, 
there was a religious element, which was man­
ifested in the fact th.it each guild revered its own 
saint. 

little influence on such practices. It was inevitable that this should result 
in nepotism, and in due course opposition to it grew. Arguments and 
fights among the town inhabitants sooner or later led to the formation of 
town councils in most towns, the seats of which were distributed pro­
portionately among the various groups of the population, such as jurors, 
ministerielles, merchants, craftsmen. Shifts within the social structure of a 
town could lead to changes to the council constitution. The town hall 
became the centre of interest of the townsfolk. It was often allocated a 
representative parish church. The town council was led by the mayor, 
who was normally in office for only a limited period. We must be careful 
not to see the constitution of the council in a wrong light, for it was not a 
democratic instrument. Only town citizens with full civic rights were 
entitled to vote. Certain families deemed "suitable" - i.e. families who 
could afford to spend time on political matters - were eligible to be 
elected to sit on the council, a task which, after all, brought no financial 
gain. The council ruled over "its" citizens in very much the same way as 
any other authority. It is not for nothing that the literature of the day 
speaks of the "lords" of the council. 

In the first place, it was the rninisteriales and merchants who were on 
the council. The proportion of rninisteriales in the leading stratum of 
society has been particularly well examined in the case of Trier, but they 
are unlikely to have played a lesser role in other places. Let us take as an 
example a juror, one Ordulf von Oeren (died 1311), scion of a family 
known since the 12th century; he paid for the convent of St. Catherine to 
be moved into the town and gave generous presents to the nuns; other 
members of his family had assets, income and rights in more than 30 
other places outside Trier. Ministeriales led a very chivalrous life; they 
had coats of arms, owned expensive armour, equipment and horses, 
lived in town in solid stone houses or towers, but very often also had 
country residences in which to spend the summer. They mainly lived off 
the profits from their assets, but were also involved in wholesale trade. 
Frequently they were involved in the bullion business, minting and 
money deals. In this respect they differed very little from leading mer­
chant families, as we shall see shortly. 

Fora while, German historians thought the merchants had played a 
decisive role in the rise of the mediaeval class of citizens - a view that has 
since been revised. Nevertheless, the importance of the merchants for 
urban development must not be underestimated. Only those merchants 
not away on long trading journeys, however, could influence events in 
the towns. Long-distance traders were often away from home for years at 
a time. 

The life led by these men forms the background for a drastic story 
told in The Cambridge Songs (early 11th century): A townsman from 
Constance goes on a long trade journey, is shipwrecked and doesn't 
return home for two years. In the meantime, his wife has been passing 
the time of day with charlatans and young men and confronts her 
husband with an illegitimate child. She tells him that while she was 
walking in the hills she drank melted snow and this made her pregnant. 
The merchant pretends to believe her story. Another five years later he 
again goes on his travels, taking the "snow child" with him. He sells the 
child to a merchant on the other side of the sea for 100 pounds of silver 
and returns home, where he tells his wife that the "snow child" melted in 
the heat of the south. The slave trading hinted at here was a deplorable 
reality in mediaeval Europe. 
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A medieval apothecary 
Compared to the present day, medical care in the 
Middle Ages was completely inadequate. Knowl­
edge of disease, its causes and treatment mainly 
came from the medical writings of the Greeks and 
Arabs. All doctors ever did was to listen to a 
patient's chest, let blood or give him pills and 
potions. The Italian town of Salerno was a centre of 
medicine in the 12th and 13th centuries and had 
the reputation of having extremely good doctors. 

The trading routes used by long-distance traders - roads, rivers, sea 
routes - covered the whole of Europe and the Near East. In the late 
Middle Ages, North German merchants were organized as the Hanseatic 
League, and they travelled to France, England, Scandinavia and Russia. 
The Rhine and Danube were the arteries of long-distance trading in 
continental Europe. Other trading routes went to Italy and, above all, to 
Venice, or to the four important sites of mediaeval trade fairs in the 
Champagne - Troyes, Provins, Lagny-sur-Marne and Bar-sur-Aube. In 
themain , German merchants were only indirectly involved in trade with 
the Orient. 

It would be impossible to give a detailed list of the goods that were 
traded. Cologne traders took wine to England and brought back wool. 
Swords from Cologne are given high praise in French epic poetry. 
Pingsdorf ceramics from near Cologne were taken up to Trondheim and 
all the way to Novgorod. In return, it was possible to buy amber, honey, 
wax and Russian furs in Cologne. Monk Caesarius of Heisterbach tells of 
two Cologne merchants who were commissioned to buy a polar bear 
skin in Norway to make an altar-cloth. Nor did the people of the day 
make any bones about trading with relics. According to a report dating 
back to 1181, only miraculous powers were able to prevent the skeleton 
of one of the 11,000 virgins being sold to Huy. Rare spices like aniseed, 
ginger, pepper, cloves, saffron, c innamon were imported by the sack, 
and huge quanti t ies of silk, purple cloth, precious stones and medicines 
were also brought to Europe. Goldsmith 's products and other artefacts as 
well as metal ores were transported across half of Europe. Cloth, grain, 
fish and salt were needed in large quanti t ies. Herds of cattle and horses 
were driven over long distances. 

83 



Council meeting (from a Swiss chronicle, begin­
ning of the 16th century) 
Struggles and disputes among the citizens of the 
towns gave rise to the formation of town councils 
headed by the mayor. The council constitution 
stipulated the principles governing the adminis­
tration of a town and controlled relations in the 
community. The right to vote was limited to lull 
citizens, while only the members of a few families 
were considered eligible for election to the council. 
The rule of the town councillors was no less hard 
than that o\' the princely lords; thus contemporary 
soun es speak respectfully of the "lords of the 
council." 

Obviously, not all these transactions were above board. Caesarius, 
the monk mentioned above, tells of two Cologne merchants who admit­
ted quite freely at confession that in their profession they would not be 
able to get by without lies and perjury. Greed for profit was regarded as 
being sinful, and usury, i.e. moneylending with interest, was even 
classified as a deadly sin. To begin with, the only people who were 
willing to risk such transactions, apart from Jews, were Lombards (North 
Italians) and citizens from Cahors in southern France. In about 1200 a 
Lombard named Petrus is mentioned as living in Cologne. 

Many a merchant tried to pacify his bad conscience by donating 
generously to the Church. It is again Caesarius of Heisterbach who gives 
us a good example of this. A wealthy Cologne merchant gave the canons 
of the college of St. Apostel a shipload of stones for them to build a 
church. In this manner he was hoping to make up for the burden of his 
sins - a truly mercantile thought. Other merchants, fearing for their 
souls, donated hospitals, chapels, altar-panels, liturgical books and ves­
sels and ecclesiastical vestments. A man's debts were all settled on his 
death bed, deceptions atoned, requiem masses arranged and the poor 
ordered to be fed. There are several reports of nothing but toads being 
found in a wealthy merchant 's money boxes after his death. Such stories 
are meant to remind the world of how transient and useless wordly 
goods are. Some merchants ended their lives in a monk's habit. St. 
Norbert, the founder of the order of the Premonstratensian Canons, is 
said to have occasioned the spontaneous entry of several Würzburg 
citizens to the clergy by restoring a blind man's sight in 1126. The 
younger sons and daughters of merchant's families were often sent to 
monasteries and convents. 

In the 12th century, wealthy merchants started adopting a lifestyle 
that was reminiscent of that of knighthood, and by the 13th century their 
way of life was decidedly chivalrous. On the oldest German seal 
awarded to a citizen, that of the Cologne juror Wilhelm vom Markt 
(awarded 1226), the holder of the seal is still in civilian clothing, with a 
long robe and a fashionable fur-lined c o a t - and unarmed. Seals dating 
back to the second half of the 13th century depict shields. Members of 
families that were originally bourgeois started being knighted from 
about that time. Thus the lower nobility and merchantry coalesced. At 
the end of the 12th century, Gerhard Unmaze from Cologne was a typical 
example of this synthesis of bourgeoisie and chivalry. On the one hand, 
Gerhard was an archiepiscopal ministerialis and, for a time, a sub-bailiff 
and tax collector. On the other hand, he was also a large-scale financier, 
juror and mayor. The poet Rudolf of Ems probably based his poem 
"Gerhard the Good" on him. The ironic reference to the courtly ideal of 
"maze," meaning "discretion," contained in Gerhard's surname is typi­
cal of the mentality of townspeople, who had to use such additional 
names to distinguish themselves from others of the same name. 

The artisans were below the merchants in the social hierarchy of the 
urban population. Artisans possessed varying degrees of wealth, 
depending on the trade and size of the business. Furriers, goldsmiths 
and wool weavers were scarcely less wealthy than merchants, while 
cobblers and linen weavers could often only just about get by on their 
earnings. In the big cities, the trades were extremely specialised. In 1149, 
blanket weavers are mentioned in Cologne, and in 1225 lawn weavers. 

Following the practice of the day, artisans joined together to form 
craft organizations, which were usually called guilds. The oldest deed of 
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a guild is dated 1149 and comes from Cologne. It states: "Be it not 
concealed from believers of all stations, in the future and now, that some 
men, lovers of justice, to wit Reinzo, Wilderich, Heinrich, Everold and 
others who practise this craft, have founded a fraternity of blanket 
weavers in the pious hope of eternal life." The religious overtone, which 
at first may seem out of place in this context, was by no means without its 
justification in the Middle Ages. The guilds were not merely concerned 
with the economic interests of their members , but were a community 
embracing all aspects of life. Their members helped each other in life and 
prayed for the soul of their dead brothers. 

A lot of the artisans sold their wares at market. The impressions 
made by mediaeval markets on the eyes, ears and nose is shown by a 
deed dating from 1269 and describing a striking detail at market: a 
butcher's stall is mentioned, and next to it a particular kind of torture 
instrument - a chair from which culprits could be shoved so that they 
would land "where at certain times whole stomachs of oxen, cows and 
sheep are sold"! 

The great majority of townsfolk were poor - servants, labourers, 
beggars. A lot of these people had come from the surrounding regions 
after running away from their masters. The anonymity of the town gave 
them cover and shelter and, after a while, liberty from old ties. The 
lowest strata in particular must have dominated the general picture 
afforded by the streets, for the wealthy probably only appeared in public 
in force on special occasions. The poor thronged through the dirty streets 
on foot - and high society only ever went anywhere, even short distan­
ces, on horseback. Since there was very little poor relief, there were 
always beggars hanging around churches, the market and the houses of 
the rich. They were particularly numerous at processions or if a prince or 
the emperor came to town. 

The big towns, the cities, always took the lead as far as social 
developments were concerned. There were already academically trained 
doctors and lawyers in Cologne in about 1200. It was here that new 
religious movements got going, such as that of the Beguines and 
Beghards and then the begging orders. Heretics, too, were given atten­
tion. Cathari from Flanders were already being burnt at the stake in 
Cologne in 1163. The urban way of life obviously encouraged criminal­
ity. There is a record of jurors in Cologne sentencing a man called Arnold 
"because he played at dice and inflicted three wounds on a beautiful 
woman (i.e. a prostitute)." Scenes such as these had already been seen by 
Caesarius of Heisterbach during his youth in Cologne. "Theobald was 
addicted to wine and dice and well-known as a buffoon all over town. I 
often saw him walking along the streets naked." 

When Isabella, the sister of King Henry III of England, stopped at 
Cologne on her way to her betrothed, Emperor Frederick II, the reception 
she was given must have been an uplifting spectacle. Roger of Wendover 
described it thus: "When news of her arrival became known, 10,000 
townspeople dressed in festive clothes and carrying flowers and palm 
twigs streamed towards her. Those sitting on Spanish horses spurred 
them on, while breaking each other 's sticks and lances in jousting." 
Matthäus Paris, a later chronicler, added: "There were also ships which, 
by means of clever tricks, seemed to sail by on dry land , pulled by horses 
hidden beneath silken covers. And there were clerics sitting on these 
ships, who, to the mellow sound of organs, were melodiously singing 
songs the amazed audience had never heard before." 

Cologne town seal (13th century) 
Most German towns were founded in (he 13th cen­
tury. Apart from economic or strategic considera­
tions, it was very often nothing more than petty 
provincial princes showing off that gave rise to a 
town being built. In this way, towns came into 
being that were scarcely able to develop urban 
features. On an average, towns had about 500-1000 
inhabitants. Cologne, with almost 35,000 inhabi­
tants, was the only German city. 

Seal of the Cologne citizen Wilhelm vom Markt 
(1226) 
After about 1325, more town citizens tended to 
have their own seal. In this way Ihey manifested 
their claim to social equality with the nobility, 
whose lifestyle town patricians tried to imitate. 
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The Age of Christendom: A View of the Life of 
Christians in the High Middle Ages 
by Thomas Rüster 

Chimera on Notre Dame in Paris (c. 1250) 
The mysterious gnomes, gargoyles and demons on 
Gothic cathedrals are clear proof that medieval 
Christians feared dark powers no less than their 
heathen ancestors. Many Christian customs and 
festivals at that time were essentially a continua­
tion of pre-Christian rituals. 

Our language has a word that has been doing well for itself in this 
modern day and age. It has climbed the ladder of success and 

popularity and covers a number of situations. The word is "society." It 
more or less means the entirety of the human race, all the hu man beings 
we have dealings with or whom we can see. In the Middle Ages, how­
ever, no one spoke of society, bu t rather of "Christendom" (chris-
tianitas). This was because in those days everybody people knew was 
Christian. To be sure, somewhere, there were pagans (e.g. Normans), 
people whose faith was not in accordance with established doctrines 
(the Saracens, for example) and Jews. But they lived a long way off, 
beyond the borders of the country or, in the case of the Jews, in ghettos. 
The average person hardly ever set eyes on them. Mediaeval "society" 
was Christendom. For this reason it is not easy to say much about the life 
of Christians in the Middle Ages. To do so, it would be necessary to 
describe the way people of that age lived - the life of people dominated 
from birth to death by Christianity and the Church, people living in 
hope of a life after death in the community of the saints. Let us try to look 
at the life Christian people led in the Middle Ages. 

1. Three Appeals - Three S i g n s of the T i m e s 

"Give me the Lord, give me the Lord!" cried a sick lad who in the 13th 
century had mistakenly been given unconsecrated bread as a cure. This 
lad was not only able to tell an unconsecrated wafer from a consecrated 
one simply by its taste or appearance; he also firmly believed that the 
body of Jesus Christ was a strong and effective medicine for his illness. 
Spirit and body had for him joined to form a single unit. For people in 
the Middle Ages, spiritual matters, especially those connected with 
church sacraments, were manifest, miraculous and real. The down-to-
earth Romans were baffled by the earthy and materialistic piety which 
had arisen in Germany under the influence of the Germanic-Franconian 
spirit. As far as we are concerned, the borderline between magic and 
belief is blurred. Some people were given the privilege of seeing conse­
crated bread "crystalline and with the sunlight shining through it"; 
others, after receiving Holy Communion, were given the grace to float a 
foot above the ground. The oxen of a peasant busy at his ploughing came 
to an amazed halt in front of a pyx thrown into a furrow by thieves. 
Anyone who dropped the body and blood of the Lord onto the ground 
had to do penance for forty days. When the communion of the sick was 
carried through the streets, everyone who heard the tinkling of the 
accompanying bell fell to their knees. There is also the story of a priest 
who retained the body of Christ in his mouth after communion so as to 
get a woman to succumb to his will by kissing her. There are many 
accounts of miracles: once, when a host fell onto the ground in St. 
Columba's in Cologne, "the hardness of the stone beneath it disap­
peared and a circle and letters appeared in it." There are many such 
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Lenten sermon (mid- !5th century) 
Penance was done at least once a year, during 
Lent; the weeks prior to Easter were reserved for 
penances, which were often considerable. The 
penitent was obliged to avoid such foods as meat, 
milk, cheese, and marital intercourse, dances and 
carousing. 

examples. The tenets of mediaeval piety were firmly based on a belief in 
the all-embracing unity of divine, sacramental and earthly reality. 

"Rome, Rome/ ' cried a young woman of bourgeois family in Flan­
ders , who had just fled from the altar at her wedding because she did not 
want to marry the man intended for her. It was not that she was hoping 
to find a better husband in Rome. Rather, she was calling upon ecclesias­
tical law, which, since the 12th century, had recognized marriage by 
consent, according to which no one, not even women, could be forced to 
marry against their will. It was, however, common for a woman to have 
her husband chosen by her family, and so a young couple very often did 
not meet until the wedding day. In the first collection of universal 
ecclesiastical laws published in 1140, Gratian the monk declared the 
consent of both parties to be a condition of marriage; he also said that 
love should be the foundation of marriage and not the economic and 
political interests of the people concerned - a somewhat unusual state­
ment for that time. Does this mean that women enjoyed the same rights 
as men? No one went that far, but all the same - "Eve was not created 
from Adam's feet, and therefore she must not be kicked about. She was 
not made from his head, and so she must not rule." This mediaeval 
saying speaks for itself. It shows how Church ethics increasingly influ­
enced areas of public life and tried to mould them according to Christian 
belief. For example, it was forbidden to charge interest for financial 
transactions, the idea being to follow the example of the Bible and put a 
stop to moneylending and fraud. The Bible was often referred to when it 
came to dealing with difficult legal and financial matters; ecclesiastical 
jurisdiction covered such matters as adultery and perjury, the return of 
stolen property and laws of inheritance. The field of science was particu­
larly imbued with the idea that the Christian spirit should pervade the 
whole of reality. Philosophy, at one time the queen of the sciences, was 
degraded to be the handmaiden of theology; theologians like Albertus 
Magnus (1200-1280) and Roger Bacon (1220-1292) set out to explore the 
na ture of h u m a n feelings and the laws of living together. There was 
nothing in this age of Chris tendom not open to the influence of the 
Church and religious belief. Thus public and social life was always and 
inseparably Church/ecclesiastical life as well. 
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The habit of Si. Francis of Assisi (1181-1226) 
This habit, made of undyed woollen material, 
clearly reflects (he ideals of St. Francis - austere 
poverty following the example of Christ. St. Fran­
cis founded the first mendicant orders in about 
1210 to reform monasticism from the very roots. 
The reform was based both on the renunciation of 
individual and corporate ownership of property 
and on pastoral involvement. 

"It is God's will!" - for over a century this was the battle cry of 
Crusade preachers in the Christian West, and innumerable people fol­
lowed their call. Beggars and swindlers, the mob from the streets and 
young men from wealthy families, priests and knights, kings and 
emperors - they all set off to snatch the Holy Land out of the clutches of 
heathens. In all, there were seven Crusades, and enthusiasm, particu­
larly for the first one (1096-1099), knew no bounds: Now that battle was 
to be done against the pagans, righteous anger was also directed against 
infidels at home. Merciless pogroms against the Jews in Mainz, Worms, 
Speyer and other towns initiated a century of cruelty, contempt for 
human beings and senseless bloodshed scarcely equalled in history. 
"Why did the heavens not darken, why did the stars not cease to shine, 
or the sun and the moon, why did they not grow dark in the vault of the 
heavens when 1100 holy persons were murdered and slaughtered on one 
day, so many little children and babes in arms who had done no wrong 
nor sinned, so many poor and innocent souls! - Eternal Father, how can 
you look upon this?" demanded a Jewish chronicler in Mainz in 1096. "It 
is God's will" - the hordes surged on through the Christian empires of 
Hungary and Byzantium and "no one ever thought of buying what he 
needed, everyone lived from murder and pillage as best he could." The 
uncontrolled mobs were soon on the point of collapse from exhaustion, 
hunger and battle; the Holy Land was only reached by the better 
organized armies of knights, who in spite of huge losses conquered 
Jerusalem on 15 July 1099 after a five-week siege. Streams of blood were 
shed - the horses were fetlock-deep in blood, and other reports talk of 
the horses wading knee-deep in the blood of the Saracens. A Christian 
kingdom was then set up in Jerusalem to the accompaniment of murder, 
looting and rape. It lasted for not quite 100 years. 

The other Crusades were less "successful" than the first one, but no 
less cruel. The Second Crusade (1147-1149), initiated by Bernhard of 
Clairvaux, was a failure and only resulted in Lisbon being conquered 
from the Moors. The Third Crusade (1189-1191), a gigantic undertaking 
under Emperor Frederick Barbarossa, collapsed while still on the road 
after the Emperor had drowned while bathing in the River Saleph. Pope 
Innocent III put the full weight of his power behind the Fourth Crusade 
(1202-1204). The crusaders, who wanted to be taken across the sea on 
Venetian ships, first had to pay their debts by destroying Venice's trade 
rival Zara in Istria be fo r e -how tragicomical history can b e - t h e y turned 
to the matter of laying waste the East Roman city of Constantinople. The 
cause had been quarrels concerning the succession to the Greek throne. 
The Crusade against their Christian brothers turned into an unprece­
dented plundering expedition. 

In retrospect, it is now hardly possible to understand the reasons 
why these multitudes of people took part in the Crusades. Was it the 
papal promise of remission from sins in the after-life for everyone 
participating in armed pilgrimages? Was it the prospect of loot and 
material gain? Were the Crusades an ideal activity for knights who had 
been made practically redundant by changes in warfare when, to crown 
it all, their profession was given religious legitimation? Were the princes 
trying to consolidate their internal power by ousting their rivals? Did the 
Church want to become the leading power in the West and thus 
emphasize its claim to universal sovereignty? Probably a little of all these 
motivated the people concerned. And what part was played by religious 
attitudes? 
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One thing that must be realized is that there was virtually no 
hindrance to Christians pilgrimaging to Jerusalem, even when the town 
was under Moslem rule. Yet a saint like Bernhard of Clairvaux devoted 
the entire power of his gift of oratory to pleading for the cause of the 
crusades. Saint Francis, on the other hand, preferred to go personally to 
the Egyptian sultan so as to convert him, not with weapons, but with 
words (1219). He was given a friendly reception and allowed to preach at 
length. Religious mania and despair at the failure of previous military 
efforts are reflected in the mad undertaking of the Children's Crusades 
which, under the leadership of two boys, one from Cologne and one 
from Vendömois in France, set off in 1212 to conquer the Holy Land with 
divine assistance alone. They were joined by tens of thousands of chil­
dren. The journey was hard and full of privations; those that survived it 
were taken as slaves or put into brothels in the port towns of the 
Mediterranean. Very few returned home. 

And the outcome of the Crusades, which were organized by the 
Church, politicians and the people of the Middle Ages? Historians 
estimate the dead at 22 million. 

Our three glimpses of the mediaeval world of religious belief and 
the Church show us an enthralling picture full of contradictions. What 
sort of age was this - an age in which piety and cruelty, scholarship and 
superstition, an open humanitarian spirit and religious mania were able 
to exist side by side in the name of the same beliefs and in the bosom of 
the same Church? Very often the only information our school and his­
tory books can give us in the chapter headed "The Middle Ages" con­
cerns the struggle for power between pope and emperor. All we see is the 
tip of the iceberg. This struggle was fought on various levels of power 
between numerous opponents in the investiture conflict, which 

Day of Judgement (tympanon over the princes' 
portal in Bamberg cathedral) 
"And before him shall be gathered all nations: and 
he shall separate them one from another, as a 
shepherd divideth his sheep from the goats; and 
he shall set the sheep on his right hand, but the 
goats on the left. Then shall the King say unto them 
on his right hand, Come, ye blessed of my Father, 
inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the 
foundation of the world . . . " (Matthew 25:32-34) 
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Poor Clares at table 
For women, convent life was often the only way of 
escaping from male domination. A large number of 
female orders were founded at the beginning of 
the 13th century, such as that of the Benedictine 
nuns or the Dominican nuns. The order of St. 
Clare, or the "Little Sisters of Poverty," was 
founded by St. Francis of Assisi in 1212. 

climaxed in the dispute between Pope Gregory VII and Emperor Hen­
ry IV and was settled in 1122 in the Concordat of Worms. The matter at 
hand was the libertas ecclesiae, the liberty of the Church or, to be more 
precise, the right of the Church to make appointments of its own choice. 
But the temporal rulers also made claim to this right for, after all, it was 
they who provided the finance for maintaining the Church. In addition, 
many of the prelates, such as the archbishops of Cologne, Trier and 
Mainz, were also princes with temporal authority. Thus the double 
interest in their investiture was certainly justified. If the question of 
their investiture was to be settled, then the whole question of power also 
had to be settled. As far as this was concerned, the Church - in the age of 
Christendom - had little difficulty in showing that all authority comes 
from God and that therefore the pope, Christ 's vicar, was entitled to the 
highest authority on earth. True, the "Two Sword Doctrine" acknowl­
edged that a spiritual and a temporal sword were necessary to rule the 
world, but the popes never tired of emphasizing that the spiritual sword 
was of higher rank and therefore had the duty of ruling over the temporal 
sword in the name of the Lord. Ambitious popes like GregoryII 
(1073-1086) and Innocent III (1198-1216) saw themselves as temporal 
rulers and granted land as benefices to kings they favoured. An extended 
legate system put them in a position to control the domestic politics in 
the empires; neither did they have any qualms about using excommuni­
cation and damnation as a form of coercion in political matters. 
Although they very often had real power on their side, the temporal 
rulers were not easily able to escape from the arguments of the pope 
because they, too, saw themselves as ruling by divine grace and, 
whenever possible, sought confirmation of their position by the pope. 
What was right for popes and emperors was also right for local rulers. 
Archbishop Anno II of Cologne (1056-1075), who was also a prince of the 
Empire, was not only active and influential in imperial politics; he also 
interfered with the rights of the townspeople so drastically that once, 
after he had arbitrarily confiscated a merchant's ship, there was an 
uprising and the bishop's palace was attacked. In spite of all these 
struggles and conflicts, the unity of Middle Age Christendom is clearly 
visible - a unity based on the unquestioning respect and power of 
temporal and spiritual leaders, based on a belief embracing all people as 
far as the ends of the earth, controversial only in its practical organiza­
tion, that is, the way sovereign authority was assigned in the struggle 
between spiritual and temporal dignitaries. 

And yet - and this is what really gives Christendom in the Middle 
Ages its proper colours - there was resistance from many sides to a 
spiritual and temporal unity which, in the final analysis, was only 
motivated by power politics. No mean number of men and women, 
seeing the secularization of the Church as a huge aberration of the spirit 
of Jesus Christ, demanded a return to true spirituality and the gospel. 
The reform of monasticism, centred on the Benedictine order at Cluny in 
Burgundy (from A. D. 909 onwards), tightened up the strict rules of 
Benedict, the founder of the order, and committed the monks to spend­
ing most of the day in prayer and at worship. Their work, in numerous 
Benedictine monasteries, was reformatory in character and continued 
until well into the 11th and 12th centuries. After the decline of Cluny (the 
result of too much accumulated wealth) it was primarily the monasteries 
of Hirsau in the Black Forest, Citeaux (Cistercians) and Clairvaux (Bern-
hard of Clairvaux, 1115-1153) which inspired believers by their ascetic 
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zeal, their love of handicrafts and the severity of their regulations. One 
courageous young woman was the abbess Hildegard of Bingen 
(1098-1179); she openly preached in Cologne and elsewhere against the 
corruption and power-madness of the clergy and nevertheless became a 
popular advisor to many prelates and princes. Francis of Assisi 
(1181-1226), the founder of the mendicant orders, went even further: 
Himself the son of a wealthy merchant draper, he lived a simple life 
following the example of Jesus Christ and His apostles, and expected 
others to do so. He saw property, power and prestige as a contradiction 
of the gospel. Even during his life, he and his sister Clare had a huge 
following, many of them young people. 

On the other hand, there were at tempts by temporal rulers to eman­
cipate themselves from the dominance of spiritual authority. One exam­
ple is the German emperor Frederick II (1215-1250). He was a highly 
talented, versatile and well-educated prince, an enthusiastic architect 
and patron of poetry; on the island of Sicily he established a form of state 
that was largely free of the influence of the Church. His scepticism, his 
free dealings with Jews and Saracens and his moral independence were a 
cause of umbrage with many of his contemporaries. He, too, remained 
loyal to the Church, but in many ways his Sicilian state anticipated the 
modern, secular and lay form of government. 

2. Faith and Money. The Daily Life of Christians 

The history of the big names in the ecclesiastical and secular worlds, 
which is usually what history books tell us about, sheds light on this 
period - but they also throw a dark shadow over the life of ordinary 
people. What was life within the bosom of the Church like for people in 
the Middle Ages? 

Whatever else Christians in the Middle Ages were, they were not 
the Sunday Christians that are common nowadays. Their life in any 
given place was always a life in one particular church parish, and the 
sum total of these two elements made up everyone's daily life. A chris­
tening not only made the person concerned into a child of God; it also 
announced that he or she belonged to the parish in which the font was. 
From this moment on, this parish church was responsible for the ser­
mons that person heard, for their confession, marriage, communion of 
the sick and funeral. It was to this parish church that fees for church 
ceremonies had to be paid, and so it was very much in the interests of the 
parish priest not to lose control of believers. At the christening, the first 
act of religious instruction for the children was for them to be read the 
creed - by custom in the 13th century, to the boys in Greek and the girls 
in Latin. In spite of this subtle difference, Christians had but little 
knowledge of matters of faith. Complaints that the faithful "had to get by 
with no knowledge of religion and faith" were voiced regularly, and 
priests were exhorted to take instruction of the laity much more seri­
ously. All told, it was generally thought sufficient for people to know the 
creed and the Lord's Prayer and how they should live. Church life was 
not focussed on the word, but on the sacraments. The importance of the 
Eucharist has already been ment ioned. Prior to the 11th century, 
penance was done at least once a y e a r - before Lent, so that this period 
was available for penitential exercises, which were often considerable. 
There is an account of a nun from St. Mary's in Cologne who as penitence 

Arm reliquary of St. Elizabeth (Western Germany 
c. 1240) 
Elizabeth of Thuringia (1207-1231) was highly 
revered because of her life of privation and chari­
table deeds. She founded a hospital near Marburg 
and devoted herself entirely to the care of the poor 
and sick. According to medieval reports, there 
were a number of miraculous cures at her grave in 
the church of St. Elizabeth in Marburg. 



Monk and nun in the stocks 
The strict rules for members of religious orders 
stipulated that they renounce all worldly pleasures. 
But in the Middle Ages, celibacy was not taken all 
that seriously. In spite of repeated admonishments 
by the pope, most priests lived with a woman, 
sometimes in return for the payment of a fee - and 
this was officially allowed by the bishops. The pic­
ture here - found in the margin of a book - was 
meant to be a deterrent for monks unable to resist 
the temptations of the flesh. 

is said to have voluntarily recited the whole of the Book of Psalms (i.e. 
450 psalms) three times a day for eleven yea r s -once stretched out on the 
ground, once kneeling and once standing. As the list of sins was later 
extended and became more detailed, the open confession of one's sins to 
the priest was regarded as being the true act of penance and other 
penitential exercises were no longer required. Confession was in the 
pre-Easter period; Easter confession and communion were one of the 
Church commandments from 1215 onwards. After confession it was 
customary to give the priest a present, but the priest was on no account 
to spare sinners because of the gifts. The consumption of meat, milk, 
cheese and the like was strictly forbidden during Lent, likewise marital 
intercourse, dancing and carousing. 

Public marriage in church was not customary in the Middle Ages, 
for the Church regarded marriage vows made in the presence of the 
families, together with the handing over of the dowry, as legally valid. It 
was, however, an old custom to pray for a woman before she gave birth 
to a child and, after confinement, to church h e r - i . e . celebrate reconcilia­
tion with h e r - because the Old Testament said she was impure. It was 
not until later that Pope Innocent 111 clearly stated that women were 
"burdened by no s in" because of giving birth. In the Middle Ages, 
marriage was regarded as being "beautiful and agreeable in the eyes of 
the Lord," but people also clearly saw "that the countless serpents of 
worldly care may arise from it" (Elizabeth of Schönau, 1125-1164). 

Extreme unction in conjunction with communion of the sick was a 
solemn act in which all the priests in the village participated if possible. 
Although anointment did not take place until shortly before death, its 
original meaning was that of healing the body, symbolized in the heal­
ing power of oil. The priest would anoint the painful parts of the body as 
well as certain places on the neck, throat, between the shoulders, on the 
chest, near the sensory organs - if necessary he would perform the act of 
anointment on seven consecutive days. A prayer would be said to drive 
out the devil, the benediction pronounced, the "effective medicine of the 
flesh and blood of Christ" administered. If, in spite of all this, death 
ensued, people living in the house and neighbours gathered round to 
keep the deathwatch. The time before and after death gave mediaeval 
piety great scope for activity. Praying fraternities were established, 
which met to give mutual support at times of death. The guilds of 
artisans and merchants were also religious communities which prayed 
for their dead and had mass read. This was more than just standing by 
someone during the last hours of their life; rather, people feared both the 
interference of the devil in the deceased's journey to the afterlife and at 
the Day of Judgement. When the angels accompanied St. Martin to the 
afterlife, there was such fierce fighting with the devil that the singing of 
the heavenly hosts stopped for a while. In this case, the prayers of the 
faithful and masses for the dead were invaluable. The suffering of the 
deceased in purgatory could be shortened with the help of prayers and 
mass. Mediaeval books of the dead show us how much was paid for the 
prayers of the brothers and sisters (i.e. monks and nuns) and masses for 
the dead. Most convents, monasteries and big churches were largely 
built from the money for masses for the dead. 

Apart from the sacrament of extreme unction, the Church also 
offered the sick and suffering other means of healing - the miraculous 
relics of saints stored under the altars of the churches. There were 
innumerable accounts of cures by the power of the saints and they would 
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Ratekau (Romanesque village church, seen from 
(he sou(h) 
Life in (he Middle Ages was dominated by the 
Church to a degree that is hardly conceivable now­
adays. Baptism not only made I he child into a child 
of God, but also meant it belonged to (he church 
holding the font. People were not only dependent 
on the parish church for matters like sermons, mar­
riages, communion of the sick and funerals; they 
also had to pay church tilhes and fees for religious 
deeds bv the church. 
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Berthold of Regensburg (from a 15th-century 
manuscript) 
Between 1250 and 1272, the Franciscan monk 
Berthold of Regensburg travelled through southern 
Germany* Bohemia, Moravia and Thuringia, call­
ing people to repent. Berthold was doubtless the 
most colourful of the itinerant preachers roving 
through the entire Empire in the 13th century. I le 
reproached the followers crowding to his sermons 
in droves for their sinful misdemeanors, painted a 
vivid picture of the tortures awaiting them in hell 
and admonished them to leave the path of sin and 
lead a life pleasing to Clod. 

spread like wild-fire. It was therefore well known which saints were 
particularly effective for which particular complaint. If the wise women, 
doctors and barber-surgeons could no longer be of help, the next step 
was often a long and expensive pilgrimage to the sacred relics to get help 
by means of prayer and pious gifts. Many people returned home cured, 
but not before increasing the wealth of the place of pilgrimage. And so, 
hand in hand with the pilgrimage business, there was a large-scale chase 
after relics. They were "found" (often dur ing the crusades), stolen, 
seized, broken up into little pieces, doubled and traded - all to multiply 
the fame and income of the churches back home. In many respects, the 
mediaeval pilgrimage business corresponded to the mass tourist indus­
try of the 20th century. The Canterbury Tales by Geoffrey Chaucer 
(c. 1340-1400) show how entertaining and educational such a pilgrimage 
(in that case to the shrine of Thomas Becket in Canterbury) could be. 
Such journeys often took months , and the pilgrim certainly didn ' t just 
talk of religious matters and tales of the saints. A thirst for travel and 
pious desires, hope for help and getting to know foreign parts - a 
pilgrimage served to satisfy all these wishes and more besides. 

It has been estimated that in 13th century Germany one person in 
nine was ordained. There was obviously no lack of priests. But the clergy 
did not just consist of priests. Lower orders (acolytes, lecturers, deacons) 
were frequent and popular, sometimes only because they were useful, 
such as for a career in a public position or in science. Membership of an 
order was also bound to ordinat ion. The huge number of people wanting 
to take holy orders was to a large extent not merely a result of a religious 
need to do so: In monasteries and convents there was a certain amount of 
movement ensuring both economic security and a certain degree of 
independence from the narrow regulations laid down by urban society. 
For women, especially from noble families, a nunnery was often the only 
way to escape from an existence as a submissive and meticulously 
monitored wife. Then there was the fact that convents were also 
privileged places of education, so that the convent was almost the only 
path to a scholarly career. There was an astonishingly wide variety of 
different types of priests, ranging from the priest for the simple people, 
who looked after a church belonging to a feudal overlord and could just 
about recite mass in Latin, the canon at a collegiate church in town w h o -
if he did not live in a collegiate community as was originally expected -
dwelt with his servants in a large urban house and had virtually no 
pastoral duties, to the princely archbishop of noble stock who had so 
many other tasks that he on]y very occasionally found the time for his 
spiritual office. Celibacy was not taken too seriously in the Middle Ages. 
The majority of priests lived with a woman, and this was even officially 
allowed in return for a small fee paid to the bishop, although the pope 
often issued warnings on the matter. 

Training for the clergy was usually in the form of a kind of appren­
ticeship with the local priest, who also selected the candidates. Only 
larger towns could afford cathedral schools with proper training. One 
particular bone of contention in the Middle Ages was the prebend 
system. A prebend was understood to be a spiritual office if it could lay 
claim to tithes from believers. The tithes, i.e. the tenth of one's revenue 
to be paid to the church plus fees for christenings, marriages, burials, 
etc., formed the basis of the priest 's livelihood. As a rule, these tithes had 
four uses: Part went to the parish priest, part to the bishop, part was for 
church buildings and part for the church's poor, i.e. monasteries and 
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scholars at the schools. There were, however, certain subtle differences 
between rich prebends, which received valuable tithes, and poor pre­
bends. It was on these distinctions that the clergy concentrated their 
attention in the Middle Ages. And this was the cause of all the endless 
complaints about the avarice and corruption of the clergy that abound in 
the literature of the day. In 1219, Pope Honorius III noted in his s tudy of 
the effects of the 1215 reform council: "The servants of the altar are like 
cattle, but they not only moulder in their own excrement but even brag 
about their sins before Sodom and make no secret of them; they are 
debased, a snare for the people." Saint Hildegard of Bingen calls the 
prelates "true robbers of the Church; in their avarice they devour every­
thing they can get their hands on." There was indeed tremendous abuse. 
High noblemen used their good relations with Rome to get distant 
episcopal prebends without having the intention of ever setting foot in 
them. The obligation laid on bishops - or a deputy - to be resident in 
their sees for at least a few days each year is testimony of this state of 
affairs. Temporal and spiritual dignitaries transferred important pre­
bends to their relatives even if these were unsuitcd for the task or had 
not even been ordained. Seven-year-old boys became clerics and owners 
of prebends, and it was not until Pope Alexander III (1159-1181) was in 
office that the min imum age of holding a prebend was set at 14(!). 
Mediaeval church books are full of accounts of disputes between 
bishops, monasteries, deans and priests on the right to receive tithes, 
usufruct and benefices. Documents were forged. It was possible to sell or 
trade everything. "We sell Christ more shamefully than Judas, but we are 
worse than he because he thought Christ was a mere man, but we know 
He is the true God and Man and we still sell Him. He sold Christ for 
thirty pieces of silver, but we do it for a dinar and the lowest possible 
wage" (Petrus Cantor, deacon at Reims cathedral, 1130-1197). 

Saint Michael (book miniature, c, 1450) 
Angels and saints were the permanent and invis­
ible companions of human beings during their 
earthly existence. They defended Christians from 
the dangers of everyday life, protected them from 
the temptations of the devil; they also often gave 
sinners their due punishment . This picture shows 
St. Michael struggling with Lucifer, who is lying 
defeated on the ground with a cross-staff in his 
throat. 

3. Piety, Hagiolatry, Superst i t ion 

What was it that bound the people of those days to the Church - a 
Church that certainly did not present itself without "spot, or wrinkle" 
(Ephesians 5:27)? Can we look into the hearts, into the piety of 
mediaeval Christians? There might well be some clues in the following 
lines written by a monk called Ruotger at the beginning of an account of 
the life of Archbishop Bruno of Cologne (953-965): "It is true wisdom to 
know where the gifts one has come from, so that one does not think one 
has them from oneself (.. .)lf we ask what is our due, we find nothing but 
punishment. God's mercy came upon us with His grace, (...) because 
Cod wanted it, not because Man has deserved it." This is not mere 
theology. The blunt comparison of the unworthiness of Man and 
deserved divine grace was probably part of the temper of the Middle 
Ages. The powerlessness of Man in the face of the powers of nature, 
disease and death were felt much more intensely than nowadays, like­
wise the bottomless pit of human wickedness, the appalling effects of 
sin. The gift of life itself, every moment granted, salvation from incur­
able disease and finally the mercy of heaven towards sinners must have 
seemed like the pure grace of the almighty, omnipresent God. This 
extremely pessimistic and yet religious attitude gave rise to two forms of 
piety: hagiolatry, i.e. worship of the saints, of those who have already 
come to God and can intercede on behalf of Man, and an intensive 
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relationship with, even a great longing for that which comes after the 
vale of tears on this earth, for life after death. Thus Ruotger closes his life 
of Bruno with the sentence, "He was carried off from this sullied earth 
and rests in the Lord." 

But not everyone could expect to rest in the Lord like the worthy 
archbishop. Many people had good reason to fear punishment in Hell, 
which was a focal point of the mediaeval imagination. There is a verse 
summing up what awaits sinners in Hell: "Pix, nix, nox , -ve rmis , flagra, 
vincula, - pus, pudor, horror" (pitch, snow, night, the worm, the 
scourge, fetters, pus , shame, horror). According to the visions and 
legends of the day, the punishments of Hell befitted the individual 
misdemeanors of the damned: Thus a nun who had had an abortion had 
to carry a burning child; a man who had wrongfully taken possession of 
ploughland had to carry the burden of the ploughland on his shoulders. 
To top it all, the devils who prepared such terrors were also present on 
earth and had to be feared at all times. They would be looking over the 
monks ' shoulders, counting the syllables slurred over dur ing prayer; 
they would wander through monastery dormitories at night; they hid 
away in the cavities of the body; they spoke with the voices of the mad. 
People knew exactly where they stood when the devils appeared with 
monkey faces and buckhorns, as dogs, ravens and blacks, or as seductive 
women and beautiful youths. It d idn ' t always help to throw the ink pot 
at them. Only fervent prayer, going to mass, alms-giving and various 
magic rites could give help for a while. The invocation of the saints was 
particularly important. Angels and saints were constant and invisible 
companions in the life of the people; they protected them from the 
temptations of the devil, but they often also executed on earth the 
punishment due to sinners (such as the angel of the Lord who in 871 
stripped bishop Günther of Xanten of his holy vestments in front of the 
altar and killed him because he had wanted to celebrate mass in spite of 
having been excommunicated). On the Day of Judgement, which was 
expected to come at the end of time and which no one would be able to 
escape, sinners would be able to place all their hopes on the intercession 
of the saints with a stern but just God. This was why Mary in particular, 
the eternally virginal and merciful Mother of God, filled hearts with 
more love and trust than God himself, who was fatherly but stern. 

Mary, the Keeper of the World and Comforter of the Distressed, 
headed the list of saints who, partly through their intervention on earth, 
partly through their intercession in heaven, influenced life here. The 
most important saints owed their reputation less to their holiness on 
earth than to the number of miracles they performed after death. Chur­
ches and children were named after them to increase the chances of 
receiving their protection and support. The bones of the saints were 
reputed to have a greater influence. A newly discovered shrine of a saint 
was a public sensation, as was the bringing of relics bought elsewhere to 
one's own church, such as when in 1164 the bones of the Three Kings 
were solemnly received in Cologne. It was strictly forbidden by Rome to 
take the relics of the saints apart, but this was nevertheless a common 
occurrence in the land of the Franks. There were no bounds to the 
activities of ingenious profiteers. Goldsmiths devoted their art to mak­
ing reliquaries, and were paid for doing so. Money and wares were laid 
as offerings at the altars of the saints; some people undertook to pay for 
the expensive candles at the altar. There were several saints who did 
particularly well and shone in the glory of innumerable miracles until 

The Black Prayer Book (15th century) 
The genre known as the book of hours belongs tc 
the best of medieval manuscript painting. The 
book of hours was initially only intended for 
princes, but after about 1400 it began to be used I 
rich patricians wishing to own a devotional book 
similar to the breviary of clerics. The "Black Pray< 
Book" from Belgium shown here is a particularly 
beautiful example of this genre. Its name comes 
from the black parchment used. The miniature 
shows a scene from the Passion of Christ: the 
Saviour before Pontius Pilate. 

i( l PACE9B; 
God the Father as an architect (Bible moralisee, 
mid-13th century) 
The architects of the great cathedrals saw their task 
as imitating the divine act of creation. They 
imagined the creation of the world as being like 
the process of architectural construction: Cod the 
Father, with a compass in his right hand and push­
ing the globe along in front of him, is ordering the 
world according to "measure and number and 
weight" {Wisdom of Solomon, 11;21) 

ILL PAGE w.-

Bible moralises (mid-13th century) 
The Bible was an inexhaustible source for 
medieval manuscript painting. The book miniatur­
ist was able to refer to various illustration layouts. 
One of the most interesting is without doubt the 
"Bible moralisee." On each page of this type of 
book, there are four biblical scenes depicted on the 
left in roundels, which are then typologically, mor­
ally and allegorically interpreted on the right. 
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The shrine of the Three Kings (1181 c, 1230, Col­
ogne cathedral) 
Ihr shrine of the Three Kings, also known as the 
"Golden Shrine," is regarded as Ihe greatest, most 
artistic and most valuable reliquary of the Middle 
Ages. It was made by Nicholas of Verdun, one of 
the most famous of medieval artists, to hold the 
mortal remains ol the Three Kings brought to 
Cologne in about 1164. The reliquary is in the 
shape of a basilica with a nave and two aisles and 
Seven bays, and is remarkable for its extremely 
splendid and lavish decor of enamel work, filigree 

and precious stones. 

Imperial crown ( LOth century) 
The crown, made for Otto the Great between 953 
and 962, is an impressive testimony oJ the work ot 
medieval goldsmiths. It is also important because 
(if ils symbolism. The cross and Ihe arch were 
added in the 1 ]th century. The crown is .i sign of 
imperial rule and for contemporaries was a symbol 
for the I loly Roman Empire. Once, al a time ol 

political contusion, Walther von der Vogelweide 
called upon the Stauler Philipp of Swabu to put on 
the i rown. 
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The northern rose-window in Noire Dame in Paris 
(built 1134 1194) 

i) i pAGi loi The rose-windows in French cathedrals are a par-
Emperor Henry the Saint (c. 1260, detail o| window ticularly eloquent prool <>i the excellence of 
ii: Strasbourg cathedral) medie> .'l stained glass Here, Ihrsarl reached a 
Stained glass w indi >w s were an importanl aspei t remarkable peak. A round window can have vw i 
oi medieval arl The windows depit ted biblical otis symbolii meanings as the sun il < an repre 

f saints and founder figures. The i rose the Virgin Mary. Pictures oi 
magnificent, coloured windows gave > hurch and the redeemei and the Mothei ol God are placed in 
cathedral walls an illuminated took. The Cistercian tin' centre oi il"1 window. A rose u indow can 
monks put plain colourless windows in their sometimes depict the heavenly Jei usalem, the city 
churches in conscious contrast to the pomp oi of God, which was occasionally imagined to be 
ect lesiastical buildings In towns round. 
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they, too, stopped being talked about. The fame and reputation of a town 
very much depended on the number of relics within its w a l l s - a point of 
view that is of little importance nowadays. Tempora mutantur. 

Times have perhaps changed a little less in terms of the survival of 
pre-Christian paganism, which continued into the Middle Ages (and is 
partly being revived today). The old Germanic gods might have been 
toppled from power, but no one knew for sure whether some of the 
demons and spirits, gnomes and forest beings might not still be a 
menace or an aid. To be on the safe side, it was advisable to put lights 
and gifts at certain springs, trees and rocks. A closer look at some of the 
Christian customs of those days reveals them to be a continuation of 
pagan rites. Some of the saints, such as the virgins Fides (Faith), Spes 
(Hope), and Caritas (Charity), who were revered in the Eifel region, were 
possibly nothing more than pre-Christian gods under the guise of a new 
name. If we consider Gothic cathedrals with their enigmatic gnomes, 
gargoyles and demons we discover one of the ways the Middle Ages 
reconciled paganism and Christianty: "Ecclesia benedicat omnia" (The 
Church blesses everything) - and in doing so makes it its own. 

4. The Outsiders of Christendom: Jews and Heretics 

We have already spoken of mediaeval society as being "Chris tendom." 
In the 11th century, at the latest, with the investitures controversy and 
the beginning of Church reform, it started seeing itself more and more 
clearly in this light. In spite of all the differences between villages, towns 
and regions, the Middle Ages made sure of its unity by clinging to the 
same faith, Church, rites and customs. It is also in the 11th century that 
we first come across violence against the Jewish community, and first 
see larger-scale heretical movements taking hold of the population. 
Every organized entity, including Christendom, has its outsiders. The 
way Christians treated those who threatened their unity is, no matter 
what other base motives there might have been, typical of regular 
attempts in the course of history to use force to achieve uniformity. 
Catholicism or proscription, persecution, death - these were the alter­
natives in the Middle Ages for people wanting to escape from the only 
true system of spiritual and temporal power. 

There had always been Jews living in the West. They dwelt in 
special quarters in the towns and differed from Christians in their dress, 
language and church services. But the Holy Scripture they shared with 
Christians (the Old Testament) and the strictly patriarchal order within 
the family and community showed there were also some similarities. 
There were no problems when it came to Jews and Christians doing 
business with each other, especially since Christians were not allowed to 
charge each other interest, while Jews were allowed to do so with non-
believers. Bishops and kings often approached Jewish merchants when 
they were short of money. During periods of persecution, Jews were 
very often able to buy special rights of protection from those in power. 
There were international contacts within the Jewish community, and so 
the Jews were particularly easily available for long-distance trading. It 
was not long before they had "Christ ian" competition in this field, a 
result of economic progress during the 12th century. If we bear in mind 
the large debts many Christians owed to Jewish moneylenders, the 
pogroms against the J e w s - the first big wave took place at the beginning 

The murder of the boy Simon in Trent (woodcut, 
1493) 
Ritual murders of Christians, supposed to have 
been committed by Jews, were an excuse for po­
groms against the Jews. In 1294, it was rumoured 
that in Zaragoza in Spain Jews had cruelly and 
brutally slaughtered a Christian boy. The matter 
was brought to court, where it was discovered that 
the accusation against the Jewish community was 
merely based on lies. 
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The Coronation of the Virgin Mary (mid-13th cen­
tury) 
Nol only the huge number of poems about the Vir­
gin Mary bear witness to the reverence paid to the 
Mother of God, but also the many representations 
in the fine arts. The Virgin Mary, the "rose without 
thorns," the "keeper of the world" and "comforter 
of the distressed" was regarded as the most 
important of the saints; it was she to whom people 
turned in times of need and who it was hoped 
would intercede with the Heavenly Father. 

of the first crusade (1096) - appear to be more than just an expression of 
misguided religious fanaticism. Various factors would have incited the 
progroms. It was about this time that the first stories of atrocities com­
mitted by the Jews started circulating, as in 1294 in Zaragoza in Spain, 
where they were said to have kidnapped a Christian boy, beheaded him 
and removed his liver and heart to make a devilish brew. There were 
court proceedings, the charge turned out to be untrue and the boy was 
discovered in the charge of a Christian slave trader. What remained, 
however, were deep-seated prejudices against the Jews in the town, 
their public proscription and discrimination. The Jews were always "the 
others"; they were always different from the Christians; in the end, 
however, it was not the former who changed, but the latter, and the Jews 
had to foot the bloody bill. Public disputations held in many towns 
between Christian and Jewish theologians only superficially followed 
the path of reason. It was clear from the beginning how these disputa­
tions would end; if the Jews taking part were not prepared to recognize 
that the man crucified on the cross was the true God, that He had a right 
to alter Mosaic Law and that He redeemed the world, they were just 
confirming their reputation as stubborn, hard-hearted people. It was 
then a matter for the Christian ruler to decide whether they should be let 
off in grace or sentenced to death. The custom in Toulouse of getting the 
bishop to box the ears of the leader of the Jewish community after every 
Easter mass was, by comparison, mild. If a Jew, like young Judas from 
Cologne (c. 1125), voluntarily converted to Christianity, it was not 
because he felt he had been disproved by the arguments of the theolo­
gians. Rather, he was impressed by the human gesture of the episcopal 
supervisor in Münster who, during a meal with the bishop, gave him, an 
ostracized Jew, half a bread roll and a helping of salmon while he himself 
made do with bread and water. The convert Judas, who gave himself the 
Christian name Hermann, had to bear the full brunt of the coldness and 
disapproval of his one-time brothers in faith. 

The Christian Middle Ages were also a time of the wildest Christian 
heresies. There were Cathari and Waldenses, Publicans and Patarines, 
Albigenses and Petrobrusians and Arnoldists and many others, 
although some of the names stood for one and the same group. They all 
undertook to question the truth and legitimacy of the Catholic Church. 
When we talk of heretics today, we often mean people representing 
certain liberal views compared to the strict dogmas of the Church (or a 
political party, etc.). The term had very different connotations in the 
Middle Ages. Almost all mediaeval heretical sects came to the conclusion 
that the Catholic Church was not severe enough, not rigorous enough 
and, above all, not in accordance with the simple spirit of Christ - and 
that it was therefore to be rejected. There is a good deal to be said for the 
theory that the heretic communities were really a Church reform move­
ment that did not manage to remain within the Church. This is why they 
sometimes seem to be exactly the same as those reform groups, such as 
the movement of begging monks, that stayed in the Church. Poverty, 
rejection of wordly power, and a life like that led by Jesus and His 
apostles were what they all had in common. In any case, the fact that 
from the 12th century onwards there were heretic sects attracting large 
sections of the population shows clearly how deep-seated Christianity 
already was, since a certain degree of independence of thought and 
religious beliefs is necessary if emancipation from Church leadership is 
to be possible. 
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Let us first take a look at the most important of the mediaeval 
heretical sects, the Cathari. The word comes from Greek and means "the 
pure ones ." A monk called Cäsarius of Heisterbach, who could well be 
called the court reporter of the day, describes one of their meetings in a 
cellar, "to which many people of both sexes came. The leader gave a 
sermon full of blasphemies, after which the light was extinguished and 
each person mingled with the flesh of the person nearest to him, without 
dist inguishing between wife and unmarried girl, between widow and 
virgin, between mistress and maid, between sister and daughter." The 
imagination of the devout Cäsarius seems to have run away with him, 
and with propagandist aims into the bargain. In reality, the Catharists, 
the pure ones, were severe in their rejection of sexual intercourse as sin 
and expected their leaders, the "perfecti" (the perfect ones), to refrain 
entirely from it. They even went as far as to forbid the consumption of 
everything resulting from copulation (meat, milk, cheese, eggs, etc., 
with the exception of fish). But this was a demand kept only by the 
"perfecti," who called themselves apostles; their followers (audientes) 
were guided in their actions by the leaders without, however, always 
doing exactly as they did. The Cathari had a highly pessimistic and 
dualistic view of life: there are two principles - an evil one (materialistic) 
and a good one (spiritual) - fighting each other, but during life on earth 
the evil principle gains the upper hand because the world has been 
created by an evil demiurge (whom they equate with the Old Testament 
god Yahweh). Salvation is only possible by discarding, on this earth, all 
that is material and of the flesh, all cravings and desires. More objective 
reports about the Cathari just say that they led a simple, continent and 

Queribus rock fortress 
The Cathari were the most powerful and important 
of the heretical sects in the 12th and 13th centuries. 
They rejected sexual intercourse as a sin, avoided 
all products originating from copulation (meat, 
milk, eggs, etc.) and were highly critical of what 
they regarded as the lax attitude of the Church 
towards sinners. The Cathari were particularly 
popular in southern France and northern Italy. The 
Inquisition used harsh punishments in an attempt 
to stamp out these heresies. Our picture shows the 
tortress of Queribus in the Pyrenees, the highest 
place of refuge of the Cathari. 
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The Marienhurg(c. 1280-end of the 14lh century) 
During the Crusades, orders of knights were estab­
lished - religious communities whose members 
took monastic vows and did chivalrous war service 
to defend and spread the faith. The oldest of these 
orders was the Order ol the I lospitaJ of Saint lohn 
of Jerusalem, founded in 11 111 in Jerusalem and 
which, like the Knights Templar (est. 11L9) or the 
Brethren of the Sword (est. 1202), made it their task 
to fight "infidels" and devote themselves to the 
care of the sick. Our picture shows the Marienburg 
on the River Nogat, which after I3H1' was the seal 
ol the Grand Master of the Teutonic Order of 
Knights, The Teutonic Order was established in 
1 |yy. It swallowed up the Order ol the Brethren ol 
the Sword in 1237, and this, together with its 
expansive power politics in the Baltic region 
allowed it to develop into a tremendously impor­
tant order. 

honest life. They rejected the Catholic Church, with its involvement in 
matters of this world, its enjoyment of sensual pleasures and its laxity 
towards sinners. There was no justification for ecclesiastical offices, and 
neither for any of the sacraments; they thought Jesus Christ was an angel 
and not the Son of God. This was a challenge to the Church. The church 
response began with theological arguments and diatribes such as those 
written by Cäsarius, but in the end violent repression seemed the only 
form of salvation. The Third Lateran Council (1179) passed the following 
resolution: "We enjoin all believers manfully to resist these epidemics 
and to protect with weapons all Christian people. The goods and prop­
erty of the heretics are to be confiscated, and the princes may subject 
such people to slavery." Princes, together with spiritual authorities, 
made good use of this liberty - after all, it was not just a matter of 
executing people but also of seizing their property - because they, too, 
saw heresies as an attack on the unity of their people. In the early days, 
however, the persecution of the heretics turned out to be a difficult 
business. Representatives of the Church sent to investigate this problem 
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regularly discovered that people suspected of being heretics claimed to 
be Catholics if they were asked about their religious faith, but no sooner 
had the Church commission turned its back than they returned to their 
old heresies. This led to the formation of the Inquisition (meaning 
"enquiry/ ' "investigation") so that suitable ways could be used of find­
ing out who really was a heretic. A "very thorough interrogation," i.e. 
interrogation under torture, became the rule; in his "Manual of 
Inquisitorial Practice" (c.1323) Bernhard Gui, a Dominican bishop in 
southern France and the most prominent of the inquisitors in the Middle 
Ages, devotes quite a degree of misanthropic perspicacity to methods of 
establishing true heresies. The Cathari sect, who dominated large parts 
of southern France and northern Italy in the 12th and 13th centuries, 
were liquidated with great intolerance, bloodshed and cruelty. The 
Cathari were barely able to gain a foothold in Germany. The only Cathari 
trial in Germany was in 1143 in Cologne and ended with three death 
sentences. 

The strictly dualistic concept of the Cathari religious beliefs (the 
idea of there being an evil and a good principle), as well as names like 
Bulgarians, Manichaeans, Bogomils used to describe them, is an indica­
tion of their non-Christian, Eastern and ancient origins. And indeed, the 
dualistic explanation of evil in the world is a legacy of certain 
philosophies of the late ancient, particularly Persian (Zarathustra) 
worlds and of gnostic concepts. Even today, this concept still has its 
supporters because of its extreme simplicity. The Cathari movement in 
the Middle Ages effectively revived it. But on the other hand there were 
other sects of heretics trying to combat Catholic Christendom simply 
with the spirit of the gospel. The Waldenses were the most important of 
these sects. Their founder, a merchant by the name of Peter Waldo from 
Lyon, saw a stark contrast between the wealth of the Church and the 
poverty of the apostles as depicted in the Bible. Me gave away everything 
he owned to the poor and in simple c lo the s - i n very much the same way 
as St. F ranc i s - began the life of an itinerant and penitential preacher. 
Because he and his followers only ever wore wooden shoes called sabots, 
they were also called "Sabbatati." Waldo attended the Council in 1179 
and tried to get the Church to recognise his sect - a recognition he was 
given on condition that he and his people would preach on behalf of the 
Church. The Waldenses did not keep to this agreement for long. Their 
lay preachers started turning up in villages and towns where they 
preached the pure gospel, declared mass held by unworthy (e.g. mar­
ried) priests to be invalid and pilloried the wealth of the Church. They 
rejected the concept of purgatory, prayers for the dead and the requiem 
mass, adoration of the saints, indulgences, oaths, military service and 
the death penalty; the only sacraments they recognized were baptism, 
Holy Communion and penance (as did Martin Luther and the Reforma­
tion later on). This led to their excommunication. They, too, were to 
become victims of the Inquisition. At the Synod of Verona (1184) Pope 
Lucius III and Frederick Barbarossa together declared the decree of 
excommunication against heretics, their followers and defenders, placed 
them under the ban of the Empire and ordered that the bishops search 
for heretics once or twice a year in suspicious places and that temporal 
authorities punish the guilty according to their instructions. The Wal­
denses partly survived the persecution. In 1532, Waldenses in France 
joined the Calvinists. Even today, there are still some 45,000 Waldenses 
in Italy. 

Execution by the wheel and boiling in oil (from 
the Spiez Chronicles, 1485) 
The Middle Ages were extremely inventive and 
cruel when it came to punishing misdeeds. In an 
age of superstit ion, not only men and women were 
burned as heretics and witches; animals were also 
victims oi the judiciary. The "Sachsenspiegel," tor 
example, called for animals to be killed for "refus­
ing to give help" if they were found near the scene 
of a crime to human beings. 
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The Fine Arts in the High Middle Ages 
by Peter Gerlach 

Pulley and wooden ladder (from Bible dating from 
the beginning of the 13th century) 
Wooden ladders have been used from time 
immemorial to carry building materials up onto a 
higher level. Pulleys were used to pull up mortar in 
tubs and buckets and small stones. In the picture 
above {behind the pulley) we can see a p lumb level 
being used to monitor the upper edge of the wall. 

Stonemason's yard (c. 1220/30) 
Stonemasons were not only in charge of manufac­
turing ashlars; they were also responsible for mak­
ing columns, capitals, and reliefs. Our picture 
gives the reader a view of a stonemason's yard and 
shows two stages in the manufacture of a stone 
sculpture. The stonemason's tools - wooden mallet 
and chisel - can be clearly seen on the right. 

Outstanding achievements in all three branches of the fine arts, i.e. 
painting (panel painting and book illuminations), carving (sculp­

ture and goldsmithery) and architecture (building cathedrals and towns 
and secular architecture), are characteristic of the high Middle Ages. 
Each branch has its own special characteristics, yet they are all united by 
the same tendencies that distinguish art of this period from art of earlier 
epochs. The turning point was in the 11th—12th centuries, but it was not 
so much a break as a change in style connected with changing ideas and 
concepts and can already be seen in the earliest work of this period. The 
way art then developed lay in the way this new beginning grew and 
evolved. It is significant that this epoch ended when cathedral building 
also came to an end. According to Panofsky, this principle of the domi­
nation of one particular style can be understood to be the illustration of 
metaphysical concepts expressed both in architecture and in the inter­
pretative arts. The factor common to all branches of art in the central 
period of the Middle Ages is a symbolic presentation of the Christian 
view of the world; and in the process, nature and the historic present 
were increasingly included in this typological form. 

The end of the Middle Ages is not marked by a rediscovery of the 
classical world - which is present in various ways in every stage of the 
Middle Ages; rather, it is linked with a departure from tradition and, at 
different times in different regions, a turning towards a changed view of 
the world. There is no logical reason for this development, neither can it 
be traced back to the way art had hitherto been developing. If the history 
of ideas in the Middle Ages can be said to be centred on scholarship, the 
works of the fine arts - the towns and universities as social forms of 
organization and the cathedrals as centres of religious practice —contrib­
uted specifically to the development of these new forms. Together they 
all formed a mutual style as constituent elements. 

Contrary to what might be expected, the main drive behind the 
creation of new works of art was not the land-developing monasteries 
and their considerable artistic achievements, but urban centres, where 
important works of sacral art were created. Certainly, some secular 
princely and urban-bourgeois buildings from this period have survived, 
and there are plenty of buildings connected with transport, such as 
bridges and town gates. And yet it is those large churches built in 
cathedral towns that are the buildings that continue to be associated 
with this entire period. There are a number of reasons for this. Firstly, 
social groups, each with their own individual interests, were involved in 
the building process. Secondly, these huge projects led to the establish­
ment of new technologies and forms of business organization. Before 
building could begin, the financing had to be arranged, and this 
involved both the bishop as the territorial overlord and other groups, 
who were now also able to be bring their own interests to bear. The fact 
that these people saw themselves as represented by public buildings 
meant that these buildings became centres of urban social life. Artisans 
learned very specialized crafts and thus became available long-term for 
such projects, and the necessary materials had to be obtained - all this 

108 



not only took advantage of traditional feudal services, but also made 
necessary new forms of financing for such projects and the use of means 
of transport hi therto not locally available. The financial situation was 
improved by the increase in long-distance trade AIM^I the beginnings ol 
publ ishing, while the experiences of precisely this new economic form 
were useful for the transport system. 

The bishop and chapter could contribute services from forced 
labour, and money and income from church collections, penance fines 
and indulgences; to this were added donat ions from local guilds and 
urban fraternities making essential contributions to the financing of the 
bui lding and its fittings. Materials were standardized and this meant 
that building techniques were rationalised. Preliminary work could now 
be done in the mason 's yard dur ing the winter months . Work during the 
rest of the year was not only made easier but also considerably speeded 
up by the introduction of new lifting mechanisms. The architect, who is 
usually unnamed , generally came from the laity. As the person in charge 
of such a complicated and progressive organization, he rose from the 
status of an artisan to join the privileged rank of master masons and 
master bui lders , who became designing and organizing architects. We 
can, with a certain degree of certainty, say that they used plans drawn to 
scale to help them in their work. Indeed, such scale plans could well be 
their invention, since they are not known to have existed in earlier 
periods. The fact that these early architects were able to design several 
highly individual buildings, either simultaneously or in quick succes­

s f u l I >enis i ambulatory, built between I I 11 and 
1144) 
Abbot Sugerol St. Denis (1081-1151) was respon­
sible tor t!if bui lding plans tor the abbey church ot 
St. Denis. I le was not only the regent ot I ranee 
between 1147 and 1149, but also made a name for 
himself as a writer hi the ambulatory shown here, 
w e n n see two features ol design typical of Gothic 
architecture, firstly, the aim was to reduce the 
masonry to make room for big windows; and sec 
ondly, a large number ot columns were erected to 
increase the tectonic stability 
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Three examples of Gothic circular windows 
The stone filigree in the windows - the t racery-
acted as a framework to hold the ever larger win­
dows together, especially in the late Gothic period. 
Top: Romanesque wheel window with simple 
ornamentation (San Rufino, Assisi, Italy) 
Centre: Rose-window in Lincoln (England); so-
called "curvilinear style" 
Bottom: Rose-window in Chartres (France) 

sion and making use of the same technical principles, is an indication of 
their organizational and technical skill. 

All the creative elements used by Gothic architects can be seen as 
early as the 12th century in the ambulatory of the choir in the abbey 
church of St. Denis (1141-1144). The following can be mentioned: firstly, 
the walls have become thinner, making possible large windows provid­
ing scope for the glazier with his stained glass paintings; secondly, 
tectonic stability is provided by clustered columns, the form of which 
shows they are intended to support the arches. In the lower part, these 
columns are also a many-layered frame for the transparent glass win­
dows and, in the upper part, for the colourfully painted sections of the 
arches. 

The idea of the diaphanous wall applies here. Accordingly, Gothic 
cathedral architecture is seen as a picture. The frame itself is in turn a 
representation of "rational" architectural elements. The slender engaged 
columns surrounding the solid piers have no real bearing function, but 
they do form a three-dimensionally filigree system of interlacing, in the 
spaces of which the rest of the walls remain spread out "as thin as paper" 
(Vasari). It must therefore seem to be a logical continuation if, in the 
cathedrals built immediately after St. Denis (Sens 1140-1168, Noyon 
1174-1200, Laon 1190-1195), the opening wall is split into two shells by 
galleries and triforia, the outer, rear one now also appears to be shining 
as a result of the outside light. Finally, the rosette in the west wall 
increases in size (Amiens 1220/1230, Saint-Denis 1231/1245, Reims 1250/ 
1300), and this makes the outer wall, too, in this part of the building into 
a subtle structure of stained glass painting and picture frame. The climax 
of this presentation of the inside of a church, with its mystical symbol­
ism of light, must surely be Sainte-Chapelle in Paris (c. 1243-48), the 
colouring of which is a particularly good illustration of the transparency 
of the outside surface of the enclosed space. 

The rational calculations uniting function and design in one splen­
didly self-contained work of art can be seen more clearly on the exterior 
of Gothic cathedrals than inside. The number of side chapels intended to 
hold tombs and with an altar of their own was forever being increased 
and this meant that more and more adjunct spaces had to be added, 
particularly to the choir, ambulatory and, finally, the nave as well. By the 
time Notre Dame in Paris (c. 1245-c. 1300/1330) and St. Julien in Le Mans 
(consecrated 1254) were built, Gothic architects had been able to slim 
down the flying buttresses and supporting pillars from the stocky forms 
and solid pillars used at Reims (1194-1220?) into an architecture as 
delicate outside as the architectural forms inside were light and dainty. It 
is not until all possibilities, such as pointed arches, outside buttresses, 
ribbed vaul t ing-a l l forms which can individually be found in previous 
buildings - were systematically used together to form a constructive 
unity that Gothic architects felt able to use them in their many and 
increasingly daring variations. It is, therefore, hardly possible to speak 
of linear development. In general terms, the development fell into four 
phases. 

The first phase (1140-1190) was dominated by the cathedral as the 
main form of ecclesiastical building in the lie de France. At this time, late 
Romanesque churches were still being built in Germany and Italy 
which, in their external form but not as far as the thinking behind the 
construction were concerned, can be compared with Gothic architecture. 
The expansion of this new Gothic building took place in a second phase 
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Cologne cathedral 
The building of the great cathedrals of I ranee 
started as early as the mid-12th century, at a time 
when ecclesiastical architecture in Germany was 
still very much dominated by the Romanesque 
style It was not until 1235, when work started on 
St. Elizabeth's in Marburg, thai Gothic architecture 
also began to become established in Germany. 
Cologne cathedral was commenced in 1248 
(though not completed till the l^th century) and is 
regarded as the first German cathedral to be 
entirely built in Gothic style 

(1190-1250) as French Crown lands were being added to. At the same 
time as this was happening, there were special forms (Early English, 
c. 1175-1250) being built in Normandy and England, which developed 
independently and occasionally influenced buildings in France. It was 
not until 1220 that the Gothic style of French cathedrals found its way to 
Western Spain. Gothic, as an architectural style for cathedrals, is not 
found all over Europe until phase three (1250-1300), although even then 
a modified form of Gothic adapted to more modest needs and local 
possibilities developed. This local form, found specifically in Germany 
and in England (Decorated style, c. 1250-1340; Perpendicular from 1340), 
shares with the cathedral style only certain principles of structure. In 
Germany, the Romanesque tradition of building remained alive until 
the middle of the 13th century. It was not until Cologne cathedral was 
started in 1248 that French cathedral architecture asserted itself - after 
work on St. Elizabeth's in Marburg had already been commenced in 
1235, which had been designed as a homogenous whole along the lines 
of Early Gothic cathedrals like that in Laon in northern France. 

If the pointed arch is the characteristic feature of the interior, then 
outside it is the buttresses. Both dominate the outward appearance of 
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Dwelling tower in Kegensburg (13th century) 
There was a huge growth in the urban population 
in the 13th century, and this caused a number of 
architectural problems. Space in towns was limited 
by the lown wall and thus there was virtually no 
scope for expansion, meaning that architects and 
builders were forced to build upwards. This gave 
towns a distinctive visual character- narrow, 
crooked alleys and houses with extensions and 
additional storeys added at -i later date were typi­
cal features. The above picture shows an early 
example of medieval urban architecture. 

this style; both were means used by mediaeval architects to design ever 
new variations of their daring constructions. These designs were bind­
ing for the building process, but only a few of them are extant. The 
pointed arch made it possible to join parts of the interior of varying 
widths together under one canopy. In contrast to the square ground-
plan system of the Romanesque style, the broader spans of the central 
nave, the narrower bays of the side aisles (of which there were up to 
three), the trapeziform bays of the ambulatory and the semicircular bays 
of the chapels are all constructed according to one common pattern 
because the bend at the highest point of the arch allows it to be spread 
out at varying degrees. The buttresses and flying buttresses helped carry 
the weight of the support ing masonry, thus allowing the cathedrals to be 
built to considerable heights. Finally, by using tracery, the interiorwalls 
-after the introduction of the triforia-could almost totally be broken up. 
Tracery and buttresses, which, particularly when Gothic was at its 
height, become highly complicated art forms, now completely cover up 
their architectural importance. It was not until late Gothic that the ribbed 
vaults were given an increasingly complicated structure (fan vaulting, 
hammer vaulting, etc.) until it finally became a decorative feature inde­
pendent of the construction, although it still had the function of "depict­
ing" the vault of the sky. 

The moulding of the supporting parts of the building by the 
responds is matched in the open, rising walls to the stone tracery with 
which the tall slender windows were structured. First the trefoil and 
then later the many-foiled tracery are the main forms and are arranged 
either radially or axially. In the late phase, the Perpendicular and French 
Flamboyant styles (developed in England after 1350 and found all over 
the continent after 1370) became lace-like in their tracery. 

Not only cathedral architecture is important. The more austere and 
less ornate architecture of churches and monasteries also had a signifi­
cant role to play. The building regulations of the Cistercian and mendi­
cant monks can be seen as critique of the urban cathedral buildings, of 
the effort and expense invested in their construction, in their extrava­
gant decoration and wealthy adornment. Thus, the Cistercians had no 
stone belfry, and their glazed windows were without colour and images. 
All kinds of images and sculptures were banned from inside their 
churches, since they were claimed to distract from proper meditation 
and interfere with the necessary religious earnestness. The mendicant 
orders began to build their own simple churches later than the Cister­
cians. Even if there was no ground-plan common to these churches, it is 
nevertheless possible to point to a number of salient features they had in 
common. 

There was on principle no transept; the most popular type of build­
ing was the hall church, i.e. a church with a nave and aisles of the same 
height, or a flat-roofed hall, sometimes a flat-roofed basilica. The choir 
also generally had a flat roof. The dominant feature of the exterior is 
carefully fitted masonry of great precision, and in spite of its lack of 
ornamentation the interior presents an impressive picture with its 
painted stones. Monastery buildings, chapter houses, dormitories and 
refectories are more richly decorated. Similarities between these build­
ings and urban secular architecture are more likely than between cathe­
drals and secular buildings. The town and guild halls, cloth halls and 
staple-houses are a permanent expression of the wealth and independ­
ence of town citizens. There are luxuriously furnished public buildings 
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that have survived, particularly in the town republics of Upper Italy, in 
the free imperial towns in Germany and in Flanders, even though 
extensive restoration and rebuilding have been necessary. 

Pictures and sculptures were dominated by the concept of typology 
- the symbolic and exemplary character of Old Testament figures, 
objects and events for New Testament and historic persons and their 
deeds - as a visualization of events connected with Christian salvation. 
This is true of the great didactic tympanum reliefs in cathedrals with 
their representations of the Day of Judgement. It is also true, towards the 
end of the period in question, of illustrations in books for private prayer 
and meditation, in which living persons (founders and commissioners 
of ecclesiastical buildings) document their imitüHö pietatis by having 
their own faces added to pictures of the saints. 

It is an open question to what extent the appearance of the portraits 
of artists in a sacral context can be understood to be typological concepts 
extended into the historical present. In any case, the prominent impor­
tance of the depiction of people presupposes Gothic sculpture, particu­
larly cathedral and funerary sculpture. Although the figures of a bishop 
and a king in a portrayal of the Virgin Mary in the tympanum of the 
right-hand western portal on Notre Dame in Paris (1150/60) cannot with 
any certainty be said to represent historical figures, it is nevertheless 
clear that these sculptures, in spite of the fact that they are part of a relief, 
are the beginning of free sculpture portraits, an art that was soon after to 
peak in Chartrcs. The individualization of movements and physiog­
nomy in Reims and Strasbourg (south portal, c. 1235) pointed the way to 
the naturalism of the 14th century in particular, of which a typical 
example is the bust of Peter Parier (c. 1380) in the cathedral of St. Vitus in 
Prague. A comparable conquest of the illusionary free space is to be 
found in the mural paintings in the papal court in Avignon, or in Italian 
towns - in paintings by Simone Martini, Duccio and Giotto, or, taking us 
now to the realm of landscape painting, in the wall decorations of 
1337-39 by Ambrogio Lorenzetti in the Sala della Pace of the Palazzo 
Pubblico, Siena. In Italian sculpture, Nicolo Pisano, with his human 
figures largely detached from the background of the relief, not only 
achieved something comparable to French cathedral sculpture; with his 
work, modelled on classical sculpture, he also went further than the 
achievements in northern Europe. 

The scenes depicted in Bamberg, Mainz and Naumburg (c. 1250) are 
marked by the individuality of the faces. Typically, the figures of the 
long-dead church founders have been brought up to date in the clothes 
of the 13th century. But this is not the case with Christ, Madonnas and 
saints; here specific types were developed and these were adhered to 
over a long period of time. The various forms of "devotional pictures" 
also belong here-crucif ix of branches with the martyred body of Christ, 
pietä, Trinity, Virgin of the Protecting Coat, and the special form of the 
Christ-John group peculiar to southern Germany - they all bear witness 
to the painful experiences of the people of this period, who saw them­
selves confronted by the anger of God, who sent famines and epidemics 
as punishment. Historical experiences, both good and bad, are ex­
pressed in works of art. 

Compared to Romanesque architecture, the windows were made 
considerably larger. This gave stained glass, first in French Gothic and 
then in the rest of Europe, a big chance to develop. But not in Italy, where 
architecture and, more particularly, painting remained more firmly tied 

Saint Stephen (panel painting, mid 13th century) 
Although in the East wooden panels had long been 
used as a painting medium (icons), panel painting 
did not become established in Western art until 
the end of the 11th century. The earliest pictures 
painted on wood date back to 1180and are 
antependia and relables, i. e. decorated panels for 
the front and back of the altar. It is not until the 
second half of the 13th century that panel painting 
became more widespread, and after that it became 
a typical aspect of medieval art and painting. 
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Group with Christand John (UpperSwabia, 
c. 1330) 
The group belongs toa small number of carvings to 
be found only in southern Germany, depicting that 
short passage in the account of the Last Supper 
according to St. John, which says, "Now there was 
leaning on Jesus' bosom one of his disciples, 
whom Jesus loved" (lohn 13:23). The group with 
Christ and |ohn is a "devotional picture" which 
selects a brief moment in the events described in 
the Bible and depicts it with depth and feeling. 
The pious beholder can enter into an intensive and 
emotional relation to Christ by identifying with 
'hi- scene. 

to the continuity of Eastern influence and where, unlike the rest of 
Europe, there was not a change of style at the beginning of the 12th 
century. 

Although a great many of the old windows have been destroyed, 
those that have survived can tell us a great deal about the form and 
contents of stained glass painting. In the same way that Gothic architec­
ture as a whole may be seen as a picture frame, the stained windows 
contain a programme of instruction for the faithful - the words of the 
priest were illustrated by glass pictures. These illustrations were an 
essential component of what has been called the poor man's Bible. 

The earliest basic form is the medallion window. In this clearly 
defined frame, there is a scene from the Bible surrounded by more 
circles, in which there is room for adjunct figures. Similar patterns to this 
basic one can be found in the rich illustrations of the "Bible moralisee." 
And yet square parts of pictures, again comparable to forms of book 
illustrations, can also be found very early on (St. Denis, before 1145). The 
remaining spandrels in the medallion windows are filled with orna­
ments, and the circular patterns themselves extended in many-tiered 
orders to form quatrefoils or rhombs crossing each other diagonally 
(Chartres, Notre Dame, c. 1220). 

The great achievement as far as the contents are concerned is to be 
found in the central window of the choir. Here, we usually have a 
depiction of the Passion of Christ, or of his genealogy, the Tree of Jesse, 
with relative references to the Old and New Testaments. The northern 
windows of the nave are the place in which Patriarchs, prophets and 
patron saints are shown, while opposite them, in the windows to the 
south, we can find apostles, martyrs and important saints. This composi­
tional and didactic distribution of typological relations is the principle 
on which God's plan for human salvation makes the church interior into 
an image of the heavenly Jerusalem and includes the living believer in 
his earthly world. Logically enough, the actual use of the various parts of 
the church-for christenings, as a place to hold court proceedings, for the 
cult of the dead, etc. - was very often taken into account. There are 
corresponding plans for the arrangement of church sculptures, and these 
are valid both for inside and out. During this period there are also 
similar didactic combinations to be found in the illustrations of the new 
religious books such as "Bible moralisee," "Pictor in carmine," 
"Speculum humanae salvationis" and "Concordantia caritatis," in altar 
decorations and frescoes. Even pictures and sculptures in the stately 
buildings of secular life, like town halls, adhere to this typological 
principle (prophets' cycle in Cologne, Brussels, Bruges, Bremen, Erfurt 
and Basle from 1349 onwards). 

After about 1225, post-Romanesque art in mural painting and book 
illumination is characterized by a wealth of stories depicted in great 
cycles of pictures. Here we find new kinds of pictures that are not bound 
to older iconographical principles, neither need they be connected in 
any way to the main scenes. The "Bible moralisee" (post-1226) was 
commissioned by the royal family in France, as was also the "Liber 
floridus." Profane texts (chronicles, novels, epic poetry) written in 
French were illustrated in university circles in Paris (post-1215); the 
scenes used to decorate the books increasingly incorporated pictorial 
representations of life as it really was then. The most famous are known 
as drolleries, i.e. genre figures on the edge of the pages, most of which 
show lively and descriptive scenes of everyday life, as well as the phan-
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tastic and grotesque. The same holds true of the German-language world 
chronicles, which were illustrated after 1270, mainly in the region 
around the Upper Rhine and Lake Constance. There are also manu­
scripts written in central Germany, again in the local vernacular 
("Sachsenspiegel" - a compendium of mediaeval law, 1220/1300-1325; 
"Sächsische Weltchronik" - a history of the world, 1320), and the 
"Speculum humanae salvationis," which was written in Strasbourg in 
1324. All these can be mentioned as examples of pictures with a story to 
tell, illustrating a form of literature that was rapidly spreading over the 
whole of Europe. O n e of themain works is, without doubt, the"Manesse 
Manuscript" from the region round Lake Constance, which was illus­
trated in 1313-1330 by three masters. 

Regarding style, Gothic art can be divided into three groups, the 
first of which originated in the lie de France. This group is marked by the 
soft, elegant flow of the smiling figures, regardless of the situations they 
are shown to be in. Typical of the High Middle Ages is the concentration 
of schools of painting around centres - later more particularly urban 
centres - in which a court or a monastery commissioned works, thus 
stimulating and concentrating artistic activity, thus giving rise to local 
schools which had close relations with itinerant artists. Secondly, there 
were the regional groups developing specific styles. The western, French 
style, is completely different from the "Zackenstil" of the Thuringian-
Saxon school, which probably had its origins in the influence of Byzan­
tine art. The distinctive features of this are the angular lines of the cloth 
covering the scarcely perceptible anatomy of the figures. Here it is the 
robe that is the expressive element. These regional forms lost ground, 
without, however, disappearing entirely, in the face of an increasing 
standardization that set in after 1300. Very soon afterwards, a style 
became dominant that had originated in Paris, the centre of French 
painting, and was marked by elegant, slender figures shrouded in long, 
flowing robes. This basic soft, flowing style is often called "courtly," but 

Klosterneuburg altar (Nicholas of Verdun, detail, 
consecrated 1181) 
Like Ihe shrine of the Three Kings, the Kloster­
neuburg altar is one of the major piece* of work 
created by goldsmiths in (he 12th century. On each 
of the wings of the triptych, with its blue and gold 
enamel, there are three zones, each in a different 
colour and calling for a precisely defined interpre­
tation on the part of the beholder. The upper 
(green) zone depicts prefigurations of Christ from 
the Old Testament ("ante legem"); the middle -
reddish - zone shows Ihe Messianic age ("sub 
gratia"), and the bottom one (bluish) Old Testa­
ment scenes of Moses on Mount Sinai ("sub lege"). 
Our picture is a detail from the middle piece; on 
the left we can see the birth of Isaac, in Ihe middle 
Christ's birth and on the right Samson's birth. 
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Peter Parier (portrait bust in the cathedral of St. 
Vitus in Prague, c. 1380) 
The Parlers were the most important family of 
masons in the 14th century. Peter Parier's father, 
Henry, from Cologne, worked as a mason in 
Gmünd in Swabia. I lis son was commissioned by 
Charles IV to build St. Vitus' in Prague, and was 
responsible for the extensive sculpturing in the 
Gothic cathedral. His self-portrait shows that du­
ring the 14th century it increasingly became the 
rule for artists to identify themselves. 

this does not necessarily mean that it originated in this social milieu. 
Rather, the term only refers to an appearance of almost elegiac elegance 
and also touches on the increasingly differentiated facial expressions of 
the figures. 

The background of the paintings, which are generally given an 
ornamental or architectural frame, remained plain and flat. In the early 
Middle Ages, the background was usually in gold, but then it started to 
be filled in with geometrically regular ornamental surfaces, against 
which the pictorial scenes, with their wealth of overlapping figures, 
stand out on a thin strip of ground. Depending on the contents and 
context of the picture, the edge could be either buildings inscribed in the 
frame or part of the picture. 

Apart from Italy and the Franco-Flemish region, it is the Bohemian 
school, centred on the court of Charles IV in Prague, that spread and was 
of supraregional importance. The elegance is here replaced by more 
austere, more solid and increasingly individual figures. Parallel to this, 
the Italian work of Giotto and Simone Martini was evolving, an art 
known as "International Gothic" and regarded as being both the climax 
and the conclusion of the art of the High Middle Ages. Political unrest, 
the papal schism, and social tension in large parts of Europe are not 
reflected in the art of the period around 1400. Unlike the beginning of 
Gothic in the 12th century, however, there was now no dominant centre 
to stimulate artists. There were various centres from Tuscany to the 
North Sea coast in close touch with each other, and it was here that 
pictures and sculptures with common features and similar styles were 
created. Trade connections were still good, and they brought works of art 
to all parts of Europe, from England to Bohemia and Austria and right 
down to Spain. And with the works there came the artists, such as the 
Parlers, who travelled from Cologne via Swabia to Prague, or Simone 
Martini, who went from Siena to Avignon. The invention of the mobile 
panel painting must now be mentioned because it allowed works apart 
from book illustrations to be merchandised, works that were of a larger 
size. And this artistic merchandise, like the works of goldsmiths, spread 
themes and stylistic innovations. The extensive interrelationship of 
European royal families was an important contribution to making this 
art international. 

In the early days of Gothic art, gestures were used to indicate that 
people were associated with each other. Later whole scenes were cre­
ated, with people involved and talking with each other. This step is 
marked by an increase in realistic details. In the representation of the 
history of Christ the Saviour, the central contents were initially limited 
to a few important characters, their necessary attributes and illustrative 
gestures. The increase in narrative elements and psychological differen­
tiation by the addition of accompanying figures and scenic back­
grounds, which served as a realistic illustration of the situation being 
depicted, is a sign of a break from traditional pictorial patterns - made 
possible by a new interest in characteristic details. However, we must 
not forget that even now a self-contained, Christian view of the world 
still laid down the details to be used. In the 12th century it still was rare 
for artists to sign their works (e.g. Antelami on the background of the 
"Descent from the Cross" in Parma cathedral, 1178; Nicholas of Verdun, 
Klosterneuburg Altar, 1181, and the Shrine of Our Lady, Turnai, 1205). 
By the 15th century, however, it had become commonplace. Even so, 
portraits of artists and church founders (e.g. Peter Parier in the cathedral 
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of St. Vitus in Prague, c. 1372) going back to the 14th century must not 
blind us to the fact that portraits and an increase in facial likeness were 
reserved for princes, while people of lower rank were allowed to partici­
pate in this privilege as subordinates at the most. 

The interest in reality and observations of familiar natural sur­
roundings point to another similar field found worthy of portrayal - the 
beginnings of landscape painting. Very soon afterwards, the limited 
landscape as the stage for action, such as on French tapestries (The 
Apocalypse of Angers, 1377, copied from older book illuminations), 
had both in panel painting and in the illustrations of the books of 
hours become a rationally preformed cultural landscape to which people 
dressed in court fashion were added and could be seen doing their daily 
work - hunting, travelling, ploughing, etc. The composition of the pic­
ture is that of an unreal world of the imagination described in the highly 
developed language of art. 

The contents underwent a similar transformation. Iconographic 
types from the Christian picture tradition could now absorb elements 
and in doing so develop differing aspects of subjective piety no longer 
bound to canonical texts or parts of the liturgy. The strict picture parallel­
ism and the early Gothic depiction of figures bound by the outline to the 
surface became, by the adaptation of classical models, the freely moving, 
fully moulded and rounded figure of c. 1250. The framed picture, in 
which dialogic relationships are no longer merely indicated by gestures 
and are connected to a more comprehensive narrational context by 
additive accumulation, was now free to evolve — the narrow strip of 
ground along the bottom of older works now extended upwards and 
connected human beings naturally with their controlled and structured 
environment. 

Cistercian church in Pontigny (started 1145) 
Mendicant orders such as the Cistercians built 
monasteries and churches that were in deliberate 
contrast to cathedrals. The unadorned churches of 
the Cistercians are stone testimonies of the ascetic 
lifestyle of this order. Cistercian masons, for exam­
ple, ommitted the stone belfry, stained glass win­
dows and pictures and sculptures to decorate the 
interior. 
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The Minnesang and Tales of King Arthur: 
German Literature in the High Middle Ages 
by Klaus Kramp 

Hart mann von Aue (from the Weingarten Manu­
script, first quarter 14th century) 
Hartmann von Aue was known in medieval Ger­
many as a writer of both epics and lyrics« The few 
son^s of lovo and the crusades he wrote arc of little 
consequence compared to his narrative poetry, the 
most important pieces of which are without doubt 
"Erec" and "Iwein." The Middle High German 
book illuminator depicted I lartmann here as a 
typified knight in full armour, thus identifying the 
poet as the true creator of Middle I ligh German 
Arthurian romance. 

Th e a n c i e n t G e r m a n s h a d n o l i t e r a t u r e . F i r s t a n d f o r e m o s t t h e y s a w 

themselves as Teutonic warriors and then, later, as the chivalrous 
descendants of these warriors; leading the life of writers or scholars was 
not their idea of life. This meant that up until the middle of the 12th 
century German literature was exclusively under the influence of monks 
and the clergy, i.e. the Church. For about four hundred years the only 
literature written was, with very few exceptions, about spiritual and 
religious matters. This state of affairs changed abruptly during the last 
third of the 12th century. This development, like so many of the 
revolutionary innovations taking place in the 12th and 13th centuries, 
was a result of the Crusades. Contacts with progressive French culture 
during the march to the Holy Land and the influence of the political 
ideas of the Staufcr empire led to certain sections of German knighthood 
feeling that, as far as their education and power went, they were a notch 
above the rest. The resulting claim to social leadership was expressed not 
least in attempts to write literature: the knights started speaking out, 
ousting the clergy from the literary field - and with them religious 
literature. The following beginning of a short tale reflects the tremen­
dous self-confidence of chivalrous men of letters: 

A knight was so learned 
that he could read in books 
what was written in them. 
He was called Hartmann 
and was a ministerialis 
in Aue. 

Ein ritter so geleret was 
daz er an den buochen las 
swaz er dar an geschriben vant: 
der was Hartman genant, 
dienstman was er zu Ouwe. 
(From: Der Arme Heinrich) 

Hartmann von Aue (c. 1160-1210), who wrote this verse in about 1195, 
introduced a character to German literature who, as no other, symbolizes 
and embodies chivalry: King Arthur. We know little more about the 
historical Arthur other than that in about 500 A. D. he led a British army 
in battle against the Anglo-Saxons. By the middle of the 12th century, 
there was a wealth of tales and legends focussed on the British army 
leader, and the French poet Chretien de Troyes adapted the material at 
his disposal. He stylized Arthur to become the glorious focal point of a 
group of knights, the Knights of the Round Table. He is the calm centre 
of this courtly chivalrous society and embodies the ideal of the exem­
plary knight and ruler (rex iustus et pacificus). Although the German 
language has called the literary genre that was born with Chretien's 
version of the story the Artusroman (Arthurian Romance), the real hero is 
not Arthur, but the knights gathered round the king at a round tabic. 

Flartmann's Erec, for example, the hero of the first Arthurian 
romance written in German (c. 1180, based on the Chretien tale), rides 
away from King Arthur 's court to avenge an insult suffered by Arthur's 
wife, Queen Ginover (spelt thus in the poem); in the process, he is the 
glorious victor of a tournament and can thus win the love (minne) of 
Enite. He returns with her to Arthur's court and the wedding is cele­
brated with great festivity. In the second part of the poem, Erec's love for 
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Tournament (from a L5th-century manuscript) 
Tournaments between knights were the climax of 
festivals at court and were held as entertainment. 
Such a tournament consisted not only of "joust­
ing," i. e. a mounted duel, but also oi a tight ot 
troop against troop; The lucky winner of a tourna­
ment gained a reward of love - often a laurel 
wreath and with it the favour of the noble ladies. 

his wife makes him neglect his knightly duty to prove his chivalry in 
battle; he "verligt sich" (sinks into inaction). It is not until Enite secretly 
laments the disgrace brought upon her by Erec's lack of activity that he 
remembers his duties. In a whole series of adventures, Erec proves he is 
worthy of being a knight of the round table, regains his wife's respect 
and returns to Arthur 's court as a celebrated hero. Erec has been able to 
find self-control (maze), a harmonious balance between his minne (love) 
of Enite and his ere (honour) as a knight. 

Erec was Har tmann 's first literary work, and its structure is typical 
of Arthurian romance: riding away from King Arthur 's court, a whole 
series of adventures, successful defence of knightly honour, glorious 
return. Hartmann's poem, in particular, makes a second aspect clear: 
Arthurian romance, recited before a knightly and courtly audience, was 
intended to be more than just exciting entertainment - it was also meant 
to be didactic. The poet creates for his listeners a world in which chival­
rous virtues are idealized. One of the knights, e.g. Erec, is guilty of 
offending against knightly ethos, and the poet shows how he manages to 
attain harmony with his estate and his ideals. 

Some twenty years passed before Hartmann again turned his atten­
tions to King Arthur and his knights, when, in about 1200, he wrote 
hoein. Here we again see the hero torn between love and honour. This 
time, however, love is at a disadvantage, for Iwein gets completely 
involved in life as a warrior. But here again, after a series of adventures, 
King Arthur 's knight succeeds in regaining his maze. Although Iwein is 
formally and linguistically the most perfect of Hartmann's poetic works, 
it is nevertheless clear that as far as the contents are concerned it retains 
the successful concept of the Erec poem. 
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How does one become one of King Arthur 's knights? An answer to 
this question is given by the first part of the extremely complex and 
lengthy poem Parzival (approx. 25,000 lines in 16 books; written between 
1200 and 1210. Its author was Wolfram of Eschenbach (c. 1170-1210). The 
hero of the story is thirsting for action and so goes out into the world, 
inspired by a desire to join King Arthur 's court. But there are a lot of 
things he must learn before he can reach his goal, for example that the 
ideal knight does not fight another - mounted - knight from the ground 
or pierce him in an unknightly way or even rob him of his armour. 
Robbing a lady for the sake of a love pledge is certainly not the sort of 
thing one of Arthur 's knights should do, either. Parzival learns his 
lessons, some of them very painful, proves his knightly worth in battle 
and finally joins the circle of the knights of the round table. But this is not 
the end of the road: King Arthur 's court is but the first lap on the road to 
Parzival's true calling. Wolfram sees the true designation of his hero as 
lying in a God-like, almost spiritual Grail monarchy, which was almost 
certainly modelled on an order of knights. The second part of the epic 
poem shows Parzival on his difficult path to the Grail Castle and the 
Grail, which in Wolfram is a magic stone of religious and mythical 
significance. He not only joins the templeisen (Knights of the Grail), but 
also becomes their king, because it miraculously turns out at the end of 
the poem that through his mother he is related to the Grail clan. 

Very soon after Parzival had been completed, a work critical of the 
way knighthood had been presenting itself in the Arthurian romances 
was written. It was Tristan and Isolde, a verse romance of some 20,000 
lines and written in about 1210. Its author, Gottfried (dates of death and 
birth are not known), came from the Strasbourg patriciate. He was one of 
the first people to articulate, if somewhat hesitantly, the claims of the up-
and-coming urban bourgeoisie for social equality with the noble 
knights. That is why Gottfried criticises fighting virtues; in his view, 
they may certainly impress onlookers, but otherwise they are meaning­
less. Instead, he emphasises the "inner values" of education and a 
genteel lifestyle. The tale is intended for a bourgeoisie striving to adapt 
to the nobility, and although the people in the tale are of noble stock and 
the action takes place in a courtly milieu (although not at King Arthur 's), 
there are many ways such an audience would be able to identify with the 
character of Tristan, who is by nature sensitive and artistic. 

Events focus on the passionate love between Tristan and Isolde, the 
wife of King Marke of England - a love triggered off by the accidental 
drinking of a love potion. This secret, illicit love, people at the king's 
court jealous of Tristan, a good-natured but suspicious husband - all this 
leads to numerous complications and a highly dramatic course of events. 
After King Marke repeatedly catches the lovers in flagranti, Tristan has to 
leave England in a hurry and becomes a mercenary on the continent. The 
poem is unfortunately unfinished, but further instalments were written 
(by Ulrich von Türheim, c. 1195-1250, and Heinrich von Freiberg, 
1278-1329) and so we know the story was to have had a tragic ending, 
with Tristan and Isolde dying of a broken heart. 

Hartmann, Wolfram and Gottfried incontestably marked the peak of 
Middle High German epic poetry which, together with Middle High 
German lyrical poetry, was the most important literary genre of this 
period. Their poems broke new ground and influenced a great number 
of less important poets, who continued to write in the same style as the 
Great Three, gave their works a new treatment or, qui te simply, carried 

Monk writ ing (c. 1170) 
For almost 400 years, literature in Germany was in 
the hands of the Church. Copying and illustrating 
texts was almost exclusively the responsibility of 
monks in monastery scriptoria. It was not long 
before centres of painting and writing developed 
in Germany, such as in Fulda under Mrabanus 
Mauruso r on the Reichenau (Lake Constance). 
This picture shows the monk Eadwine writing at 
his desk, laboriously copying a text. Quill and 
inkhorn are clearly visible. 

ILL. PACKS 122-123: 

Page of text and an illustration from "Parzival" 
(beginning of the 13th century) 
Apart from the fragmentary "Titurel" and also the 
uncompleted "Willehalm/' the main literary work 
by Wolfram von Fschenbach was without doubt 
his "Parzival." The illustration shows three scenes 
from this long epic poem. At the lop we can see a 
festive table at the court of King Arthur. Some of 
the people have been identified with a name band. 
The scene in the middle represents Parzival's fight 
with his half-brother Feirefiz, and in the bottom 
sequence Parzival and Feirefiz recognize each 
other as brothers. Feirefiz has thrown away his 
sword. 

120 















ILL-PAGE 124: 
"Minne" scene {Crosse Heidelberger 
Liederhandsehrift, beginning of 14th century) 
The adored lady is giving the Minnesinger a 
wreath as a sign of her favour. And yet the 
"frouwe" is not making it all that easy for him to 
reap the just reward of his singing - he has to 
climb a long ladder to reach the lady's chamber. 
That this is really quite a courageous undertaking 
for the knight is indicated by the fact that the 
onlooker cannot see how many rungs of the ladder 
the singer has already climbed: he seems to be 
balanced high up in the air. 

ILL PAGE 125; 

Fighting scene (Grosse Heidelberger 
Liederhandschrift, beginning of 14th century) 
The life of a knight was largely dominated by 
fighting. The Middle High German tales of King 
Arthur describe in detail many battle scenes from 
which the hero emerges victorious. O u r picture 
shows the bitter struggle for a town. On the battle­
ments, the ladies are fearfully watching the turmoil 
on the battlefield. 

Social Life (Grosse Heidelberger 
Liederhandschrift, beginning 14th century) 
Minnesang was a social art. The singer performed 
his song before an aristocratic audience, thus 
introducing variety to the daily routine of knights 
and their ladies at court. Very often the singer was 
himself part of the noble or knightly circle at a 
particular castle and in his song made allusions to 
certain people and events, which lent a degree of 
spiciness to his presentation. As we can see in the 
picture on the left, most minnesongs were accom­
panied by a musical instrument, such as fiddle, 
harp or bagpipes. 

on where they had left off. Poets like Ulrich von Zazikhoven or Wirnt 
von Grafenberg increasingly displayed an urge to write texts that were 
noth ing if not entertaining; didactic aims are neglected for the sake of an 
exciting story. From the first line, heroes like Ulrich's LanzeletorWirnt 's 
Wigalois are not bothered by problems or a bad conscience. They go 
through life without blemish or blame, leading an existence that is 
heroic to the core. The fairy-tale world of the Arthurian romances is filled 
with ever more dreadful monsters and fabulous beings that only seem to 
be waiting for Lanzelet or Wigalois, or whatever these heroes are called, 
to put an end to them. This is the beginning of the fantasy novel. 

The influence of French art and the Romance spirit came much later 
to the region that is now Austria than it did to the rest of the area ruled by 
the Staufer. This made it much easier for local material and Germanic 
heroic legends to be taken up by literary writers. The Nibelungenlied, 
written in 2,379 four-line stanzas by an unknown poet about 1200, came 
at the end of a long chain of versions handed down by word of mouth. 
Basically, this epic poem deals with historical material, and as a result it 
is more realistic than the Arthurian romances. In part one, we are told 
about Siegfried, who succeeds in defeating in a fight Brunhild, who is 
said to be unvanquishable , thus winning her hand for the Burgundian 
king Günther ; in return, he gains Gunther ' s sister Kriemhild as his wife. 
Jealousy between Brunhild and Kriemhild leads to Siegfried's death. 
From now on, Kriemhild's life is dominated by one thought - taking 
revenge on the Burgundians for Siegfried's death. The second part of the 
Nibelungenlied shows how Kriemhild succeeds in bringing about the 
downfall of the Burgundians, thus quenching her excessive thirst for 
revenge. 

About the same time as the Arthurian romances there developed the 
courtly love lyric known as Minnesang. When we speak of lyric poetry in 
this context, we mean something entirely different from what is meant 
today. Nowadays , poetry is generally something we read to ourselves in 
the privacy of our own four walls, perhaps even by the romantic glow of 
candlelight. In the Middle Ages, however, lyric poetry was performed as 
songs before a courtly, chivalric audience. Minnesang is not based on 
personal experience. Rather, it is centred on the role of the characters in it 
and moves along paths that are rigidly adhered to. The roles of women 
and of men alike are clearly defined. The lady (frouwe), often the (already 
married) lady of the castle, is seen as the embodiment of beauty. Her 
main task is to effect the ennoblement of the man 's character, to make 
him "golde gelich" (= like gold), as the Burggraf von Rietenburg puts it. 
The singer's aim is to win the lady's favor. Paradoxically - and this is 
very difficult for people nowadays to understand - the singer by no 
means expects his romantic yearnings to be requited, for only if the lady 
remains at a distance, unattainable for him, can she carry out her didac­
tic, moral task. 

Initially, the roles of the singer and his frouwe were not governed by 
such rigid rules. In the early period of the Minnesang (approx. 1150-1180) 
the frouwe sometimes appears in the role of the wooer, while the knight 
renounces her, thus attracting her excessive anger, such as in the follow­
ing verse from the Kiirenbergers (mid-12th century): 
Jo stuont ich nehtint späte vor d inem bette, 

dö getorste ich dich, frouwe, niwet wecken, 
'des gehazze iemer got den dinen lip 
jö enwas ich niht ein eber wilde' , so sprach daz wip. 
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Walther von der Vogelweide(from the "Weingarl-
ner Liederhandschrift," 1st quarter 14th century) 
Walther von der Vogelweide was the first poet 
writing in German who, in his so-called 
"Sprüche," or political songs and poems, referred 
to contemporary political events. The three 
"Reichssprüche" he wrote between 1198 and 1201 
not only describe the turmoil connected with the 
struggle for the throne after the death of Henry VI 
(1197); they also appeal for unity and order. The 
above picture illustrates the first of these poems: 
Ich saz üf eime steine 
und dahte bein mil beine: 
il.iMi! satzt ich den ellenbogen 
ich hete in mine hant gesmogen 
daz kinne und ein min wange. 
(Roughly: I sat on a s tone 
and crossed one leg over the other: 
I put my elbow on it 
And cupped in my hand 
my chin and one of my cheeks.) 

Roughly: (He:) Truly, I was standing at your bed yesterday evening. 
But mistress, I didn' t dare wake you. 
(She:) May God hate you forever for that! 
Truly, I wasn't a wild boar, spake the woman. 

The (sexual) fulfilment of love is still a subject dealt with by poetry 
in these early days and is unabashedly spoken about: 
ab zoch er den mantel sein, er warfft in in das grass, 
da lagen die zway die langen nacht, piss an den Hechten tag. 
Roughly: He took his coat off, he threw it into the grass, 
and so the two of them lay there all night until the light of day. 
(Kerensteinbaltade) 

But then the influence of the French art of poetry very soon starts 
making itself felt in German lyric poetry. From now on, the lady is 
obligated to take the part of the one who turns away her wooer, while the 
man yearns in vain. The lyrical language becomes more subtle, the 
meetings of frouiue and man are reduced to a few typical situations. The 
only freedom of choice the poet has is in the form of the verses, lyrical 
images and similes. When Minnesang was at its height (approx. 
1180-1230) it became an art of variation. 

By far the most colourful personality of the Minnesang poets was 
Walther von der Vogelweide (c. 1170-1230). In his Tristan, Gottfried von 
Strassburg sings his praises as the unequivocal leader of the "nightin­
gales" (Minnesingers) and places the poets' crown on his head. Walther 
learnt the art of Minnesang from Reinmar the Elder, one of the leading 
Minnesingers of the period, in around 1190. He soon freed himself from 
his teacher and developed his own unmistakable style, which is above 
all characterised by his attempts to free the Minnesang from its rigid 
conventions by making it truer to life. He wrote extensively (approx. 80 
lyric poems); in his work the lady is toppled from her excessively high 
pedestal and becomes more realistic, more life-like, more like women 
really were. Requited love is now possible, although the lady of noble 
stock is replaced by a girl of lower status. Songs like "Unter der Linde auf 
der Heide" and "Nehmt, frouwe, diesen Kranz" with their folkish 
character have remained alive over the centuries. Until the age of 50, 
Walther led a wandering life that took him to the various European 
courts. This is where his Sprüche - political songs and poems - origi­
nated, in which he supports the idea of a strong emperor against the 
pope, for example in "Ich saz üf eime steine." Walther was thus the first 
poet writing in German to comment on political events of the day. 

The same unease that Walther must have felt towards the bloodless-
ness of the Minnesang led Neidhart von Reuental (1190-1246) to begin a 
positively revolutionary revival of court poetry. He introduced the peas­
ant into the Minnesang (known now as Därperdichtung). The courtly 
knight and his frouwe are replaced by the country squire, peasants and a 
country wench (frouwelin), the scene of action taken from the castle into 
the village. At a dance a landed nobleman woos the favour of one of the 
village girls, but finds himself competing with the peasants. The result is 
a jolly good punch-up, at the end of which the nobleman is often rather 
the worse for wear. This is one of the standard situations in Neidhart 's 
songs. The other one is a mother trying to stop her daughter from going 
dancing. The daughter gets her own way, goes to the dance and is the 
cause of a dispute between a nobleman and peasants. Here again, the 
whole thing ends up with a free-for-all. In spite of their contents, 



Village dance (end of 15th century) 
Even today we do not exactly know what circum­
stances led to the development of minnesang. One 
of Ihe various theories says that minnesang went 
back to popular dancing and love songs. It is 
thought the following short dancing song (from 
"Carmina Burana") is possibly a forerunner of 
what later became the lyrics of knights: 
Swaz hie gät umbe, 
daz sint alle megede, 
die wellent an man, 
allen diesen sumer gän. 
(Roughly: Hie people going round in a circle 
Are all girls; 
They want to stay without a man 
All this summer.) 

Neidhart ' s songs were not written for the peasants, but for knights at 
court - and they must have had a lot of fun from these crude jokes. 

It is not without reason that Neidhart has been called the "gravedig-
ger of the Minnesang." True, the Minnesang was still around until the 16th 
century - from 1300 we speak of the Meistersang, because poems were 
written by master craftsmen such as Hans Sachs - but with Neidhart 's 
Dörperdichtung at the latest, songs of chivalry noticeably started going 
into decline. Minnesang and Arthurian romance were the main genres of 
Middle High German literature until the social upheavals of the 14th 
century. They are an expression of the culture of the age of chivalry - a 
culture that lost its importance as the concept the nobility had of itself 
changed and with the growth of the wealth and power of the urban 
bourgeoisie. 

129 



Modes of Thought and Consciousness 
in the High Middle Ages 
by Günter Melier 

Lecture at a university (wood engraving, begin­
ning 16th century) 
A growing need for knowledge that could not be 
fulfilled by cathedral or monastery schools led to 
the establishment of the first universities in the 
Middle Ages. These universities were unions of 
private academic schools which had gradually 
been given more and more privileges by the 
emperor or pope (e. g. academic freedom, statutory 
autonomy, freedom from tax, own jurisdiction). 
The most important of the medieval universities 
was Paris (founded 1253), on which the earliest 
German universities, dating back to the I4th cen­
tury, were modelled: Prague university, founded 
by Charles IV, Vienna founded in 13t>5, Heidelberg 
in 1386 and Cologne in 1388. 

Dieter Kühn, in his book on the Middle High German poet Wolfram 
von Eschenbach1, makes an interesting experiment. He himself, a 

20th century writer with a good knowledge of history, describes a 
journey that takes him both from the Eifel near the Belgian-German 
border down to Eschenbach in southern Germany and, at the same time, 
down through the centuries back into the High Middle Ages. The excit­
ing thing about this trip is the attempt to see the world as someone living 
then would have done. Once he has arrived in the High Middle Ages, 
our modern writer has become a ministerialist a member of the lower 
nobility. Bligger is his name. He is woken by the call of the night 
watchman announcing the approaching dawn. Next to him, almost in a 
sitting position in a short bed, is his wife, and there are four children 
lying asleep on cushions on the floor. His imagination starts wandering 
and he thinks that really it is not the night watchman that should be 
waking him, but his frouioe, i.e. not his own wife, but the wife of a 
knight. She should wake him with a kiss, for he must be off before other 
early risers notice he was with this woman while her husband was away 
on his lord's business. 

Itinerant singers have introduced Bligger to the literature of the 
period that is having such an effect on his imagination. He wonders 
about which wife of which knight in the area he could be woken by in 
this manner in the morning. Certainly, he's already got a lover - a young 
wench of low status, as is befitting of his station in life. He's meeting her 
that very afternoon in the bath house. But that's not the kind of love a 
monk from a neighbouring monastery told him he'd read about in a 
book he was copying. Ah, such neverending love of a lady of noble stock 
- that'd be the thing, thinks Dieter Kiihn's Bligger. Why is Bligger 
dreaming of such a love? What does he think of his own marriage? 

At this point, the author interrupts his narrative. He does not want 
to describe something fictitious, something there are no documents 
about dating back to the period in question. Virtually nothing is known 
about the feelings husband and wife had for each other. In fact, there is 
very little to be found out about the personal, individual traits -
thoughts, feelings - of someone living in the Middle Ages. All portrayals 
and descriptions of individual people, both in the fine arts and in 
literature, have something stylised and general about them. Can we 
conclude from this that people living in the Middle Ages could not 
differentiate between the world of their minds and the outside world, 
that their consciousness of themselves as individuals was less marked 
than it is today? Did they in that case have less of a rational distance both 
to the real world around them and to the subjective world of their minds? 
Such a supposition certainly seems possible. 

It is supported by Norbert Elias at the end of an introduction to 
mediaeval etiquette. In instructions in table manners dating from this 
period, written for people belonging to the upper class, he found 
instructions like "Don't clean your teeth with your knife," "Don't spit on 
the table," "Don't offer someone else the remains of your soup or bread 
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The seven liberal arts (from the "1 lorlus 
Delicarium," 12th century) 
Medieval studies were ordered according to the 
seven liberal arts ("artes liberales"). They were 
called liberal arts because in ancient Rome only the 
"liberi," i.e. free men, were allowed to pursue 
them. The number seven was stipulated by Augus­
tinus (354-430) - the "tr ivium" comprising the dis­
ciplines grammar, rhetoric and logic, and the 
"quadrivium" with Ihe mathematical sciences of 
music, geometry, arithmetic and astronomy. 

you 've already bitten bits off/' "Don' t throw bones you've been gnaw­
ing back into the communal pot," and others like these. Elias closely 
connects the standard of behaviour suggested by these rules of etiquette 
with human relations and the peculiarities of emotional life, which in 
those days were so very different ours today: "People who ate together 
in the way that was the custom in the Middle A g e s . . . had a very 
different relationship to each other than we do today, not only on the 
level of their clear and precisely understood consciousness; it seems that 
their emotional life had a different structure and different character. 
Their emotions were conditioned to forms of relationships and 
behaviour that today would be felt to be embarrassing or, at the very 
least, not very attractive."2 Elias says that the "embarrasment threshold" 
and "limit of shame" of the people of the Middle Ages were on a very 
different level to ours. That is, they had less control of their emotions 
than we do. We can perhaps connect what is being said here about the 
character of emotionality with the supposit ion we mentioned above: 
People living in the Middle Ages had less of a rational distance both to 
the real world around them and to the subjective world of their minds. 
Things we are more likely to see as ideas, concepts and principles were 
for them objective facts, i.e. they really existed, such as demons, devils, 
cardinal virtues and cardinal vices. On the other hand, outside t h i n g s - a 
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Mappa inuml j (11 ih century) 
In (he Middle Ages, Latin cartography was univer­
sal cartography, i. e. the earth was always shown as 
a whole. The main purpose of medieval maps was 
to explain the Bible by documenting God's deeds 
of salvation on earth. The earth had a predeter­
mined form which only needed to be filled in by 
the map-maker. The most common form was the T-
map (see above); the three continents then known, 
Asia, Europe and Africa, were arranged like a T in 
a circle. Asia was put in the upper half, Europe in 
the quarter on the left, Africa on the right, and 
water separated the continents from each other. As 
a rule, East was at the top of the map; only the 
ancient Greeks put North at the top, while the 
Arabs had South at the top. 

courtly gesture, a farting pig that could cause endless mirth, a belt 
decorated with gold that one just had to have - these they experienced so 
powerfully that they dominated their innermost being. 

The mediaeval concept of space and time was very different to ours, 
and this indeed tells us a lot about the peculiarities of the way people in 
those days thought. Nowadays, as the result of the ubiquitousness of 
clocks, we are so used to measuring time exactly that we can hardly 
imagine basing our feeling for time on other factors. The same is true of 
space, which in our day and age is cartographically measured, allowing 
us to locate various positions in our mind 's eye and connect them with a 
line. Yards and miles, metres and kilometers, and over a certain distance 
light years - these are the units we know nowadays. Light years are 
obviously too much for even our modern imagination to cope with, but 
the fact that we can, as a matter of course, use such abstract terms is 
typical of the way we view time and space compared to earlier centuries, 
when the act of measuring and the units used were directly connected to 
the work and experiences of the people. 

By the Middle Ages, sun dials and water clocks had already been 
invented, and from the 13th century on there were mechanical clocks run 
by clockwork. In spite of this, people mainly read the time from the 
position of the sun, the sequence of day and night, the fulness of the 
moon (months) and the change of the seasons. In monasteries, the day 
was also divided up by hourly (horary) prayers. These small social units 
in particular had a greater need of precise divisions of time, which, 
among other things, had the function of bringing order into life. The fact 
that in the agrarian society of the Middle Ages time was largely meas­
ured by natural events also had an effect on the specific structure of 
human consciousness. The perpetual return of the same events in the 
cycle of nature affected, for example, certain attitudes: "Not change but 
repetition was the determining factor of people's mind and behaviour. 
For them something that happened once, something they had never 
seen before, had no instrinsic v a l u e . . . Archaic society negated indi­
viduality and unusual behaviour. It was the norm, even a virtue, to 
behave as everyone else did, to behave as people always had done. Only 
such traditional behaviour possessed moral strength."3 

In the Middle Ages, the close relation of people with nature affected 
their view of space. This relationship was marked neither by an imper­
sonal view nor by contemplative observation; rather it was down-to-
earth activity in the fields. It was in their bodies and in their work that 
people found their criteria for measuring space. The length of a path was 
measured not with abstract units , but in paces; other commonly used 
measurements were feet, ell (corresponded to the length of the lower arm 
between elbow and wrist, after the German word for the ulna), span, and 
finger. The word "Morgen" not only meant "morning," but also the 
amount of land that could be ploughed in that period of time. Over and 
above these basic measurements, the concept of space caused great 
difficulty. Descriptions of how to get somewhere usually ended up as 
accounts of experiences at points along the way. Whenever the concept 
of space left the direct range of human experience, as for example is the 
case beyond matters of this earth, God and His plan of salvation for the 
earth replaced man as the measure of all things. 

The representation of space in the fine arts shares this Christian 
reference. The aim of paint ing of the High Middle Ages is not to put 
objects into the correct perspective, but rather to emphasize important 



elements. If, for example, the door is the important part of a house, then 
the door is drawn disproportionately large, perhaps surrounded by the 
outline of a little play house. A detail could be symbolic of the whole. The 
space surrounding an object or person was often depicted as a ray of 
bright light falling to earth from the face of God. Happenings on earth 
were, so to speak, included in the goodness and warmth of God. "Space 
is nothing more than the brightest light," mystics declared. "Below" and 
"above" are more than just abstract details of space and position. 
"Below" is where hell is and devils and purgatory, and "above" is where 
heaven is, with God in His majesty and angels making music all around 
Him. The world was the entirety of the farmsteads, the universe rather 
like a human body enlarged to gigantic proportions. In the Middle Ages, 
thinking in terms of space was a symbolic process dominated by experi­
ence. There was also a certain magic about places, and, for example, 
crimes committed near religious places carried the heaviest penalties. 

In the Middle Ages, this non-abstract concept of space and t ime was 
closely related to the prevalent innumeracy. Most people were unable to 
read and write, and geometry and algebra were way beyond their com­
prehension. Even the learned monks on Reichenau Island in Lake Con­
stance, for example, failed in their attempts to draw a plan of the monas­
tery garden. They racked their brains, but it was just too much for them 
to imagine the rear boundary of their garden running at an angle to a 
stream. The conundrum was worth making into a competition: How was 
it possible for the transverse paths to run parallel to the rear wall and still 
cross the main path at right angles? The answer lay in pulling down the 
rear wall to solve the problem of the oblique garden beds. Another 
competition was about whether two times one hundred could be 
divided into three parts. This question turned out to be unanswerable. 
The monks counted and counted, but 200 was just too much. It was not 
possible for them to do arithmetic in writing using Roman figures. They 
had abacuses with which they tried to put the ones, tens and hundreds 
into order before adding them up. But multiplication and division were 
not possible with this aid. It was not until Adam Riese wrote his arith­
metic books that Arab figures started being commonly used, thus mak­
ing it possible to work with the decimal system in writing. Figures 
usually just had symbolic significance. They spoke of 11,000 virgins 
being killed or of 100,000 heroes slain. But all these figures meant was 
that it was a very large number. 

From what we have seen so far, mediaeval thought can be briefly 
summed up as follows: Thought was dominated by concrete concepts. 
All things in the world, all thoughts seemed to be significantly related to 
each other. The central perspective that informed and governed life was 
the presence and influence of God, and it gave everything in the world 
its place and determined its task. Mediaeval thought was very one-track: 
analysis, abstraction, rational distance - all these had scarcely been 
developed. Viewing something for its own sake, to take it out of context 
and, above all, see it in a neutral light without relating it to religion 
caused insuperable difficulties. Indeed, it was completely out of the 
question. 

In view of this conclusion, we might be tempted to say that the 
weaknesses and difficulties mentioned were the result of intellectual 
inability. There is no doubt about it that then most people had no regular 
schooling and therefore the level of their elementary knowledge of the 
world was low compared to today. But that does not mean to say we can 

Cosmos man (miniature from Hildegard of Bin-
gen's "Revelationes," first half of the 13th century) 
The Middle Ages saw man as a microcosm, i. e. as 
an image of the visible world on a smaller scale. 
Isidor of Seville described the relation of man and 
world as follows: "In a supranatural sense, the 
world is fittingly called man. For in the same v/ay 
that the world comprises four elements, man com­
prises four humours (temperaments) in a certain 
proportion to each other. That is why the ancient 
peoples connected man with the creation of the 
world, which in Greek is called cosmos, but man is 
called microcosm, i. e. smaller world . . . " 
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Alma mater (from a medieval manuscript in (he 
Vatican library) 
Medieval universities consisted of two faculties -
an upper one with the disciplines theology, 
medicine and jurisprudence, and a lower one, the 
"faculty of arts." The faculty of arts comprised the 
seven liberal arts and was a precondition for 
attending the upper faculty. Tuition was held in 
Latin and covered "lectiones" (lectures) and "dis-
putationes" (discussions). After studying at the 
arts faculty, students were awarded the academic 
degree of "baccalaureus"; the degree of "licen-
tiatus," "magister" or "doctor" was awarded to 
students who had attended the higher faculty. 

doubt their basic intellectual capabilities. Before we start supposing 
them in some way deficient, it must be made clear that life in the High 
Middle Ages functioned differently from today, that it was dominated 
by Christian faith and that in connection with this the methods of 
verifying thought processes were completely different from today's. Of 
course, in those days, too, statements about the world, judgements 
about right and wrong could be true or false. Therefore it was necessary 
for them to be verified. In most cases, this expression was more appro­
priate than "proving" them. (Proof, in the sense of logical deduction and 
rational argumentation, was provided mostly by theologians and 
philosophers at the universities, who from the 13th century increasingly 
dominated European thought. There will be more about these scholars 
later.) 

Verification was a matter of tradition and of writing. Writing was 
something that would survive, that was permanent, and as such was 
reliable. This reliability largely came from the Holy Scripture, the Bible, 
but it also came from early (late classical) interpreters and defenders of 
Christian teachings, the Church Fathers (especially Augustine), who 
enjoyed a high degree of authority. For centuries it sufficed to refer to 
them as the main witnesses of an unadulterated Church tradition: Dog­
matic controversies were not settled with arguments, but with quota­
tions. Reference to the Church Fathers was an expression of the tradi­
tional concept of their spiritual "fatherhood"; recognition of their 
authority was based on respect, trust and obedience - all of which are 
attitudes that have since lost their significance in our understanding of 
science and scholarliness. 

The fact that something was documented in writing and had the seal 
of authorized persons affixed to it gave great weight to the validity of 
Church decrees and the laws of temporal leaders. This tempted scribes 
and copiers of such documents - for various reasons - to forge them. The 
Middle Ages was a heyday for forgeries (the most famous example is the 
Donation of Constantine). There are big names among the people 
involved, including bishops and even popes; indeed, the majority of 
forgeries were done by the clergy. This is amazing - and yet again it is 
not if we bear in mind that the clergy were, in the main, the only people 
able to read and write. The reasons why forgeries were made also 
relativize this statement. A study of mediaeval forgery practices reveals a 
lot about the state of mind of people then. The historian Horst Fuhrmann 
has compiled some interesting data which tell us a little about the 
mediaeval concept of law. Let us look at them more closely.4 

Mediaeval moral philosophy, following the teachings of Augustine, 
rejected all forms of forgery. Some historians, in view of this clear 
position and the fact that in practice it was often not adhered to, have 
spoken of a blatant lack of morality in the Middle Ages. Fuhrmann has 
countered this clear-spoken evaluation by asking what forgery really is. 
What he wants to do is show that, because of a different understanding 
of law in the Middle Ages, the offence of forgery was to be judged 
differently than it is today. Nowadays, law is understood to be norms 
that have been legally established and written down in law books. Such 
a positive concept of law was unknown in the Middle Ages. "Law was 
understood to be something with a higher meaning independent of 
human statutes. Law and justice were one and the s a m e . . . A law 
endowed with the spirit of equity was the same as a just judgement. This 
equity was both personally felt justice and general morality in one."5 
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Thomas Aquinas (painting by Carlo Grivelli) 
Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) was the most impor­
tant theologian and philosopher of the High 
Middle Ages. Like his teacher Albertus Magnus he 
was a Dominican monk. He studied at Paris and 
Cologne between 1248 and 1252. In 1254 he himself 
started teaching at Paris and a number of Italian 
universities. Most of his work, such as his "Summa 
theologiae" (between 1267 and 1273), was written 
while he was teaching. Apart from his "Summa 
contra gentiles" (started 1259), his commentaries 
on Aristotle, in which he sought a philosophical 
and theological synthesis between Platonic-
Augustinian and Aristotelian thought, are among 
the most important of his writings. 

In the Middle Ages, therefore, it was certainly possible to forge 
something with the knowledge that it would serve justice or salvation. A 
legal text would be rewritten with the intention of emphasising the good 
aspects of a law that might have been obscured by its wording; passages 
were deleted perhaps with the intention of bringing a regulation up to 
date or adapt ing it to regional peculiarities. We can often assume that 
"good" intentions of such a nature lay behind alterations, especially 
when personal or party interests in a forgery can be excluded. If we 
disregard forgeries for personal gain — and these were by no means 
uncommon - we can see from these forgeries made in the service of 
justice that in the Middle Ages the spirit was more important than the 
letter and that was the reason why they did not take the accuracy of the 
wording too seriously. Fuhrmann also sees in this at t i tude an important 
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Albertus Magnus (Hans Holbein the Elder, High 
Altar of the former Dominican monastery in Frank­
furt/Main, 1501) 
Albertus Magnus (c. 12Ü0-1280), a scientist, 
philosopher and theologian known as "doctor uni­
versalis" for the great breadth of his knowledge 
and intellectual interest, came from a Staufer minis-
terialis family. He joined the Dominican Order in 
1229, and between 1242 and 1248 taught in Paris 
and then in Germany (inter alia 1248-1254 in Col­
ogne). His main significance for medieval philos­
ophy lay in his research and dissemination of Aris­
totelian, Arab and Jewish writings. 

reason why forgeries often remained undetected: It was not particularly 
important if a document was genuine or not as long as it was imbued 
with the spirit of God. 

Texts were treated allegorically and interpreted from a Christian 
point of view, which corresponded to the Christian and symbolic way 
reality was faced. Another example of this was the mediaeval concept of 
history. Although chronicles had been written, it was not known how 
long ago in terms of years and days the events chronicled had taken 
place. People did not know how old they were, or they knew only 
vaguely. And it didn ' t really matter. To them the past was also the 
present, for the nature of things did not change. It was impossible to 
imagine thought patterns and behaviour different from their own. For 
them, Jesus and his apostles were journeying or feasting knights just like 
Dietrich von Bern or King Arthur. Characters from the Bible were always 
depicted as contemporaries. In the early - pagan - Middle Ages, the 
people would count the generations, only taking the most important 
ancestors into account as they did so. In this way, it did not take long for 
them to get back to the history of the gods: the seventh or eighth ancestor 
of an early mediaeval German king was already a god or demigod. In the 
High Middle Ages, it was increasingly believed that the birth of Jesus 
divided historic time into two parts. His birth was the year zero and the 
central point of time. This date was an historical axis: Historical figures 
and events from the post-Jesus age corresponded to figures and events 
in the pre-Jesus age. Here again we see the influence of a deep-felt need 
to create connecting links between events - after all, even the order of 
things created by God had to be based on history. 

This historical inability of people of the Middle Ages to imagine the 
peculiarities of another age was also true when it came to dealing with 
strangers in their own day. They were scarcely able to understand 
someone else's individual traits. Strange characteristics (of a stranger) 
were monstrous, to be laughed at or feared. The paradox of stupidity 
operated here: If you did not understand, you had already understood 
everything. What was missing was critical detachment, a knowledge of 
one's lack of knowledge. The dialectics of not understanding caused 
mediaeval man to make projections: He recognised someone else only in 
as far as he thought he saw himself. This is indeed a shortcoming - not in 
intelligence, but in an ability to reflect. 

But where and how could mediaeval man have learned to reflect? He 
would have had to have learned to observe without prejudice and ask his 
own detailed questions. But hardly anyone was able to ask questions. 
The questions in learned conversations, and in schoolbooks the ques­
tions asked were mainly traditional and to be answered with definitions 
learned by heart. Learning in the Middle Ages meant learning tradi­
tional material by heart. Even in the disputes of learned thinkers at 
universities there prevailed a certain pattern of thought - the syllogism, 
e.g. all men called Gaius are Romans, this man is called Gaius, thus . . . A 
definition was given, an individual case was assigned to it, an inference 
drawn. Methodical thinking followed the old tradition of rhetoric and 
was deductive, i.e. particular ideas deduced from general ideas. The 
reverse, inductive procedure, i.e. using individual cases to draw up a 
rule, was out of the question. Neither did mediaeval thinkers proceed 
pragmatically, as Aristotle had recommended they should for many 
questions. In the introduction to his Tropica, Aristotle had said that there 
were also probable and accepted principles if their truth could not be 
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Plague procession (detail of a miniature in the 
"Tres Riches Heures," beginning of 15th century) 
People in the Middle Ages were powerless in the 
lace of sickness, epidemics and death. Only belief 
in a life after death made fear of dying bearable for 
these pious Christians. If they were befallen by a 
big epidemic, such as the bubonic plague in the 
14th century, which wiped out a quarter of the 
population of Europe, they took it as divine pun­
ishment. The result was a number of fanatic forms 
of religious penance, such as flagellations, satanic 
cults, superstition, not to mention a feeling of 
helplessness, auger and despair. 

deducted. That which most people regard as being probable, and which 
at the same time appears probable to scholars or the majority of the best, 
is probable. There were just not the institutional preconditions for this 
pragmatic approach. There were no forums for discussions to weigh 
arguments up and deliberate on them. Truth was indivisible - con­
troversies had to be concluded immediately and in a fighting spirit. 
Mediaeval thought did not make itself the subject of thought. 

This summary of the style of thought of those educated at monastery 
and cathedral schools applies to common practice and the theological 
and philosophical mean. Prominent mediaeval philosophers like 
Anselm of Canterbury, Peter Abelard, Albertus Magnus and especially 
Thomas Aquinas need to be described in greater detail and evaluated 
differently. Mediaeval philosophy as a whole does not have a reputation 
of having brought forth important ideas or even influential innovations 
for the following centuries. It is therefore not easy to do it justice. Hegel, 
in his lectures on the history of philosophy, called them "both extensive 
and meagre, terribly badly written and voluminous"6 . 

But here again, we must take a relative view: Scholasticism was 
something new in that it dominated the spirit of the universities 
founded in the 13th century and represented this spirit through these 
new institutions. Its relation to tradition was not to be equated with that 
believing trust in the Church Fathers prevailing in monastery and 
cathedral schools. In the case of scholasticism, relation to tradition meant 
the acceptance and acquisition of classical philosophy, especially Aris-
totelianism, and the pervasiveness of the theology of the Church 
Fathers. The very fact that scholasticism was basically conceptual meant 
it was critical of the symbolic, pictorial and metaphorical thought of the 
period. Nowadays, we find very strange the "school-like" aspects of 
mediaeval philosophy - even the word "scholastic" emphasises this. It 
can be explained by the fact "that, more than anything else, it was an 
unprecedented learning process, a school event of enormous propor­
tions that continued over the centuries."7 Mediaeval philosophy was 
"terribly badly written" (as Hegel saw it) precisely because it regarded 
its task as arranging the assimilated legacy of the classical world from the 
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point of view of how well it could be taught and learned. This was a very 
down-to-earth business which, naturally enough, neglected the inter­
esting element of personal immediacy. 

The identification of scholasticism with mediaeval philosophy is 
really an inadmissable modification of the word. Rather, scholasticism is 
used for scholarly activity generally in the High Middle Ages. Medicine, 
jurisprudence, theology - incidentally, where is the line to be drawn 
between philosophy and theology? - are all influenced by the scholastic 
form of presentation of the arguments. This form is not just limited to the 
presentation of scholarly texts; it is also a characteristic stylistic element 
of the inner scholastic discussion: Firstly, the arguments of a problem 
are listed and evaluated. "The scholarly result is reached by means of an 
extensive documentation of the arguments and criticism thereof. At the 
end there is the determination by the magister: This is the outline of 
systematic disputation and is also the literary form of the quaestio, in 
which the process of forming a scholarly judgement is presented most 
appropriately."8 

It is largely due to the translations and commentaries written by 
mediaeval philosophers that classical works, particularly the very in­
fluential writings of Aristotle and his followers, were passed on and 
made known. Anicius Manlius, a Roman statesman, scholar and 
philosopher living right at the beginning of the Middle Ages (c. A.D. 
480-A. D. 524) and better known as Boethius, is particularly worth men­
tioning. He had made it his goal to translate into Latin and interpret all 
the works of Plato and Aristotle he could lay his hands on. Certainly, he 
did not get beyond some of Aristotle's scripts on logic, but it was 
precisely these that had an extremely great influence on mediaeval 
philosophy. The heyday of the dissemination of Aristotle was in the 
century between 1150 and 1250. Dissemination came about through 
contacts with oriental culture, mainly via the Crusades and the Moorish 
rule in Spain. Both the Arabic and the Jewish scholarly traditions had 
retained the legacy of Greek thought directly and more completely than 
monasteries in the West. Thus, most of Aristotle's works, including not 
only those on logic, but also the essential parts of h is philosophical 
writings, were at last translated from Arabic into Latin. It was particu­
larly challenging for the Christian world of the West to assimilate the 
most highly developed philosophical system of the classical world, a 
system that had already been given a systematic and non-Christian 
interpretation and had been precisely articulated. 
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Gravestone of a canon 
The terrible and agonizing experience of the 
plague considerably increased the already strongly 
pronounced feeling of medieval men and women 
that life could cease at any moment. I litherto, the 
aim of gravestone sculptures had mainly been to 
give an idealised and artistic reproduction of the 
dead person as a reminder of their deeds and 
achievements dur ing their lifetime. Hut then a 
realistic and naturalistic style of representation 
began to dominate, which impressively 
documented their fear of death. 



The Dominican monk Albertus Magnus (1200-1280) succeeded in 
realizing the plan of Boethius, 700 years after the latter's death. He wrote 
commentaries on the entire works of Aristotle. In addition, his own 
writings were so extensive that it would be legitimate to call him "the 
Great" simply on the grounds of the unparalleled wealth of material he 
wrote or collected. After s tudying theology, he spent ten years teaching 
in various monasteries in Germany. In 1242, he was the first German to 
be given a chair in Paris, the leading and most famous university of the 
day. It was here that he met his most famous student, the 20-year-old 
Thomas Aquinas from Naples. He had been born in 1225 near Naples, 
the youngest son of a dist inguished noble family. Against the bitter 
resistance of his family, who held him captive for over a year, he joined 
the Dominican order at the age of 18. He started his s tudies in Paris and 
Cologne in 1248, and Albertus Magnus was one of his teachers. In 1257 
he gained the title and privileges of master of theology. Thomas Aquinas 
taught in Paris and various other places in Italy until his death in 1274. 

In contrast to Albertus Magnus, who also as a writer of scientific 
books had a stronger tendency towards empiricism and, in view of the 
extent of his works, collecting material, Thomas Aquinas had a great gift 
of penetrating, shaping and ordering his themes. In his famous "sum-
mae" or personal syntheses (the "Summa contra genti les" and "Summa 
theologiae") and his numerous "quest ionae" he is regarded by many 
people as being the greatest theologian and philosopher in the High 
Middle Ages. This view would seem to be objectively justified in that 
Thomas Aquinas, as no other before or after him, succeeded in joining 
fides and ratio, belief and reason. "Link, as much as you can, belief and 
reason" - this principle laid down by Boethius put into words the task of 
the whole of mediaeval philosophy. "Bring what you believe into a new, 
meaningful attribution, to the ceaseless and immeasurably multiplying 
entirety of the natural knowledge of man and the world."' 

Let us look at the following quotation by Thomas Aquinas as an 
example of the way a didactic play is treated in the High Middle Ages. 
The numerous proofs of God illustrate in a special way attempts to link 
fides and ratio. 

"We can say that the fact that God is can be proved in five different 
ways. The first and most obvious way, however, is that which comes 
from movement. It is certain and manifest that some things in this world 
are moved. Everything that is moved is moved by something else. For 
nothing is moved unless it is possible for it to be moved. But something 
moves providing it is in reality; for moving means nothing more than 
taking something out of the sphere of possibility and transferring it into 
the sphere of reality. But something cannot be transferred from possibil­
ity except by something being in reality: e.g. something hot in reality, 
such as fire, causes wood, which is hot according to possibility, to 
become hot in reality, and so it moves it and changes it. But it is not 
possible that the same thing is reality and possibility at the same time in 
the same way, but only in different ways: that which is hot in reality 
cannot be simultaneously hot in possibility, but is cold in possibility. It 
is thus impossible that something is moving and is moved or moves 
itself in the same way. Thus everything that moves must be moved by 
something else. If that which moves it is also moved by something else, 
then it must itself be moved by something else and that (in its turn) by 
something else. But this cannot go on into eternity because in this way 
there would not be something that was first moved because the second 

Boethius being comforted in dungeon by Philoso­
phy personified (from a manuscript from the 
beginning of the 13th century) 
The Roman philosopher, writer and statesman 
Boethius (c. 480-524) was one of the consuls of the 
Ostrogoth kingTheoderic. After interceding on 
behalf of a friend accused of high treason, Boethius 
himself was also thrown into prison and executed. 
While in prison, he wrote his famous dialogue "De 
consolatione philosophiae" ("The consolation of 
Philosophy"), a conversation between himself and 
personified Philosophy, which was widely read 
during the Middle Ages and soon translated into 
Old High German by the St. Gallen monk Notker 
Labeo. Translations by Boethius of Aristotle's writ­
ings and of works by Porphyry were among the 

m a i n source : ; o f k n o w l e d g e in t h e M i d d l e A g e s o f 

Greek philosophy. 
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moving causes only movement because they are moved by a thing that 
first moved, as for example when the staff moves because it is moved by 
the hand. Thus it is necessary to come to something that is the first to 
move that is not moved by anything. And this we all understand to be 
God/"0 

This is the form in which other proofs of the existence of God are 
presented, i.e. by deducing something from a concept. It was not until 
the 18th century that the philosopher Immanuel Kant, in his Critique of 
Pure Reason, showed that this was not the path to take on the search for 
real knowledge, and why it was not. For mediaeval philosophers, this or 
that premise could at the most be wrong, this or that conclusion inad-
missable; but as a means of reaching knowledge, speculative thought -
i.e. thought deduced from concepts and developing the content of a 
concept and its logical associations - was out of the question. 

Finally, however, it must again be stressed that the way to God, 
which they were all searching for, each in his own way, was not as 
rational for everyone as has been demonstrated here. The ordinary 
people, the common folk carried on living with their symbolic relation­
ship to the world and to God without the influence of such thoughts. 
And the mystics, including many women, cultivated a meditative way of 
experiencing God, a way of which they spoke in tones of delight and 
enlightenment so that others would be able to share their experience of 
God. 
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