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GENERAL INTRODUCTION
Alessandro Arcangeli, Jörg Rogge and Hannu Salmi

Cultural history is today established as a respected branch of history.1 The perspective 
into the past afforded through the lens of culture has been enrooted in the herme-
neutic toolbox of historians of all epochs. A large selection of publications of various 
types demonstrates this centrality: from collections of important articles2 and edited 
volumes taking a specific perspective of cultures in general or those enquiring into 
specific aspects of culture3 to case studies.4 Meanwhile, the interested reader can 
approach the field of cultural history by accessing introductions, which concentrate 
more on the theories and methods of cultural history,5 or by exploring regions and 
states or epochs.6

Aside from the subject matter and topics of research, cultural history has always 
reflected on its methodological and theoretical premises. Most cultural historians 
would subscribe to the idea that the choice of focus and method determines the 
outcome of the research. One of the features of cultural history is its claim to reflect 
on its own activity – the research concepts, topics and fields – and its track record of 
doing so. We have to take into consideration that we as historians are influenced by 
our current social and cultural circumstances.7

Therefore, it is part of the state of the art of cultural history today to discuss the 
history of cultural history and its theoretical and methodological influences as well 
as current themes and issues.8 One consequence is that cultural historians consider 
themselves not just as distanced observers, who are able to write about the past ‘as it 
was’: they acknowledge their interest in bringing the past back into our own time, 
constructing the past with the eyes of our present age. We can hardly escape our 
norms, prejudices and personal attitudes, even if we try to do this by the use of meth-
odological and theoretical tools.

Cultural history is in more than one respect an interdisciplinary and collabora-
tive effort. On the one hand, a cultural historian has to equip him- or herself with 
knowledge from different disciplines in the humanities such as anthropology and 
ethnology. On the other hand, he or she has to rely on the work of colleagues with 
expertise in other fields and epochs of history. However, if cultural historians want to 
tackle overall themes or topics – for example, the shaping of Western identities from 
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the Middle Ages to modern times – then they have to cooperate with colleagues 
from a wide range of research areas. The editors of this volume are an example of the 
productivity of such an approach, because they have developed the book project in 
their additional capacity as members of the committee of the International Society 
for Cultural History (ISCH).9

The present book is an attempt to show how considerations of methods and 
theories have influenced current research in the field of cultural history. The au-
thors of this volume emphasize that the experiences people have contribute to their 
behaviour and are the basis for their interpretation of the world. People are linked 
together and with their environment by social practices and various forms of com-
munication. In the process, they generate interpretations and give their living world 
meaning.

Culture and cultural history are highly problematic terms to define. They have 
accompanied and marked very different ways of doing history over the past century 
and a half. Surely the so-called new cultural history that emerged in various academic 
contexts and linguistic domains from the 1970s and 1980s has departed sharply from 
a narrow understanding of culture typical of previous historical traditions and has 
adopted a broader meaning, significantly influenced by anthropology. In the present 
volume, we have rather followed a bottom-up approach to the question of defini-
tions. The individual contributors were not given a prefabricated set of concepts, or a 
precise indication of the territory they were to map and the tools they were supposed 
to use on the task. The editors had described the expected contents in short abstracts 
of the planned chapters, in order to orientate the volume towards an effective and 
engaging coverage of a wide expanse of topics and problems. In the end, the plan 
underwent some adjustments, authors brought in their own expertise and tastes in re-
shaping their assignment and the notion of culture and cultural history that emerges 
from the reading of the whole book is the product of interactions between a variety 
of academic habits and research paths.

What is the result of this polyphony, this flash-mob experience of writing? Some 
threads and leitmotifs are recognizable, thus offering that bottom-up approach to the 
definition of the field.

With this volume, we never intended to achieve the comprehensiveness char-
acteristic of a textbook. It is certainly our hope that it may serve, among other 
purposes, as a wide-ranging illustration of the potentials of cultural history as a way 
of studying the past in a variety of times, spaces and aspects of human experience, 
for the use of students, as well as scholars and general readers. Nevertheless, such 
illustration could only aspire to offer a selection of potential – and actual – areas 
of research. Whenever desirable and possible, we identified some subject foci and 
followed their metamorphoses throughout the examined periods. In other cases, a 
theme emerged as being more relevant to a particular period. Throughout the vol-
ume, the reader will have the opportunity to follow some threads, and find aspects 
of past life structures and experiences that have been highlighted as particularly 
interesting and examined in their historical dynamics, in the customary dialectics 
between continuity and change: from the way people made sense of the world to 
material cultures of living, mobility, cultural exchange and transfer, power and con-
flict, emotion and communication.



General introduction

3

In general, we aimed at striking a balance between the wider generalizations that 
may assist us in imagining key trends in the past, and the in-depth analysis allowed 
by the examining of case studies. However, this balance itself is one of the many 
characteristics that each chapter may to some extent develop in its own way – so the 
reader will find more theoretical reflection in some places, and more empirical work 
elsewhere. As a general rule, we avoided a concentration on one cultural area only 
in any one chapter. The chronological breadth of the contributions also varies: while 
some concentrate on narrower periods that appear to offer a significant opportunity 
to map key phenomena and major developments, others engage in overarching long-
term views.

Historiography – the history of history writing – is always part of what historians 
do, and cultural historians may have additional reasons to pay attention to the ways 
in which their problems had been previously formulated and the answers they had 
obtained. Such a preoccupation notwithstanding, this book is not predominantly 
about what historians have already said; a historiographical survey and dialogue with 
past and current scholarship is likely to appear in most chapters, but it will not 
predominate.

Cultural history is not easily (or, for many, desirably) identifiable with a specific 
method or set of research tools. Some approaches have characterized particular phases 
and research orientations within the discipline: from historical anthropology, to the 
emphasis on representations, to the rise of constructivism – the idea that many aspects 
of reality, not only those obviously cultural but also those appearing as social or natu-
ral, are the result of some process of production.10 The essays collected here exemplify 
a variety of methods: the subject matter, combined with the specific style and taste 
of the given author, will, each time, offer the reader the opportunity to explore an 
archive, to apply a comparative approach, to enter into textual analysis, or otherwise 
to concentrate on the material and sensual experience of the past.

Every history has temporal and spatial boundaries. The title of the book at hand, 
The Routledge Companion to Cultural History in the Western World, refers to both of 
these axes. Our presentation starts from the thirteenth century, which has been seen 
as the century of early urbanization in Europe, the infectious intellectual activity at 
the universities and the rise of vernacular languages and literatures. The dominance of 
the Christian Church was characterized by the rivalry between Roman Catholicism 
and Eastern Orthodoxy, on the one hand, but also by the birth of many religious 
communities and orders, and thus ways of life, on the other. Furthermore, the emer-
gence of nation states can be traced down to this era, although the sense of belonging 
to particular regions had longer roots in the past and of course would become even 
more influential during the centuries to come.

In his article ‘The Cultural Logic of Historical Periodization’, Peter Toohey has 
pointed out the seductiveness of periodization. It is comforting to draw on period-
ization; in ‘regularizing, packaging and calibrating the apparent disorder of historical 
record, positing chronological or intellectual blocks, it creates a type of order’.11 Evi-
dently, periodization can be deceptive, since it is not a neutral process. But simultane-
ously, as a counter-argument, its very nature as an act of interpretation is its strength. 
The historian’s work involves the idea of interpreting the past and organizing it in 
temporal blocks. Once it has been organized, it can again be criticized and possibly 
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rearranged to emphasize new perspectives. We have chosen a rather conventional 
composition for the book by dividing it into three chronological parts. The first part 
begins in the middle of the thirteenth century, on the grounds summarized above, 
and ends around 1500, where the second part commences. The early signs of mo-
dernity, including such features as the consolidation of the printing press as a propo-
nent of culture, increasing movements of texts12 and the changing of reading habits 
towards more extensive practices of adopting and digesting knowledge,13 are usually 
associated with this era. The period also includes the encounter with the New World, 
and the significant cultural, social and biological exchange that commenced at the 
turn of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Intellectually, the second part extends 
from the fifteenth-century humanism to the birth of the movement that became 
known as the Enlightenment in the eighteenth century. The third part of the book 
begins from the 1750s, at the time of emerging industrial production, scientific work 
and rising social turmoil, and extends to the present day. As the chapters will show, 
there are always multiple rhythms in history. This means that the chapters will move 
rather freely in time and encompass larger cultural developments.

This book, as its title suggests, also evokes spatial ramifications, since it concen-
trates on the cultural history of ‘the Western world’. Our idea of ‘Western’ is more 
inclusive than exclusive. Already the very idea is defined by its outside, by what is 
‘non-Western’, and goes beyond geographical boundaries. Therefore, all chapters in 
this book aim at wide geographical coverage, rather than concentrating on narrow 
and specialized topics. Our notion of the West is a flexible one, in full appreciation 
of the changing boundaries and connotations that have characterized such a cul-
tural conception, and also of its continuous contacts and exchanges with other areas 
and cultures, near and far away, which contributed to its reshaping and redefinition 
through time. This book draws mainly on European and American examples, but it 
devotes continuous attention to global connections and to the emerging trend of glo-
balization that occurred throughout the period under scrutiny. Many of the chapters 
in this volume deal with identities, emotions and forms of sociability. At the same 
time, we hope, it offers a panorama of the transformation of Western identities and 
the critical ramifications of that evolution from the Middle Ages to the twenty-first 
century.

Notes
1	For the debate between the protagonists of cultural history and social history in Ger-

many, see J. Rogge, ‘Narratologie interdisziplinär: Überlegungen zur Methode und 
Heuristik des historischen Erzählens’, in M. Unseld and L. Oberhaus (eds), Musikpäda-
gogik der Musikgeschichte, Münster: Waxmann Verlag, 2016, 15–27; for the development 
in other European countries, see, for example, J. Rogge (ed.), Cultural History in Europe: 
Institutions – Themes – Perspectives, Bielefeld: transcript, 2011.

2	P. McCaffery and B. Marsden (eds), The Cultural History Reader, London and New York: 
Routledge, 2014.

3	A. Classen (ed.), Handbook of Medieval Culture, 3 vols, New York: de Gruyter, 2015;  
H.-E. Lessing, Das Fahrrad: Eine Kulturgeschichte, Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 2017; P. Poirrier 
(ed.), Histoire de la culture scientifique en France: Institutions et acteurs, Dijon: Éditions uni-
versitaires de Dijon, 2016.
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4	For example, memory studies and history of emotions are two very productive fields of 
research: B. Wagoner (ed.), Handbook of Memory and Culture, Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2018; H. Aali, A.-L. Perämäki and C. Sarti (eds), Memory Boxes: An Experimental 
Approach to Cultural Transfer in History, 1500–2000, Bielefeld: transcript, 2014;  
E. Brenner (ed.), Memory and Commemoration in Medieval Culture, Farnham: Ashgate, 
2013; E. Sullivan and M. L. Herzfeld-Schild (eds), ‘Emotions, History and the Arts’, 
Cultural History 7, 2018, 117–238; S. Broomhall, J. Davidson and A. Lynch (eds), A 
Cultural History of the Emotions, 6 vols, London: Bloomsbury, 2019; L. Minou and T. 
Macsotay (eds), ‘Suffering, Visuality, and Emotions’, Cultural History 8, 2019, 1–119.

5	P. Burke, What Is Cultural History?, Cambridge: Polity, 2005; A. Green, Cultural History, 
Houndmills: Palgrave, 2008; P. Poirrier (ed.), L’histoire culturelle: Un tournant mondial de 
l’historiographie?, Dijon: Éditions universitaires de Dijon, 2008: P. Ory, La culture comme 
aventure: Treize exercices d’histoire culturelle, Paris: Complexe, 2008; A. Arcangeli, Cultural 
History: A Concise Introduction, London and New York: Routledge, 2012; A. Landwehr, 
Kulturgeschichte, Stuttgart: Ulmer, 2009; M. Maurer, Kulturgeschichte: Eine Einführung, 
Cologne: Böhlau, 2008.

6	H. Salmi, Nineteenth-Century Europe: A Cultural History, Cambridge: Polity, 2008; K. 
Brunner, Kleine Kulturgeschichte des Mittelalters, München: Beck, 2012; A. Grabner-Haider, 
K. Davidowicz and K. Prenner (eds), Kulturgeschichte der Frühen Neuzeit, 1500 bis 1800, 
Göttingen: VuR, 2018.

7	P. Burke, ‘Strengths and Weaknesses of Cultural History’, Cultural History 1, 2012, 
1–13.

8	 S. Handley, R. MacWilliam and L. Noakes (eds), New Directions in Social and Cultural 
History, London: Bloomsbury, 2018; C. von Braun, Blutsbande: Verwandtschaft als Kultur-
geschichte, Berlin: Aufbau, 2018.

9	They have been or are the chairs of the ISCH: www.culthist.net.
10	 Burke, What Is Cultural History?
11	 P. Toohey, ‘The Cultural Logic of Historical Periodization’, in G. Delanty and E. F. Isin 

(eds), Handbook of Historical Sociology, London: Sage, 2003, 209.
12	K. Asdal and H. Jordheim, ‘Texts on the Move: Textuality and Historicity Revisited’, 

History and Theory 57, 1, 2018, 56–74.
13	The idea of extensive, in contrast to intensive, reading refers to Rolf Engelsing’s studies 

on eighteenth-century literary culture: see R. Engelsing, Bürger als Leser, Stuttgart: 
Metzler, 1974. On Engelsing’s ideas, see also G. Reuveni, Reading Germany: Literature 
and Consumer Culture in Germany Before 1933, New York: Berghahn, 2006, 6–7.
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INTRODUCTION
Jörg Rogge

In accordance with the general methodological development in cultural history, 
research on the Middle Ages also stresses the importance of narratives and narrative 
patterns in the written record. The focus is no longer on the question of whether a 
reported incident was true in a positivistic sense. Instead, the cultural historians of this 
period are more interested in how people wrote about their experiences.1 The man-
ner in which they recounted or recorded events and behaviour was a contribution 
to the process of world shaping and expressing of values and beliefs within a society. 
With the focus on the narrative strategies or dominant patterns of argumentation, we 
can get an insight into the value system and guiding concepts for proper behaviour in 
a given society.2 Another fruitful perspective and attempt to understand the cultures 
of the Middle Ages better is the research on rituals and gestures; perhaps the most 
important form of communication in our period. Rituals not only reflect the norms 
and values of a culture, but are also used by contemporaries as a means to create 
meaning in social or political spaces.3

These research fields help to show that people in medieval Europe developed 
norms, ideas and values which contributed to the shaping of their identities. Some 
chapters in this part of the book describe and analyse what kind of influence political 
rituals, travelling and encounters with other cultures had on the shaping of a Western 
identity proper. Other chapters show how people expressed their emotions, and their 
understanding of themselves, their bodies and their world, as well as their experience 
of otherness. All this takes place – as the chapters demonstrate – in political settings, 
social spaces and material frames like courts, cities, villages, churches, monasteries and 
frontiers. Contemporaries tried to explain the world by creating a web of meanings 
that offered orientation in the world and helped them to develop and shape diverse 
forms of expression of Western identities. In sum, the chapters cover a wide range of 
recent and important research on the cultures from the High Middle Ages to 1500. In 
what follows, I will stress and highlight some aspects of the chapters in the first part 
of the Companion. All chapters argue that the Middle Ages, like our modern world, 
were characterized by different and sometimes contradictory voices or discourses; in 
other words, by different cultures.
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Concerning politics, there has been a major change in resent research as the focus 
is more on the decipherment of the symbolic meaning of political actions; we have 
envisaged the establishment of a cultural history of politics. This is demonstrated in 
this section of the volume by the chapters (Arlinghaus, Kamp) that deal with the im-
portance of rituals for the creation of (political) order, (social) status and hierarchies 
(honour). Rituals are considered to be part of the practices of communication in 
and between individuals and groups in medieval societies, like other forms of com-
munication (writing, gestures).4 It is argued here (Arlinghaus) that in pre-modern 
times the social aspect of communication was more important than the information 
itself, because the culture insists on the co-presence of actors. Valuing the written 
documents as materializations of immaterial interaction and communication has 
opened new perspectives for the understanding of medieval cultures (Hirschbiegel 
and Zeilinger). Even for the regulation of conflicts, communication played an im-
portant role, because in the late Middle Ages kings and other juridical authorities had 
to work with their nobles and/or subjects to enforce their laws and jurisdiction.5 The 
research shows that in most European realms there was an amalgamation of ‘private’ 
power and ‘public’ authority (Armstrong).

Princely and noble courts were important centres for communication and net-
works of relations. Like the town halls in the cities, they were important for the 
functioning of face-to-face societies. However, they did not pre-exist but were so-
cially constructed by the interaction of location, objects and actors (Hirschbiegel 
and Zeilinger). Courts and towns also functioned as catalysts for the development of 
identities or medieval personhood, which was not an innovation of the Renaissance 
(Lutter). Moreover, research on the concepts and categories used by medieval people 
to make sense of their subjectivity has shown that they have always expressed their 
personalism within different groups (Tamm). This is a form of identity that differs 
from our modern understanding of individualism. However, the chapters in this sec-
tion highlight that there was even a medieval form of personality and understanding 
of oneself at all.

In current research the study of emotions starts with the assumption that we can 
see the performance of an emotion as a cultural construct (Cohen). The importance 
of emotions has been stressed and it has become clear that it is not only necessary but 
also possible to consider the manner in which emotions influenced the creation and 
stability of social groups of different kinds (couples, families, associations) and cultures 
as well.6 Love, for example, was a core emotion, which could be an intimate emotion 
in the context of religious belief (compassion) as well as a public expression of jurid-
ical settlement (Cohen). Moreover, emotions were used as means of communication 
in the political public sphere if, for example, a queen begged with tears in her eyes 
for the pardon of trespassers in front of her king.

Closely linked with the research on emotions is the work on medieval bodies, 
which often includes gender and sex. The questions that have guided and are guid-
ing the research in this field range from whether there was a medieval body at all to 
whether it was a result of human experience and environmental influences. Again, 
we are able to describe body concepts of common (peasant), noble (chivalric) and re-
ligious (ecclesiastic) people in this case, to illustrate the plurality of medieval cultures 
(Schuh). On the basis of medieval discourses on medicine and fertility, it becomes 
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evident that during the Middle Ages much knowledge and scholarly opinion with 
regard to the human body and gender relations circulated in the towns, courts and 
universities, as well as in the quarters of soldiers and mercenaries.7

During the later Middle Ages people in Europe broadened their knowledge about 
other people and cultures by travelling. An important consequence of travelling was 
its potential to open up new perspectives on oneself and one’s society and home 
culture (O’Doherty). Maps and travel accounts, used as gifts for high nobles, are also 
seen as being important objects for the representation of exclusive knowledge for 
the noble elite in Western Europe. Encounters with other cultures is shown to have 
been a frequent experience during the Middle Ages not only in Europe but in other 
parts of the world as well.8 The research with regard to these cultural encounters has 
stimulated a debate about the terms, methods and heuristics that are most suitable 
for this kind of research. The consequences of the encounters as a form of cultural 
transfer or exchange are shown in this volume for Syria, Palestine and Egypt after the 
Muslim occupation (Pahlitzsch).

Notes
1	V. Nünning (ed.), New Approaches to Narrative. Cognition – Culture – History, Trier: Wis-

senschaftlicher Verlag, 2013.
2	 J. Rogge (ed.), Recounting Deviance. Forms and Practices of Presenting Divergent Behaviour in 

the Late Middle Ages and Early Modern Period, Bielefeld: Transcript, 2016.
3	B. Stollberg-Rilinger, Rituale, Frankfurt, New York: Campus Verlag, 2013.
4	L. Ross, Communication in the Middle Ages, in: Albrecht Classen (ed.), Handbook of 

Medieval Culture, vol. 1, Berlin, Boston: De Gruyter, 2015, 203–31.
5	C. Valente, The Theory and Practice of Revolt in Medieval England, Aldershot: Ashgate, 

2003; M. Kintzinger, F. Rexroth, J. Rogge (eds), Gewalt und Widerstand in der politischen 
Kultur des späten Mittelalters (Vorträge und Forschungen LXXX), Ostfildern: Schwaben-
verlag, 2015.

6	 S. Broomhall (ed.), Gender and Emotions in Medieval and Early Modern Europe: Destroying 
order, structuring disorder, Aldershot: Ashgate 2015.

7	 J.M. Bennett, R.M. Karras (eds), The Oxford Handbook of Women and Gender in Medieval 
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The people in the Middle Ages did not have a concept of rituals that corresponds to 
our modern understanding of the term. However, they had a sense for the extraor-
dinary character of certain symbolic acts such as custom (mos), festivity (solemnitas) 
or rite (ritus). The belief of the binding character of what was demonstrated and 
said during such acts beyond the present time was inherent to rituals. The binding 
nature of these acts arose from the participants’ claim to act as per tradition and 
thereby recreate it. Rituals were staged in public because this underlined the ex-
traordinary and memorable character of the event and again increased the binding 
nature. The chapter shows how rituals stabilized and recreated the political order.
Generally, rituals support the cohesion and self-assurance of societies and commu-
nities. Their primary function is to initiate and make visible a person or group of 
people transitioning into a new status. Certain recurring and combined symbolic 
acts indicate the change of status. At the same time, they display the religious, social 
and political order altered by this transition.1 In cases where the intended alteration 
caused by these acts recedes into the background, and the acts themselves are per-
formed to display the social order, symbolic acts become ceremonies.2 This makes 
it difficult in specific cases to distinguish a ritual from a ceremony. In either case, a 
doubled power is inherent in rituals: they restore and confirm the social order and 
they provide a sense of meaning for it.3

To what degree rituals can develop their power highly depends on the structure 
of the respective society. Generally, rituals served to alter the social order in societies 
with a lack of institutions and literacy, and to make this alteration visible.4 Nonethe-
less, rituals did not lose their importance as the literacy rate increased and the political 
order was more and more institutionalized. This is particularly evident in European 
medieval history. During this time, the importance of rituals did not decrease; al-
though, from the twelfth century onwards, written records were on the rise, and 
offices came to be increasingly structured.5

1
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However, not only is the degree to which rituals can restore and shape social order 
subject to change; the form, meaning and practice of rituals also alter and adapt to 
their circumstances. Rituals consist of a permanent and almost unchangeable set of 
symbolic acts which ensure the outcome, but because of alterations and additions of 
symbolic acts as well as substitutions of symbolic acts, the appearance of rituals was 
changed and meaning added to them.6 Therefore, rituals are historic phenomena, 
although the possibility to re-enact them is vital to them. The potential of change 
depends on the type of ritual. Religious rituals are fixed to a higher degree than those 
that perform and make social and political changes visible.

However, during the Middle Ages, it is not possible to strictly separate between 
religious, social and political rituals because the Church supported and the Christian 
religion legitimized political power. Because of this, religious rituals received polit-
ical meaning, while political rituals developed in dependence on religious rituals at 
the same time.7 Furthermore, rituals that structured the daily routine were vital to 
political communication.8 However, some rituals were especially crucial to transfer 
and exercise power and can therefore be referred to as political rituals.9 These include 
enthronements, inaugurations of dukes, bishops or aldermen, entries and the ruler’s 
adventus, encounters between rulers, surrender and other rituals of reconciliation, 
homage, symbolic service or solemn oaths.

Such transitions indicate that rituals contain a fixed meaning, but do not nec-
essarily deliver precise messages. They make statements on various levels about 
the relationship between the participants, their future responsibilities as well as 
shared moral concepts. However, this is done without specifying the rights or 
obligations to meet the future. In the Middle Ages, this was left to customs or 
sometimes to additional written records, but the ritual did not show it.10 In view 
of this tendency to ambiguity, the question whether the meaning of rituals in past 
societies can be decoded gains weight. To achieve this, older works regarding the 
inauguration of kings consulted the regalia and especially the ordines of corona-
tion, which contained instructions for the bishops concerning the arrangement 
of the king’s consecration.11 Although it is uncertain whether these instructions 
were used in specific coronation acts, they not only describe ritual acts, but also 
enlist several speeches and prayers that shed light on how these symbolic acts 
were perceived, at least by the clergy. On the other hand, historiography contains 
numerous descriptions of rituals by means of which historians tried to decode 
the meaning of certain rituals during the last decades.12 However, this method led 
to the discussion of how valid statements based on historiographic accounts can 
be. In some cases, it became evident that the medieval authors did not provide a 
faithful account of the events, but merely recorded one of many possible inter-
pretations to construct a meaning which suited their intended representation of 
the event.13 This is intended as a word of caution regarding the interpretation of 
individual rituals, especially in cases where there is only a single record. However, 
historiography provides so many descriptions of certain rituals that they may 
serve as a basis to develop a model of the form, meaning and functions of rituals,14 
the more so as the late Middle Ages offer additional material such as minutes, 
letters or illustrated accounts that contribute to understanding of the course of 
events as well as the perception of rituals.
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Although the Middle Ages did not have a concept of rituals that corresponds to 
our modern understanding of the term, medieval people had a sense for the extraor-
dinary character of certain symbolic acts such as custom (mos), festivity (solemnitas) or 
rite (ritus).15 The belief of the binding character of what was demonstrated and said 
during such acts beyond the present time was inherent to rituals.16 The binding na-
ture of these acts arose from the participants’ claim to act as per tradition and thereby 
recreate it. Rituals were staged in public because this underlined the extraordinary 
and memorable character of the event and again increased the binding nature. In this 
respect, the peculiar meaning of their symbolic acts was recognized by the people in 
these centuries. The ways in which their rituals stabilized and recreated the political 
order shall be demonstrated below.

To create an aura of sacredness and sanctity

Undoubtedly, one of the most important political rituals was the inaugurations of 
kings. They were the political highlights as every new king marked the beginning 
of a new era, since time was measured by the king’s years in power. Inaugurations 
structured the political order and appeared as rituals of inauguration;17 at the same 
time, they were rituals of transition, especially since the anointing had developed 
into a traditional part of the consecration from the eighth century onwards,18 
although it took until the end of the ninth century before the anointing was an 
inherent part of the ritual. This development started in the Western Kingdom of 
the Franks19 and slowly spread to the other Latin Christian realms. During the 
tenth century, it became a fixed custom in East Francia as well as in Anglo-Saxon 
England. One century later, this also applied to Poland and Hungary and in the 
twelfth century, anointing was part of the consecration in the Scandinavian realms 
and in Sicily, while in Spain it appeared as a fixed tradition only since the thir-
teenth century.20

Consecration was able to spread mainly because of the belief that it could com-
pensate for a lack of legitimation and protect the kingship or the kingship of the 
descendants from other families or pretenders to the throne.21 This ritual transformed 
the ruler into someone anointed by God. It proved his closeness to God and vested 
the new king with parts of priesthood.22 Based on this, he received a mediating role 
between the clergy and the common people and was declared inexorably as the 
divine right of kings. Because of the newly gained aura of sacredness, the king distin-
guished himself clearly from other magnates and princes. The anointing changed him 
into a new person, as it is written in the Old Testament, and as Conrad II’s biographer 
Wipo claims.23 It was a ritual of transition par excellence.

The importance of creating an aura of the king’s sacredness is not least demon-
strated by arranging the ritual of inauguration while introducing the anointment, 
because handing over the regalia and inaugurating the new king were now part of 
the ecclesiastical consecration and thereby underlined the divine right of kings.24 
Simultaneously, it marginalized the election as part of the inauguration, especially in 
hereditary kingdoms such as France or England. Since around 1200, no French king 
had been inaugurated without anointment;25 in England, the election was pushed 
back and deleted from the ordines.26
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At the same time, there are indications that the anointing and coronation gradually 
lost their significance until they merely had a confirming role, because it was already 
certain at the birth of the new king that he was chosen by God und would sit on 
the throne one day. From 1270 onwards, this idea led to the practice whereby the 
prince was considered king immediately after his father’s death. Thus, Edward I was 
declared king after Henry II’s death in 1272, but because he was participating in a 
crusade at that time, he was anointed and crowned two years later at Westminster.27 
The consecration ceased to be a ritual of inauguration. This was not only true for 
England, but also for France, where Philip II had already held office as king for one 
year before he was anointed.28 In the Holy Roman Empire, the consecration lost its 
significance as well. The Church reform contributed to this development by ques-
tioning the king’s sacred position and denying the anointing’s sacramental character. 
Furthermore, the Holy Roman kingship developed towards an elected kingship since 
the thirteenth century and was legitimized by a rule-governed procedure including 
a majority voting system. This process was brought to a close with the Golden Bull 
of 1356. It laid down that the newly elected king and emperor could exercise his 
rights immediately after the election. Therefore, the consecration in Aachen also lost 
its significance as a ritual of inauguration.29 Nevertheless, the consecration did not 
lose its sacred meaning in the mentioned kingdoms and continued to be an essential 
element of the king’s inauguration as it still demonstrated God’s grace. The king was 
recognized as God’s representative on earth and was thereby raised above all other 
princes.30 Initially, the emperor had also been anointed by the pope in Rome from 
the mid-ninth century in the context of his coronation, and by the cardinal bishop 
of Ostia in the tenth century.31 However, this merely had a confirming function and 
did not add to the ruler’s sacred position since the emperors had usually already been 
anointed as kings.

Practices were different when queens were anointed. This tradition started in the 
ninth century in West Francia and spread to the other Latin realms during the tenth 
and eleventh centuries. The queen’s anointing was closely connected to the coro-
nation, bestowed her with sacred authority and raising her above the laypersons.32 
This practice was especially distinct in France, where the queen along with the king 
had the right to celebrate the Holy Communion in both forms.33 In addition, the 
prayers recorded in the ordines concerning the queen’s or empress’ inauguration sug-
gested the idea of her share in the king’s reign, which was sacredly legitimized by the 
anointing.34 The fact that the queen and the empress in Italy could exercise power 
even more so because of their coronation reveals that an inauguration and its rituals 
could have an impact on the political order in another manner: it bestowed authority, 
rights and property.

Bestowing authority, rights and property

Consecration was only one ritual during the investiture of a king. As with many other 
rituals of investiture, consecration took its meaning from the fact that it vested the 
king with his intended regal rank and the associated rights.35 This was symbolized 
especially by handing over the regalia by means of which he received his potestas, his 
right to rule his reign.36 The most common regalia were the sceptre, the crosier, the 
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sword, the crown, the coat and occasionally the orb.37 The enthronement had the 
same function.38 Although the ritual of handing over the regalia had lost its signif-
icance after the thirteenth century, obtaining them continued to be crucial for the 
assumption of power because they represented the right to rule, although it was not 
crucial for the regalia to be genuine.39 For the new king, it was only important to 
obtain the central symbols to legitimize his future actions and to be able to execute 
power.40

Bishops, dukes or counts were vested with their authority with the help of sym-
bolic actions as well. Since the Merovingian and Carolingian eras, handing over a 
crosier in return for an oath of loyalty was occasionally recorded in addition to the 
mere nomination of a candidate.41 In the Holy Roman Empire, banners or lances 
with banners were used at rituals of inauguration of dukes and counts since the 
eleventh century. These objects primarily symbolized the offices’ military character.42 
In places where dukes acted rather autonomously, such as in Bohemia or Carinthia, 
the inauguration usually contained additional elements symbolizing a close relation 
between the new duke and his land and subjects. In the High Middle Ages, the dukes 
of Bohemia were therefore seated on a throne during their inauguration in Prague.43 
In Carinthia, the duke acted in an elaborate ritual during which he had to wear peas-
ants’ clothes. He was received by a peasant at Kranburg Castle in front of the so-called 
Fürstenstein, which translates as ‘stone of princes’ and was an upside-down plinth. The 
duke would not be enthroned before promising the peasant that he would rule the 
land peacefully and according to the Christian spirit of justice.44

While bishops were appointed in writing in Late Antiquity, in the early Middle 
Ages the position was vested by the king handing over a staff (crosier) to the new 
bishop. This ritual is recorded since the ninth century, but was probably practised even 
before that time.45 During the eleventh century, the Holy Roman kings started to 
hand over a ring in addition to the crosier and thereby equipped the bishop with the 
main insignia of their office.46 Soon, the Church reformers condemned this practice 
as an inadmissible interference in the ‘affairs’ of the Church and disavowed it. This 
turned out to be one point at issue during the Investiture Controversy of the elev-
enth century. Once it was solved at the beginning of the twelfth century, the Holy 
Roman kings refrained from handing over the ring. The king’s role in the investiture 
of bishops was restricted to handing over only the regalia, namely the sceptre, and 
receiving an oath of loyalty.47 Sooner or later, rulers of other European kingdoms also 
relinquished symbolic acts that could be mistaken for a spiritual investiture.48 Because 
of this, the consecration of a bishop being carried out by other bishops and allowing 
him to discharge his ecclesiastical duties regained its central meaning for the trans-
mission of an episcopate, but lost its political significance.49

In the High Middle Ages, the emergence of the feudal system led to a solemn 
arrangement of the rituals for the investiture of counts or dukes because the offices 
developed an increasingly feudal character.50 Therefore, the entrance into vassalage – 
which was performed by placing the hands into those of the lords and speaking an 
oath of fealty since the late Carolingian era – was connected to the investiture of the 
fief. For princely fiefs, it was common to use sceptres and lances with banners.51 The 
latter, for example, applied when the duchy of Austria was granted to its first duke, 
who received the fief with two banners from Frederick Barbarossa.52 This practice 
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was firmly established during the thirteenth century, but changed its character. The 
focus of interest was no longer the office, but receiving a fief directly from the king. 
Such fiefs did not merely transform the new office-holder into a duke, but a prince 
whose rank and rights were confirmed in this manner. However, in such cases, the 
exercising of regal rights was bound to rituals as well.

Whether it concerned kings, bishops or dukes, all of them were vested with their 
offices’ rights, especially the potestas that granted them authority, by performing rit-
uals of investiture. By changing a person’s rank and status, these rituals ensured that 
the political order could be reproduced. This was especially crucial because the offices 
were granted for a lifetime. This might have been one factor that determined the 
significance of rituals for an investiture. At least, this impression is evoked by exam-
ining the inaugurations of aldermen or mayors in the later Middle Ages, which were 
elected every year or every second year. There were elements that resemble older 
rituals of inauguration as, for example, taking the aldermen’s chairs in the town hall or 
the town council’s benches in certain churches. However, the rituals primarily sought 
to represent the election as an open procedure and to express its advantages for the 
community of the city.53

The significance of rituals of investiture for the political order is also reflected 
in the accounts of divestitures. Since the offices were granted for a lifetime and the 
inherent rights had become part of the person itself because of the rituals, it did not 
seem to suffice to merely divest someone of his title. The symbolic language of a rit-
ual was necessary to divest the person in question of his rank, rights and authority.54 
However, only a few cases are recorded. To divest someone, it was first necessary to 
capture the person. This was rarely successful. In other cases, the persons that were to 
be divested submitted themselves voluntarily. In this case, they would hand out the 
insignia of their authority as, for example, Tassilo of Bavaria resituated the duchy of 
Bavaria by handing over a staff to Charlemagne.55 Another possibility was that the 
person appeared before the king in a penitential garment, submitted himself and 
consciously forwent the symbols of his former position.56 However, some accounts 
of divestiture are recorded. The most famous case is the divestiture of Pope Formo-
sus. His dead body was taken from his grave, placed on the throne in full regalia and 
then stripped of all papal regalia. Furthermore, the finger by which he had sworn his 
oath of office was cut off. In the end, he was placed onto the back of a donkey facing 
backwards and led through the streets of Rome to revoke his entrance to the city.57 
However, divestitures could also happen to kings that were still alive. John Balliol, 
who became king of Scotland in 1292, had to learn this after he rebelled against the 
English king Edward I, whom he had previously accepted as an overlord. In 1292, 
King John was captured after losing the battle. Edward I publicly stripped the royal 
regalia from John’s coat and took the kingdom of Scotland under his charge.58

Establishing ties

Many rituals were of special importance for the stability of the political order, estab-
lishing, revising and supporting the ties between individual persons and individuals 
and collectives of all types and shapes. Frequently, this strength was gained by an oath 
or a vow which was part of many political rituals. Since the eleventh century and in 
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the context of his consecration, the Roman-German king had promised justice and 
peace for the Church and the people subordinated to him. Moreover, he pledged 
to give the bishops, abbots, counts and king’s lieges the accounted honour.59 The 
numerous oaths of fealty to be sworn when entering vassalage or later in a feudal 
relationship as part of the Handgang, or those that were vowed either to the king, a 
sovereign or a town lord within the framework of the act of a subject’s homage, were 
more specifically related to single persons.60 The bonding force of such oaths was fre-
quently strengthened by the establishment of mutual obligations. Thus, the vassalistic 
oath of allegiance was associated with a promise of protection, the oath of fealty with 
the enfeoffment and, furthermore, the act of the homage of subject communities 
mostly took place after the respective rulers had formally accepted their privileges.61 
Essentially, these ties, which had been generated through more or less developed rit-
ual acts, established the political order.

In addition, by participating in ritual acts, such ties were also created and renewed. 
At this point, the coronation can also serve as an illustrative example in several ways. 
On the one hand, the coronation tied all those present to the new king by means of 
the different forms of the acclamation. On the other, those who were also directly 
involved in the performance of the rituals were tied to the king. This applied to the 
archbishops, who carried out the anointing, as well as to the other ecclesiastical and 
secular magnates, who were involved in entrusting the insignia or the coronation, as 
was the case in England, France and Denmark.62 Besides, it applied to those who at-
tended the feast and who possibly took over specific ritual services there, like serving 
food and beverages.63

The indispensable ritual integration of all important political groups was carried 
out most clearly in the course of the so-called adventus, the late medieval entry of the 
kings, princes or bishops into their cities, which was, at least at their first encounter, 
accompanied by their homage.64 The form of this political ritual had already been 
developed during Late Antiquity. By the time a ruler approached a city subordinated 
to him, the city’s representatives came to meet him outside the city gates and were 
welcomed by him, surrounded by his entourage.65 Thereafter, they would enter the 
city together in form of a procession, in which the most important groups of the city, 
including the clergy, participated also. Such entries, which had been carried out by 
the French and English kings since the High Middle Ages in Paris and London as part 
of their coronation and which, in terms of the imperial coronation in Rome, dated 
back to a much longer tradition,66 played an important role in the late Middle Ages 
and took on a constitutive significance for the reign of the counts and dukes in the 
urbanized regions in Flanders and Brabant. Through the entries into the cities of their 
dominion at the beginning of their rule, said counts and dukes paid their respects to 
these cities. In doing so, they also confirmed the cities’ rights and privileges.67 The 
constitutive significance of these entries, legally as well as politically, can be seen with 
regard to the city government of Ghent, which asked the Duke of Burgundy, Philip 
the Good, after a failed uprising and a subjugation to him several times to re-establish 
and visualize the good understanding in the form of a public entry into the city, as the 
obvious dissent, the missing bond, entailed many disadvantages for the city.68

As the medieval political order was mainly kept together by personal relationships, 
the establishment or re-establishment of bonds was the pivot of rituals for conflict 
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resolution. This applied particularly after military conflicts and became highly evi-
dent during submissions carried out by the magnates and princes who had rebelled 
against the king. These deditiones, which had received a specific, Christian-shaped 
appeal since the late Carolingian time, aimed at ending a conflict instead of fight-
ing to the bitter end, and played an important part in conflicts involving the king.69 
The arrangement implied that the rebel or rebels should show repentance and that 
they could reckon with the ruler’s leniency in return. Ultimately, the appeal of this 
arrangement caught on with those who negotiated such a submission. However, the 
ritual acts essentially resembled each other. The rebels had to be dressed in a simple 
robe. Occasionally, they also had to appear barefooted and fall on their knees or to 
the floor in front of the ruler. Thus, they surrendered to his power. Afterwards, the 
ruler either lifted them up or allowed them to stand up. Now, he had to decide on  
the extent of punishment for the person in question. However, after such submission, the  
king was no longer able to sentence the former adversary to death. As the town and 
territorial lords increasingly made use of the deditio in order to settle their conflicts 
with their cities, it was the representatives of the city who had to be humiliated in 
front of the ruler.70 At all times, submissions served as a means of reopening the lines 
of communication with the ruling authorities. Because of the deditio, the rebels were 
then able to establish direct relations and interactions with the ruler and his entou-
rage. In addition, these rituals were used to reconcile a secular magnate and a bishop, 
an aristocratic lord and a prince, or an old and a new town council.71

Depending on the relationship of the conflicting parties with each other, the forms 
and rituals of the conflict resolution varied. In the case of foreign and coequal adver-
saries, the sworn peace treaty, which had been negotiated by envoys, testified under 
oath and put in place by the respective ruler, was a common feature.72 Frequently, a 
personal peace agreement was concluded between the adversaries, which called for a 
sophisticated arrangement of the rituals that had to have been negotiated beforehand. 
However, a fixed pattern had quickly been developed in the Middle Ages which was 
adapted to the particularities on a case-by-case basis. These included approaching by 
foot, horse or boat, the handshake with the right hand, the embrace, the kiss of peace, 
the mutual serving of gifts and the common banquet as well as the oath, which was 
meant to permanently support the peaceful and friendly relationship represented by 
the respective acts.73 Whereas the mutual attendance of the mass presumably merely 
played a minor role during the early Middle Ages, in the later centuries the shared 
Eucharist came to be a constitutive act in the process of building peace, which was 
therefore vested with a stronger religious integration.74 Yet, the mutual and recip-
rocal performance of the rituals by the protagonists that bound them together and 
reorganized their relationships was crucial to the ritual’s role of restoring order. The 
importance of this process of the peace agreement becomes apparent in light of the 
fact that, until the fifteenth century, one consistently urged a face-to-face encounter 
of the quarrelling parties despite logistical difficulties, to establish or confirm a good 
and friendly relationship.75

Another factor emphasizes the fundamental significance of the ritual in the 
peace-making process. The development of peace treaties, which increasingly defined 
the relationships between kings and their realms since the twelfth century,76 obvi-
ously did not result in breaking with the habit of personal encounters.77 Naturally, 
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this observation refers not only to peace treaties. Since the High Middle Ages, one 
had also proceeded in a number of other areas to fix the respective relationships in 
written form and in detail without abstaining from rituals, which therefore remained 
fundamental for the establishing of such a relationship. This can be seen in both the 
feudal relationships, which were frequently based on feudal contracts, and in the 
relationships between the princely lords and their cities, which were arranged by 
privileges, contracts of expiation and other statutes. Certainly, the rituals did not lose 
their importance in these areas, but were arranged even more lavishly than before.78

Even though performing rituals created new or renewed old bonds and visibly 
established consent, they themselves were the result of political, occasionally also 
military, conflicts and negotiations which made consensus possible. This consensus 
was then raised by ritual acts to become the normative guideline of future behaviour. 
With this, a further effect of the rituals has already been mentioned: they obliged 
those who were involved in them or who went through them to certain values 
through which not only their own role or position was justified but also the political 
order was legitimized.

The obligation to values and former role models

The force inherent in political rituals to oblige the protagonists to certain values arose 
primarily from the symbolic meaning of the objects and actions of which the rituals 
were composed. No less did the speeches, wordings, litanies and prayers delivered in 
the course of the ritual contribute to reveal the ethical meaning of the respective 
actions or symbols for the contemporaries.

The easiest way to identify this ethical dimension of the political ritual is to look 
at the king’s inauguration act with its various ritual acts, and to take into account the 
abundance of ordines regarding the consecration of the ruler, which specified what  
the bishops had to say and to do during the rituals. Even ahead of the acclamation 
in the Church, the king had to promise to take a stand for the Church.79 During the 
ritual of handing over the sword, the king declared to support the Church against 
its enemies. The new ruler was supposed to be a guarantor for Christendom who 
should, as recited during the handing over the sceptre and the staff, ‘caress the devout 
and terrorize the impudent’ and raise the supplicants.80 At the same time, however, the 
new ruler had to pledge to reign justly and to look after the widows and orphans.81 
What was demanded from him at his inauguration was a full declaration of a Chris-
tian king’s virtues, which had been renewed throughout the course of the Middle 
Ages at every inauguration of a new king. Consequently, the rulers opposed the 
Church and its representatives in individual cases, but could hardly flinch from the 
Christian ideas of reign. Yet, it is of course another question how far the kings acted 
strictly in accordance with these norms.

Other political rituals also referred to these virtues of a Christian king. Thus, the 
submission (deditio), which had developed since the ninth century, was an enactment 
of Christian clemency.82 Since the submission did not lift the ruler’s right to inflict 
punishment, it could also be used to display his sense of justice and penal power. This 
started to occur more frequently from the twelfth century onwards and could come 
to the fore regionally, as in the kingdom of Sicily.83 Therefore, the virtues claimed 
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while carrying out the rituals cannot be reliant on the Christian theory of reign 
alone. Generosity, voluntary submission and a readiness to fulfil duties were repeat-
edly represented as exemplary behaviour by means of various political rituals. This 
happened, for instance, by way of symbolic services of the electors towards the king 
at the Imperial Diet84 as well as by the strator service demanded by the popes from 
the emperors as a sign of recognition since the High Middle Ages.85 This also applies 
to the service of bearing the sword of the king. It was often willingly accepted by 
foreign princes to receive the king’s recognition by this honourable service.86 Fur-
thermore, such symbolic services aimed at honouring the person who was served, 
and in this way they ensured that honour, as a central value of society, was repeatedly 
maintained and substantiated.87 Last but not least, the ritual exchange of gifts per-
formed, for example, during encounters of rulers contributed to the circulation of 
honour as well.88

These different rituals reflect and confirm the fundamental ideals of the medieval 
society. But some rituals open up new ideals and therefore support their implementa-
tion. Thus, the knightly ideal, which had spread in Europe since the eleventh century, 
found its way into the ritual of the ruler’s consecration. In France, the order of the 
rituals was changed so that handing over the sword was performed before the anoint-
ing and the coronation. In this way, the French king, who was donned with spurs, 
received some sort of accolade at the beginning of his inauguration.89 In England, 
a ritual purgatory bath was introduced before the ruler’s consecration, which was 
clearly inspired by the accolade.90 In the fifteenth century, the new king of the Holy 
Roman Empire presented himself as a knight by knighting more than 100 aristocrats 
after his enthronement.91 However, such changes should not obscure the fact that the 
political rituals tended to promote awareness of traditional values. The values claimed 
in the context of a coronation, a submission or an encounter of rulers in the early 
Middle Ages did not differ from those referred to in the late Middle Ages.

The political rituals did not only tie the present to traditional values; they 
also linked the respective current political order to historical or biblical examples. 
Thus, they created traditions that became normative. For example, the story of the 
prodigal son represented an important reference in the context of earlier submis-
sions and legitimized the actions of the ruler by tying to the biblical example.92 
In the same way, the anointing explicitly committed the new king in the tradition 
of the Israelite kings David and Saul, and the queen to the Old Testament’s role 
model of Esther.93 The rituals also connected the historical past to its present. 
In the Holy Roman Empire, the enthronement of a new king on the supposed 
throne of Charlemagne formed an important ritual act bound by tradition, which 
placed the Empire and its rulers in the succession of the King of the Franks.94 
Similarly, the anointing with oil from the Holy Ampulla in France established a 
link between the new king and the Merovingian dynasty, as it was Clovis who 
had been baptized with this oil brought by a dove from heaven.95 This memory 
was then kept alive at every coronation of a new king. Finally, the importance of 
creating traditions in this manner manifests itself in the connection of the rituals 
to the site from where the traditions were believed to have come. Aachen did not 
without reason develop from a former residence of Charlemagne into a perma-
nent site for the king’s anointing and coronation, as Reims did from the place of 
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Clovis’ baptism. Thereby, both sites became an important element of the respective 
political order.96

Performing rituals evoked certain values, recalled the past and thereby addressed 
traditions. Thus, rituals did not only establish future obligation for those participating 
in them but also justified the political order created during the ritual act. Therefore, 
rituals appeared as a sort of preamble. The mentioned and symbolically expressed 
values displayed this effect even more since the political order was simultaneously 
represented in the ritual or in connection with the ritual act. Thereby, however, a 
further manner in which rituals influenced the political order comes into view.

Representing order

Even though political rituals initially appeared as performative acts, their political 
impact arose from their ability to display the political order in the participants’ and 
spectators’ minds as well. The rank and power structures were mirrored in the par-
ticipants’ actions, which demonstrated their relationships to each other, e.g. proxim-
ity and detachment as well as precedence, subordination or equality by their spatial 
positioning and their appearance. The ceremonial dimensions of the ritual acts were 
accompanied by particular ceremonial acts which aimed to represent the social and 
political order. The seating arrangements during the banquets, the welcoming cer-
emony before encounters of rulers or processions of citizens during the adventus of 
the ruler or the princely lord of the town conveyed particularly well an image of the 
respective order of rank and class.97

The great significance attributed to this function of the rituals by contemporaries 
is revealed in the written records. Many detailed descriptions of rituals in historiogra-
phy are as much an indication as the illustrations in manuscripts. Especially the great 
differences in descriptions of the very same ritual show to what extent the role an 
individual played in the context of a ritual could say something about the individual’s 
political significance. An example of this is the Visegradian chronicler, which de-
scribes the events at the Hoftag in Magdeburg in 1135, when the Holy Roman Em-
peror Lothair III entered an alliance with the Polish duke Boleslaw III and appointed 
him as his sword bearer, as if the Pole was humiliated and degraded to a semi-free 
servant, who was supposed to keep the path clear for the emperor. Moreover, the 
Polish duke was depicted as a culprit who had to sit opposite the emperor, whereas 
the Bohemian duke, his own lord, was allowed to sit at the right-hand side of the 
emperor.98 For the very reason that rituals represented the balance of power, one had 
to adjust the respective image, if necessary.

Accordingly, it comes as no surprise that conflicts arose repeatedly concerning the 
involvement in rituals. Thus, two bishops fighting over the right for the anointing 
and coronation can be seen in England, in the developing kingdom of France and 
in the Holy Roman Empire in the decades during which the anointing had grad-
ually been established.99 Especially such fighting for particular interests indicates to 
what extent the visible participation in rituals influenced one person’s own standing. 
This is even more relevant as rituals tended to perpetuate all that had been shown 
by the use of repetition. Therefore, since the twelfth century, the English bearers of 
certain offices at court, the earls and the barons, as well as the great lords who were 
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permitted to carry the insignia, let their rights be certified to be allowed to take part 
in the processions to Church.100 This is similar to the way in which the electors in 
the Holy Roman Empire displayed their exclusive standing by having their so-called 
services of honour at the coronation feast defined by the Golden Bull. Such services 
of honour included saying grace, the services as a constable and the provision of a 
towel, a chalice and food.101

The events, which were rituals that served to change the existing balance of power, 
emphasize the fact that the image of the political order transported by rituals sup-
ported the order itself. In this respect, those acts representing hierarchies, such as oc-
cupying one’s rightful seat and attending the procession, played a decisive role, since 
they frequently became the scene of usurpation attempts. If somebody had not been 
satisfied with his position within the hierarchy, he simply would have occupied his fa-
voured seat to demonstrate his claims. This often led to violent conflicts as those who 
were deprived of their seat knew that relinquishing their former seat would result in 
a loss of honour and power.102 Similarly, conflicts on the proper order arose repeatedly 
during municipal processions, because participating in the procession represented 
one’s rank in the respective community.103 Furthermore, processions in the cities were 
used to overthrow the old order by leading it away from the traditional course and by 
using new routes to demonstrate that the balance of power had shifted.104

Although the king’s inauguration mirrors the political structures most sweepingly 
by representing the king as head, and the princes, councillors and office bearers who 
participated in the execution of power as limbs of the political order, other political 
rituals from the adventus and the grant of a fief to the submission also add to represent 
it. The fundamental relationship between the king and a magnate or a princely lord 
and his town was even represented by the sole granting of a fief or one public entry. 
Such acts conveyed how these relationships were supposed to be. Although arranged 
as exceptional as possible, the ritual act itself referred to all former granted fiefs or 
entries as well as to those that were still about to happen. Thereby, it provided the idea 
of the interdependencies established by such ritual acts.105

At both the adventus and the encounter of rulers, the ceremonial element played 
an important role from the very start. Even though the primary aim of these rituals 
was to establish new obligations between the protagonists, the participants used the 
various ritual acts to represent themselves in a good light and to express their own 
position either by the size of their entourage or by impressing their counterparts by 
means of gifts or feasts.106 This tendency seemed to have become more important 
during the late Middle Ages. The entries, and especially the Joyeuses Entrées which 
had developed in Flanders and Brabant, aimed at involving all important political 
forces. This was true for both sides, as the princes would be accompanied by their 
court and the cities would not only be represented by their aldermen but also involve 
their brotherhoods, guilds and ecclesiastical communities to represent themselves as 
a whole.107 At this point, the rituals elements which marked a transition overlapped 
with those ceremonial acts that primarily aimed at mirroring the political order as it 
should have been. In the late Middle Ages, this development affected almost all polit-
ical rituals. Even the anointing and the coronation lost their status-altering character 
and were then predominantly used to display the divine order with the king as its 
secular head designated by God on one side, and the Church supporting the king and 
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being supported by him in return on the other.108 Extravagant banquets with seating 
arrangements, services of honour which were rendered by princes, barons and counts, 
as well as processions and parades left their mark on the character of the rituals. The 
lavish feasts at the Burgundian court with fanciful banquet tableaux, which accom-
panied a wedding as much as the encounters with other rulers, raised the stakes of a 
tendency, which could also be found in other countries and realms.109 However, not 
every potentate had to adhere to the growing ceremonial arrangement. Thus, the 
French king Louis XI intentionally behaved like a ruler to whom ceremonies and 
representation meant little.110 Looking at the overall situation, the increasing ceremo-
nialization of political rituals may be based on the growing social differentiation in 
terms of estates and ranks in the late Middle Ages.

Although rituals were occasionally disrupted to protest against them, they were 
essentially aimed at demonstrating the consensus of the participants.111 In most cases, 
these demonstrations were successful since those being dissatisfied expressed their 
discontent by staying away. At the same time, the consensus, which had been docu-
mented in the ritual, was supposed to deter these people from questioning the newly 
established order. The picture and message of this consensus was proclaimed by the 
fact that everyone had apparently participated in the rituals.

All things considered, rituals influenced the political order in a variety of ways. 
Most political rituals had an impact on all levels, allowed individuals or groups of 
people to achieve a new status and new rights, created binding obligations, evoked 
fundamental values regarding both the new relations and the political order as a 
whole and reflected the balance of power. Their force, which became apparent by the 
fact that rituals were considered to be necessary for all fundamental changes, emerged 
from the combination of these different effects. Their impact on the political order 
meant that they were frequently the result of negotiations.

Accordingly, their influence was at the same time limited since rituals eventu-
ally only represented changes and relationships that had been developed previously 
because of other factors.112 A submission mainly occurred if one side had emerged 
victorious from a military conflict. However, the political circumstances did not only 
determine the potential effectiveness of a single ritual. It was due to the rise of the 
princes and electors that the rituals of granting a fief in the Holy Roman Empire 
were arranged more lavishly at the end of the Middle Ages. The changing significance 
of the anointing in the Holy Roman Empire was a result not only of theological and 
canonical developments, but also of the common efforts of the king and the princes 
to increase the value of the election and to repel the claims of the papacy.

At least, the rituals remained limited in their effect at first glance because many of 
them only took place sporadically. Occasionally, the time between the coronations 
in the individual kingdoms ranged from 30 to 40 years. The ceremonial entries of 
the princely lords into their cities remained the exception. Besides, the submissions 
received by the kings or other princes can mostly be counted on the fingers of one 
hand. The encounters of rulers in the Carolingian period took place rather frequently, 
yet they were only regarded as sparse highlights in the kings’ daily events of govern-
ment during the following centuries. Also, the granting of fiefs was not carried out 
daily. As a result, political rituals remained something special. In this way, their power 
was restricted, but at the same time, an extraordinary aura was bestowed on them 
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due to which they gained a special impact, of which one frequently made use in the 
Middle Ages to renew, strengthen or change the political order.

Notes
1	Cf. G. Althoff, Die Macht der Rituale. Symbolik und Herrschaft im Mittelalter, Darm-

stadt: Primus-Verlag, 2003, 10–14; S. Patzold, ‘Wirkreichweite, Geltungsbereich, 
Forschungsperspektive: Zu den Grenzen des Rituals’, in A. Büttner, A. Schmidt,  
P. Töbelmann (ed.), Grenzen des Rituals. Wirkreichweiten – Geltungsbereiche – 
Forschungsperspektiven, Köln: Böhlau, 2014, 350–2. On the various options of definition 
and their use in modern historiography see B. Stollberg-Rilinger, Rituale, Frankfurt: 
Campus-Verl., 2013, 7.

2	 See K. Leyser, ‘Ritual, Zeremonie und Gestik. Das ottonische Reich’, Frühmittelalterli-
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2
CULTURES OF CONFLICT

Jackson W. Armstrong

The problem of conflict

Conflict encompasses at one extreme the great political clashes of kings, popes, and 
emperors, and at the other the quotidian minutiae of social relationships negotiated 
among the humblest peasants or townspeople. Along this broad spectrum of phe-
nomena the sort of conflict to which this overview is primarily addressed is not strife 
and war of the high order that played out on battlefields such as Crécy or Tannenberg 
in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, but rather it is the ‘several kinds of in-
ter-personal or inter-group tension’ which, as Brown and Górecki have summarized, 
might include ‘threats, promises, negotiation, ritual, use of force’, related emotions, 
and disputing.1 And it is especially about the latter – disputing – a type of conflict that 
could very much be about politics, and could involve power-holding kings, magnates, 
bishops, town governments, or groups of nobles, clergy, or of townspeople or others 
of lower social status who gained a political voice by coordinating their actions. This 
sort of conflict has come to be much better understood in recent decades as a result 
of attention to cultural patterns, ideas, and norms, and as such it comprehends dis-
putes originating among kinsmen, neighbours, or political or business relations which 
could expand in scope to include other more powerful parties, or to activate various 
social and jurisdictional frameworks.2

The problem of conflict, and in particular the ideas and expectations about how 
it should be pursued, managed, and resolved, is that it is intimately tied up with ideas 
and expectations of government, especially with regard to justice and law. In his 
magisterial synthesis on late medieval political life, Watts has convincingly argued that 
across the fourteenth century and up to about the middle of the fifteenth century 
the prevailing pattern in the growth of government was the increased provision and 
assertion of jurisdiction by kings, princes, towns, and other ruling authorities. This 
was part of a process of the articulation and defence of various rights which often led 
to clashes of jurisdiction and in many cases to war and unrest, but a process also partly 
in response to demand from subjects (of lesser and greater status) who saw in the 
assertion of jurisdiction by rulers a means to articulate and defend their own rights as 
well.3 As Watts puts it, governmental growth was an uneven and ‘ambivalent process’ 
and, furthermore, it ‘has been underestimated as a cause of conflict’ in its own right.4 
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Another writer, on the related topic of violence in medieval Europe, has framed that 
matter in terms of an ebb and flow of competing norms, chiefly between norms that 
allowed rulers to claim an exclusive right and duty to regulate violence, and those 
that recognized the right of individuals or groups (especially among the nobility) to 
wield violence on their own behalf.5 With this in mind, our focus of attention here 
is on approaches to the expected and accepted patterns of behaviour associated with 
disputing as a form of conflict, or in other words the norms by which conflict was 
managed. These norms might be expressed formally through laws and institutions, 
or informally through custom and usage, and be reflected in accompanying forms of 
social organization.6

Bound up as it is with expectations of governmental regulation of social tensions, 
conflict has often been understood as a symptom of disorder, the antithesis of good 
order.7 Some initial examples will help to illustrate the problem. In 1435 Jehanne la 
Hardie, a ‘receiver, counsellor and supporter of the Brigands’ of Normandy, was seized 
and delivered to justice at Falaise. Condemned for her offences, she was put to exe-
cution by being placed in a gibbet, lowered into a pit, and buried alive. The ‘Norman 
Brigands’ whom la Hardie aided were peasant bands who self-organized in resistance 
to the English occupation and more particularly in response to the countryside raid-
ing conducted by English soldiers and deserters in France.8 The phenomenon of so-
cial groups whose members acted with violence contrary to governmental authority 
is also to be found elsewhere in Europe. For instance, the example of the Norman 
Brigands suggests comparison with the so-called ‘Surnames’ of the Anglo-Scottish 
borderlands. These ‘surnames or clannes’ (as they were described in a judicial bond 
of 1506) focused on identification of an extended kin group with a particular family 
name, such as Nixon, among several others.9 They were implicated in an illicit culture 
of livestock raiding and ‘feud’ in the region known as the marches. The question of 
how to understand such phenomena – in this case of certain social structures and the 
conflict associated with them, sometimes in ‘frontier’ areas such as these – is usually 
answered by turning the question into one about the strength of governmental struc-
tures. A received interpretation is that if local people identified readily with groups 
like the Brigands or Surnames, they did so of necessity because governmental orga-
nization was impaired.10 Claims like this have been made about local societies in the 
various English borderlands facing Scotland, Wales, and Gaelic Ireland, and as such 
they have been about forms of social organization as much as patterns of conflict.11 
But all the same, comparable illustrations of conflict may be found in other social 
and political contexts. For instance, in the Portuguese town of Evora, the killing of a 
Muslim man named Ahmad Caeiro in about 1440 precipitated a protracted sequence 
of reprisal killings which lasted until 1466. We know of these killings because of 
the documents of protection which those involved sought and secured over time, 
and one historian has shown these connected episodes to constitute a dispute be-
tween family groups in a struggle over office-holding.12 This further illustration of 
self-directed activities by groups (in this case, groups also defined by apparent kinship 
solidarities) entailed violence not to subvert governmental authority but to compete 
over aspects of its control. The familiar conjecture is that if people acted in such ways, 
driven by motivation to seek vengeance to remedy wrong, they did so for mutual 
protection because government failed to offer them adequate security.13 All this can 
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lead quickly to questions of the role of authority, law, and the ‘state’, and from thence 
to the anthropological study of ‘stateless’ societies, and sociological conceptions of so-
cial and political power.14 But if the state is now recognized by some to be a distorting 
concept when applied to the later Middle Ages,15 still Evora, Normandy, and the An-
glo-Scottish borderlands were hardly places devoid of the apparatus of government, 
even if their particular local circumstances presented complexities. The challenge is 
then how to understand the phenomenon of conflict as it occurred within medieval 
polities, and within the culture of medieval politics.

The phenomenon of conflict has been closely linked to the question of how to 
understand apparently disorderly behaviour within political society. In urban north-
ern Europe, for instance, particularly with reference to Flanders, recent decades have 
seen significant attention directed at examining rebellion and challenges to civic 
authorities, particularly patterns of urban revolt and more generally the vocabularies 
of political subversion. This work has also noted the extent to which personal dis-
putes, including claims to the right to vengeance, could be expressed in ways that 
challenged the authority of governing bodies, including, for instance, craft guilds.16 
The French kingdom after c. 1350 was a realm where monarchical power could seem 
tenuous, but historians have come to locate the assertion of royal power in the exer-
cise of clemency, and recent work on violent seigneurial conflicts among the nobility 
of southern France argues for the ‘accommodating authority’ of the crown and royal 
officials in limiting or seeking to pacify these conflicts through ‘collaborative prac-
tices’, rather than by ‘coercive compulsion’.17 In England the topic of late medieval 
aristocratic ‘lawlessness’ generally has long occupied historians’ attention. The present 
paradigm of understanding turns upon the view that English kings were successful 
in asserting their jurisdictional dominance when they recognized their own reliance 
upon the private power of landowners to execute and fulfil their commands. Histo-
rians of England have come to view political power as built as much and more upon 
compromise, consent, and consensus than upon coercion or force.18 These few exam-
ples demonstrate the ways in which conflict has been integral to the interpretation of 
different political societies in western Europe.

Violence, crime, and war

Three subjects, violence, crime, and war, are intimately linked with some of the 
ideas about conflict just set out. Each has developed its own specialist literature, and 
deserves some specific comment in this context. As a universal human experience 
violence has been the subject of considerable scholarly attention, often through 
studies which privilege cultural interpretations.19 Violence answers to a range of defi-
nitions, but the conventional understanding of physical force exercised against per-
sons or property has been retained in a number of studies.20 All the same, the scope 
for overt physical violence to act as a ‘language of social order’21 highlights violence’s 
symbolic and ‘ritual’ potential, sometimes viewed as a mechanism for the constraint 
and canalization of aggressive behaviour. And it has been observed that formulaic 
ritual lends violent acts a measure of predictability, even where hot-blooded passion 
is mixed with rational calibration.22 In no small part it is from attempts to legitimate, 
regulate, and categorize violence that the related notions of crime and war emerged 
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over time. Early modernists have favoured crime and the records of criminal justice 
for the investigation of social order and discipline as negotiated through everyday 
life, and as achieved through the autonomy exercised by officials in the local admin-
istration of government.23 Similar agendas have been applied to the later Middle 
Ages, although with varied emphasis on political considerations.24 The terminology 
adopted for this second subject is telling. ‘Crime’, albeit an expression often wielded 
freely by many medievalists, is nevertheless a shorthand term, freighted with the un-
ambiguous modern-day division between criminal and civil law. It is a notion widely 
accepted that public criminal justice, akin to our modern understanding of the idea 
as concerning offences against ‘public order’, was administered in an intensively gov-
erned realm such as late medieval England.25 On the one hand, this is a helpful and 
constructive way to make sense of the copious legal records which survive from the 
period in that kingdom.26 On the other, it projects deceptively finite categories onto 
an indefinite reality – categories that may be clearer to historians than to the medi-
eval offenders, victims, and litigants. Altogether it seems preferable to avoid speak-
ing of ‘crime’ wherever possible in favour of a less loaded terminology of offences, 
reflecting situations and allegations of fact that could and did enter the courts in a 
number of ways.27 Circumvention of the word ‘crime’ altogether may be helpful to 
assist us in better understanding the nature of conflict and its official regulation. The 
English common law writ of trespass vi et armis was a popular means to bring cases 
into the court of King’s Bench from the fourteenth century. It was useful because of 
its flexibility, being deployed to initiate litigation between private parties concerning 
a wide range of offences including violence to the person, threats, and damage to 
property and goods – all of which might fundamentally relate to disputes about title 
and possession of land.28 To take an example from another jurisdiction, consider the 
Scottish offence of ‘strublance’ (Latin perturbatio) which certain urban courts in fif-
teenth-century Aberdeen were competent to hear and determine. This encompassed 
a wide range of possibility: including personal injury or harm to property, verbal 
assault, the deforcement of town officials, and more general peace-breaking misdeeds. 
Strublance’s very breadth allowed the town courts to assert jurisdiction over a wide 
array of matters, for which a modern criminal–civil distinction was not relevant.29

The third subject, war, is perhaps even more multifarious. Whereas its anthropo-
logical definition turns on questions of organization and social sanction, its historio-
graphical legacy is to be both cause and symptom of apparent disorder in the later 
Middle Ages.30 For medievalists, the categorization of war (with its accompanying 
complexity of related legal and customary issues) is a problem that concerns both 
scale and authority.31 Interpretations of war in late medieval France and Germany 
have come to avoid the familiar binary distinction between ‘public’ and ‘private’ war, 
encumbered with assumptions about modern nation-states.32 Indeed, linking vio-
lence, crime, and war has been the modern expectation that sole legitimate authority 
over these matters is the ambition and test of the state.33 Narratives of the ‘rise’ of 
the state in pursuit of this aspiration for sole legitimacy often rely on ideas about the 
transition from the primitive to the developed, from the archaism of medieval decline 
to the sophistication of modern progress.34 The role of law and war in the develop-
ment of the English ‘state’ in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries (in terms of the 
crown’s scope to assert itself through judicial intervention, or to yield such judicial 
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responsibilities to landowners when faced with the pressures of military over-exten-
sion) has been the subject of significant attention in recent decades,35 but any division 
between a ‘law state’ and a ‘war state’ has been shown to be misleading, not least in 
that war helped to integrate English political society and also served as a ‘catalyst for 
government growth’.36 Legislative efforts in different realms to ‘criminalize’ the use 
of violence in the form of ‘private’ (or seigneurial, or sub-princely) war – through 
restrictions enacted in France in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, in England 
through the Great Statute of Treasons of 1352, and in the German-speaking lands at 
the Imperial Diet of 1495 – may seem blunt measures but they were significant mile-
stones achieved by maturing ‘states’.37 Still, what these French, English, and German 
enactments have in common is that they are attempts by late medieval rulers and 
assemblies to recognize and regulate aspects of a culture of conflict, to some extent a 
shared one, at the point where violence, crime, and war intersect.

Justice and redress

England, Germany, France, and Scotland provide illustrations of another important 
aspect of conflict: notions of justice, and the redress of injury. In England the mon-
arch’s duty was to guarantee his law and see justice dispensed according to it, but in 
order to achieve this the king required the consent and cooperation of landown-
ers, because they implemented his authority and governed his subjects as the law’s 
primary administrators. It was landowners also who, with a reliance on specialist 
common lawyers, shaped the growth and use of the law in pursuit and defence of 
their own rights, especially in property.38 All the same, England’s localities were self-
policing, and while pressure from social peers and superiors could steer a disputant 
towards pursuing a claim in court, self-help involving the use of force remained not 
just an outside option but at times a necessity. No longer are violent disputing and 
extra-judicial peace-making understood simply to demonstrate governmental failure 
to preserve public order. Studies of conflict among English local elites have come 
to view ‘private’ power as amalgamated with ‘public’ authority. Landowners had the 
right and means to use violence but, while it was intended that force should be used 
to maintain authority, if violence was misused, the access and means to use it, and the 
undermining of authority from such abuse, were highly destabilizing.39 In this regard 
the gentry and nobility of England shared an aversion to the use of inter-personal 
violence which risked undermining established authority as anything other than a 
last resort.40 Redress was to be found particularly in ‘private’ processes of dispute res-
olution, typically through arbitrations conducted either under the auspices of a great 
lord, or by the cooperative networks of local gentry. This has come to be considered 
an adjunct to, not an aberration from, the system of royal justice. Most arbitrations 
can be shown to have happened in conjunction with the use of the legal system.41

Beyond England, other patterns emerge in relation to the ways that the powerful 
approached justice, and the redress of wrong. In the German-speaking lands the prac-
tice of ‘feud’ (see further below) among late medieval and early modern noblemen 
and princes is a well-attested phenomenon. What this entailed was a range of violent 
actions (small-scale raiding, burning, looting, cattle rustling, kidnapping) which were 
‘regulated by accepted rules of conduct and by a more or less fixed repertoire of 
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sanctioned methods’.42 One significant set of rules was introduced in 1356 by the 
Golden Bull of Emperor Charles IV, which required that attacks on opponents be 
preceded by formal announcement, publicly witnessed, in order to render them legit-
imate. Thus documents known as ‘cartels of defiance’ came to be accepted as formal 
declarations of hostilities, allowing time for enemies to prepare for an assault and 
warn their allies. Yet there was less clarity to all this than might at first be assumed. In 
the words of one authority on the subject, German feud ‘was neither a generally un-
disputed legal institution, nor a legally prohibited practice’.43 It involved as disputing 
parties not only noblemen – who might both offer ‘protection and safeguard’ to their 
inferiors and seek the same from their superiors – but also prelates and princes, and 
towns as corporate bodies. Even peasants might become engaged as principal parties 
in disputes. In all cases the practice of feuding was an important means for the ‘activa-
tion of the law’ in the jurisdictionally fragmented territory of the Holy Roman Em-
pire.44 The practice served as a framework through which to assert and defend rights.

France has furnished enriching studies touching on justice and redress which offer 
another point of comparison.45 Recent work on late medieval Languedoc, already 
noted above, has examined the phenomenon of ‘seigneurial warfare’ among noble-
men, and has found that this ‘remained a vigorous local tradition’ in the period at least 
up to 1380, involving sieges, raiding, burning, kidnapping, and other violent actions. 
Although offering a rather less fragmented jurisdictional landscape than did the Em-
pire, the kingdom of France posed for its rulers the difficulty of asserting sovereignty 
against the claims of greater lords and prelates to their own jurisdictional rights. One 
way in which French royal officials sought to insert the power of the crown into 
conflicts arising between local parties was through the extension of royal letters of 
safeguard which promised protection and marked it out with public proclamation, 
the display of fleur-de-lis pennants, and the assignment of a gardiator to the safeguarded 
person. In this way the French crown asserted, albeit in an incomplete manner, its 
own claims to prohibit violence and protect its subjects.46 A similar view of the ex-
tension of royal power has been taken in the study of royal grace. Mercy, in the form 
of royal pardons granted in response to petitions from parties, was a means by which 
the crown and its agents could affirm the supremacy of kingly jurisdiction.47 It is 
helpful to note that the fluctuating scope of English political control over French 
territory in the period makes it difficult to draw clear ‘national’ boundaries around 
the experience of justice. References to the ‘maxima inimicica’ noted in an English 
grant in favour of the lord of Garro in Gascony in 1378 suggest the relevance of the 
language of seigneurial warfare.48 Similarly, the range of options considered by one 
party in a suit between Englishmen in northern France in 1426 is suggestive of the 
fluidity of ideas of the legitimacy of revenge. There the relevant court recorded that 
one litigant ‘en fu mal content et pensa comment il s’en vengeroit, et mist x ou xij homes 
armes […] pour le grever’.49

A further comparative gesture may briefly be drawn with Scotland. Historians 
of Scotland have discarded an earlier emphasis on a purported antagonism between 
crown and nobility, and now appreciate the cooperation required between rulers and 
magnates for the successful governance of the kingdom.50 Justice and legal devel-
opment in the Scottish kingdom in the period have been understood to be bound 
up with the phenomenon of ‘feud’, as a form of dispute that could be destructively 
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violent and also aimed at the construction of peace, but the focus and emphasis of 
that work has tended to be on the period after 1500. Scottish feuding has been un-
derstood to be both a legal phenomenon and one that underwent a transformation 
and challenge through the growth of ‘public’ justice and legal culture in the period 
and, eventually, through the rhetoric of the reformed church.51 For the later Middle 
Ages, the emphasis has been on the degree to which feuding among landowners 
served to link local and national politics and shape crown–nobility relations. A major 
study of the topic relies heavily on the surviving evidence in the form of arbitration 
awards between parties, and emphasizes the degree to which contractual bonds be-
tween noblemen often served to recruit supporters in the course of disputes.52 And 
examination of the itinerant court of the justice ayre has underscored the importance 
of mercy and pardon and points to a more than passing resemblance to the ‘French’ 
practices noted above. It also shows the extent to which mercy was interlinked with 
the payment of compensation (Scots ‘assythement’) in redress of wrong. In Scotland 
royal pardon frequently preceded the payment of compensation to the offended party, 
and upon the acceptance of this redress the offended party might issue a written 
receipt or an even more formal document, which was in effect a ‘private’ pardon 
mirroring that which was purchased from the crown.53 Royal justice in Scotland was 
thus more compensatory than retributive in its emphasis.

‘Feud’

‘Feud’ has unavoidably entered into the preceding discussion of conflict, particularly 
as it relates to ideas and practices of justice, and feud merits dedicated comment in its 
own right. This elusive concept and its processes of public, customary violence and 
peace-making are well explored by scholars across a range of fields. Just as conflict 
was once understood as destructive disorder, so feud has carried a negative reputation. 
The two seminal statements on the subject were to turn this reputation on its head. 
Familiar to historians working in the English language is Max Gluckman’s anthro-
pological treatment of feud as a functionalist mechanism for peaceful equilibrium 
in ‘stateless’ societies, first published in 1955.54 For scholars working in German the 
major interpretative advance came from Otto Brunner in his 1939 study of the feud 
in late medieval Austria.55 Brunner’s understanding of feud emphasized its legal, polit-
ical, and constitutional dimensions. In his conception it was a legitimate mechanism 
for the assertion and defence of noble rights, a modality of justice that had its own 
formulas and rules.56 In the words of his translator, Brunner’s feud had a ‘constitu-
tionally creative role’, which has stood in stark contrast to the monarchist emphasis 
of French historiography, and the story of the advancing common law in the English 
tradition.57 Feud is a sprawling and fascinating subject, and scarcely more can be 
done here than to highlight some aspects pertinent to cultures of conflict generally.58 
First, feud is as much a tool for peace and the binding of the social fabric as it is a 
pretext for violence. Second, in aiming to dispel the idea of feud as antithetical to 
the state, some have argued that feuding was integrated – however problematically 
and with mixed results – into processes of governmental growth in the Middle Ages 
and later. In Germany, this was through the assertion of rights and jurisdictions, even 
by princely ‘state-builders’.59 In France and Scotland, as noted already (and indeed 
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also in the Burgundian Low Countries), this was through pardon as a mechanism of 
royal grace, whereby rulers aspired to harness and regulate peace-making processes.60 
Third, and perhaps most significantly in the context of cultural history, it should be 
observed that feud is a category of analysis which refers to a contested array of words 
describing behaviours recorded in historical sources.

Here is a prime example of the trouble identified by Susan Reynolds when scholars 
‘tend to confuse words, concepts and phenomena’.61 Frequently blurring together words 
and concepts, writers have assigned various distinctions between feud words (the En-
glish term ‘bloodfeud’ is one such variant) to describe underlying phenomena of social 
behaviour. These distinctions have hinged on questions of social status, of individual or 
group action and liability, or of whether what is described in the record is a single hostile 
episode or an interminable chain of retaliatory acts.62 Yet one durable view, first expressed 
by Brunner, has been of the essential difference between knightly feud (Fehde, as the pre-
rogative of the nobility) and all the rest.63 Even so, recent work on Germany, France, and 
Denmark has challenged this idea, breaking down the distinction between the knightly 
or noble feud and similar customary practices found among the lower orders, notably 
among townspeople and peasants.64 The result of all this is a cacophony of interpretation, 
which leads to a fourth point: that a broadly agreed definition of feud continues to elude 
scholars.65 Early medievalists have been the most severely sceptical, suggesting that feud 
was more fiction than fact, or that it should be dispensed with altogether in favour of 
more precise terminology.66 With these challenges in mind, it is useful to think in terms 
of a descriptive concept of feud, rather than a restrictive definition.67 Scholars working 
along these lines have tended to give feud a ‘light’ working definition, and from there 
identify and look for what may be termed feud-like elements in their sources.68 What is 
still required is a clearer understanding of the differences (and overlaps) between words 
and concepts. Such an approach has recently aspired to think not

about a concept as a single entity, but as a network of value-laden terms that 
constitute a conceptual field, a network that is constantly changing both in the 
composition of terms and in the meanings of some of those terms.69

In such a way medieval historians have, for instance, homed in on French guerre.70 Other 
words that have drawn attention in a comparable lexicographical approach include ‘en-
mity’ or ‘hatred’, related words like ‘malice’ or ‘anger’ or odium, the Latin antonyms am-
icus/inimicus and amicitia/inimicita and their vernacular equivalents, and those to do with 
love and friendship.71 A maturing history of emotions has assisted some of this work, 
putting the focus on the patterns of emotion shaping feud-like behaviours, including 
the seeking of vengeance to right a wrong. This comes with the recognition of emotion 
as an instrumental aspect of human social behaviour. Work on the late medieval Italian 
context has advanced the idea of a ‘culture of vengeance’, shaped significantly by the 
focus of analysis on the language of friendship and enmity.72 In a comparable study, with 
the idea and language of vengeance as the focus of attention, one scholar has traced a 
vibrant ‘enmity culture’ in England up to the end of the thirteenth century.73 The idea 
remains underdeveloped that such a culture of enmity might have existed also in late 
medieval England, involving the patterned behaviours that might be identified under 
the rubric of ‘feud’, although new work is addressing that question.74


