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This is neither an easy book to read, nor to review. Weighing in at 516 pages of main text and over 

140 pages of bibliography, it bears clear marks of its gestation as a Habilitationsschrift (i.e. a German 

»professorial thesis«). Packed full of detail and bristling with footnotes, it aims to place the study of 

relations between England and Germany between 850 and 1100 on a new level. As Bihrer remarks in 

his introductory survey of literature, this is a subject which has often been discussed, but rarely in 

detail, and he sets his target as filling this niche (this Forschungslücke, as he neatly puts it: p. 13–26). 

In many regards, this book succeeds admirably: it is the most detailed examination of the subject to 

date and its conclusions will be of interest to anyone working seriously in the field. 

Within the book itself, Bihrer proceeds thematically, with three lengthy sections dedicated to regions 

(p. 49–226), kingdoms (p. 227–385) and Christianity (p. 387–507). This approach works fairly well, 

though it does make for occasional points of overlap. Thus, for example, Bishop Coenwald of 

Worcester’s visit to the continent is discussed at a number of points (e.g. p. 236–239 and 282–285), 

though arguably not in the detail and clarity which it deserves. Where Bihrer is at his best is in 

presenting and distilling previous work: his footnotes are detailed and provide an excellent guide to 

existing scholarship. At points of contention, he assesses earlier arguments, coming to reasonable 

conclusions of his own. Those expecting new discoveries, however, will be disappointed: while no 

previous study is as systematic as this one, the main points of contact mentioned have all been 

discussed – in many cases at length – elsewhere (as Bihrer’s own footnotes demonstrate). In this 

respect, Bihrer’s is largely a work of synthesis, though no less useful for this fact. Indeed, he is to be 

particularly congratulated on having engaged so thoroughly with English-language scholarship: his 

bibliography is impressive and includes a number of works with which the present reviewer was 

unacquainted.

Bihrer is aware that he is not entirely breaking new ground and perhaps because of this seeks to 

emphasize the novelty of his approach: observing that previous work on contacts between medieval 

kingdoms has tended to focus either on long distance relations or on those between immediate 

neighbours, he calls for more examination of relations over what he terms a »middle distance« (p. 43–

44). These relations are, he notes, often more dynamic than those over long and short distances, 

characterized by a mixture of the types of contacts one would expect in the two other cases. Although 

there can be little doubt that Bihrer’s basic point is right, whether it is as novel and profound as the 

author seems to suggest is questionable: to assert that middle distance relations display a 

combination of the features observed in cases of longer and shorter distance contacts is surely to 
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state the obvious, not to develop an entirely new way of examining the phenomena (cf. p. 511–512).

Yet this is not the only problematic aspect of this work. Indeed, though Bihrer’s bibliographical 

coverage is often impressive, his exhaustive approach to citation makes the omissions in the text both 

more obvious and less explicable. Some of these are minor and do little to undermine Bihrer’s 

arguments (for example, the omission of reference to Michael Lapidge’s new edition of Byhrtferth of 

Ramsey’s Vita S. Oswaldi or Rebecca Rushforth’s revised version of her »Atlas of Saints in English 

Calendars«). Others, however, are of a more fundamental nature. For example, when Bihrer comes to 

discuss »Alfredian« literature (e.g. p. 168 and 403), he is apparently unaware of both Malcolm 

Godden’s important arguments against the integrity of the Alfredian canon and those of David Pratt 

and Janet Bately in its defence. Even more problematic is the absence of any reference to Godden’s 

recent work on the Old English Boethius, including his new edition of the text (jointly edited with Susan 

Irvine and published 2009). Yet this is by no means an isolated case: when Bihrer discusses the forms 

of ruler representation practised in the two realms (p. 341–352), he does not cite Julia Barrow’s 

important 2007 article on the subject; when he mentions connections between Cologne and England 

(p. 67 and 78), he overlooks Henry Mayr-Harting’s observations in »Church and Cosmos« (Oxford 

2007); in his discussion of the »Encomium Emmae«, he asserts that only a single manuscript of the 

work survives, yet a second was discovered back in 2008 and advertised by Simon Keynes and 

Rosalind Love in »Anglo-Saxon England« the following year; and his discussion of the homines 

imperatoris in the law code known as IV Æthelred (twice termed IV Æthelstan in footnotes: p. 76–79, 

esp. p. 77, nn. 301–302), overlooks Derek Keene’s suggestion (published 2008) that this is in fact a 

twelfth-century compilation. Any one or two of these omissions might be forgiven; cumulatively they 

weigh heavily.

Perhaps more worrying, however, is Bihrer’s methodology. One of the core points he makes 

throughout is that previous scholars – Karl Leyser, in particular, takes on the role of straw man – have 

exaggerated the degree of contact between the two regions. Though there may be some truth to this, 

the »proofs« which Bihrer offers to the contrary are, in fact, nothing of the sort: time and again he 

discusses exactly the same evidence cited by Leyser and others, merely to draw diametrically 

opposed conclusions from it. Thus for Bihrer the relatively few embassies reported between the two 

realms in the tenth century are indicative of the infrequency of diplomatic contacts (p. 236–257), 

whereas for Leyser these were the tip of the metaphorical iceberg, suggesting regular diplomatic 

relations. While previous scholarship may have been somewhat too keen to emphasize the frequency 

and scale of contacts, it is by no means clear that Bihrer’s approach is preferable: it runs the risk of 

presuming that absence (or, in this case, relative absence) of evidence is evidence of absence. Yet, as 

any medieval historian knows, arguing from silence is a dangerous game and risks presuming a more 

representative source base than can be demonstrated. It is, therefore, particularly galling that Bihrer 

so often claims to have »disproven« (widerlegt) previous scholarship, when in fact he has at best 

problematized it. If this is what has become of falsification, then Karl Popper will surely be turning in 

his grave. 
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Indeed, in general Bihrer seems all too keen to score points against previous scholars, when his own 

work is susceptible to similar criticisms. For example, he dismisses Michael Hare’s suggestion that 

Ealdred of York (and Worcester) might have witnessed and been inspired by the German tradition 

Festkrönungen as »pure speculation« (»reine Spekulation«, p. 351). Yet viewed in a more positive 

light, Hare’s case might well be considered one of justified, not unwarranted, speculation: after all, we 

know that Ealdred spent time in Germany and it is not unreasonable to conjecture as to whether this 

may have influenced him. Firm conclusions, of course, cannot be drawn, but it would be just as 

misleading to presume that Ealdred was not (or could not have been) influenced by practices within 

the Reich, as it is to assume that he must have been. What is perhaps most remarkable is that Bihrer 

actively downplays the significance of his own work by making such assertions: if the contacts 

between England and Germany in this era really were insignificant in scale and implications, then why 

dedicate an entire book (and indeed Habilitationsverfahren) to them? In fact, one gets the impression 

that Bihrer himself is less than enthused by his project – perhaps his heart lies in the study of late 

medieval bishops (the subject of his PhD dissertation)?

The overall verdict on this book must, therefore, be mixed. Whilst there can be no doubt that Bihrer 

has done us a great service in bringing together such a wealth of material, his analysis is undermined 

by bibliographical omissions and problematic methodological assumptions. As a consequence, it 

seems unlikely that this work will have a major impact on the study of England and Germany in the 

early and high Middle Ages – which is a pity, because it (and Bihrer) clearly have a lot to offer.
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