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This book catalogues an exhibition of the same name, held in the Museum for Cultural History in 

Magdeburg from September 2008 to January 2009 and produced jointly by the museum and the 

University of Münster’s Special Research Area 496, »Symbolic Communication and Social Value Systems 

from the Middle Ages to the French Revolution«. The book is much more than a catalogue, however. It 

offers a very good introduction to current research on ritual and power in pre-modern Europe, with a focus 

on the evidence for ritual that can be seen, touched, read, or heard.

The volume projects a set of assumptions and arguments that will be instantly recognizable to anyone 

familiar with the work of the Münster school of ritual studies, namely, that rituals in pre-modern Europe 

were not merely spectacles but rather chains of symbolic actions that both reflected reality and helped to 

shape it. These ceremonial and symbolic actions were public, in the sense of the German öffentlich rather 

than staatlich. They drew on a relatively fixed vocabulary of symbolic gestures that had more or less 

commonly accepted meanings. Like the original exhibition, the volume assumes that a distinct culture of 

such symbolic communication transcended and united what are traditionally known as the Middle Ages 

and the Early Modern period. It places the end of this culture at the French Revolution, which in France 

swept aside the hierarchically organized society and ideology that pre-modern rituals had expressed. 

The focus here is on rituals of power, that is, on ceremonies that both spoke about power and projected 

power. We are therefore shown rituals that took place in the context of selected power-bearing institutions: 

rulership, the church, town and city governments, and the universities. We are introduced to rituals 

whereby people were made into something they were not before, i. e., kings, bishops, members of town 

councils, university doctors or rectors, and university students. We are also invited to explore rituals of 

unmaking, that is, where such a figure was removed (voluntarily or not) from his position, thus returning 

what he had been before. We see rituals by which order was constituted, made public, or reaffirmed; we 

see rituals that created a sense of belonging to a community, and we see rituals that (perhaps at the same 

time) reinforced rank and status distinctions. We also see rituals by which order was subverted, criticized, 

or satirized. All of these rituals are illustrated not only by paintings or other illustrations capturing moments 

in ritual acts but also through written descriptions of rituals, music designed to be used as part of rituals, 

and physical objects used as part of symbolic or ritual acts.

The book opens with a general introduction written by the medievalist Gerd Althoff and the early modernist 
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Barbara Stollberg-Rillinger. This is followed by a set of essays that deal with each arena for, kind of, and 

source for ritual, as well as with rituals and conflict and rituals in the transition from the pre-modern to the 

modern. The essays are concise and clearly written, and they are of a uniform and readable length. Each 

includes pertinent images of items from the exhibition, and is accompanied by useful bibliographies. The 

majority of the works referenced are in German; those in other languages are in the minority. 

The essays stress the argument of the Münster school that most rituals of power were negotiated and 

planned out well in advance, since participation represented a public statement by the participants in a 

given ritual that they accepted the order and power relationships expressed by the ritual. This argument is 

buttressed with examples of texts and drawings providing guides or prescriptions for rituals, such as the 

Golden Bull of 1356 with its instructions for the ritual of royal election (p. 76–77), the Mainz ordo for 

consecration of a bishop from the late tenth or early eleventh century (p. 77), and a schematic drawing for 

the imperial coronation of the Habsburg Joseph II (p. 115) specifying who was to be placed where.

After the opening essays comes the exhibition catalogue proper. Following the arrangement of the 

exhibition itself, the catalogue deals with rituals in each of the four institutional arenas from different 

perspectives: the basic vocabulary of ritual, inverted or perverted rituals, how rituals created order, and 

how rituals were transformed as the pre-modern gave way to the modern. As the catalogue progresses, 

the individual items from the exhibition are given explications that show how they fit into the arrangement 

and argument of the whole. The discussions and the artifacts catalogued center largely on Germany and 

Austria, with only occasional forays into other areas of Europe (though of course at the end France during 

and after the Revolution occupies center stage).

It is very illuminating to see the images and objects alongside discussions of the information that can be 

drawn from them. It would have been interesting, however, to have the discussions acknowledge directly a 

major critique of the Münster approach to ritual, namely that written sources (and by implication visual 

ones) give us biased accounts of public symbolic actions that say more about the aims of their authors 

than they do about the roles played by rituals in real societies (though this argument is briefly noted in the 

essay by Weber and Dartmann, p. 54). The editors and authors do acknowledge repeatedly that visual 

representations of ritual are every bit as driven by the interests and agendas of their authors as are written 

sources. But they passed up an opportunity to confront the above critique with the physical objects 

displayed in the exhibition, objects that would seem to directly connect representations of ritual in the 

written and pictorial sources to the real world. 

The editors and authors also tend to present rituals in a schematic, institutional way that on occasion 

seems overdrawn. For example, the discussion by Marian Füssel of the Deposition, i. e., the ritual process 

by which students were made part of a university’s community (p. 39–40), moves quickly over the origins 

of the process in the student residences, and describes it for the most part as thoroughly integrated into 

the universities’ official institutional procedures. The extra-institutional origins of this ritual, accompanied 
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as it was by provocative objects such as a hat with horns (which once removed, violently and with tools of 

exaggerated proportions, symbolized the student’s transition from the animal world to that of the 

enlightened human being) are clear; it strikes this reader as similar to the hazing ceremonies that 

accompany students’ entry into fraternities at modern American universities. It would have been 

interesting to explore the process by which a presumably fluid set of symbolic gestures developed in 

student communities evolved into a relatively fixed and officially sanctioned ceremony.

Not all of the volume is completely up to date in some of the related fields that apply to its main subject. 

For example, Weber and Dartmann appear to have been unaware of current work on the use of writing in 

the early Middle Ages when they assert that it was restricted to only a few islands of tradition and 

encompassed only a few areas of social life (p. 51). 

The above critiques are levied, however, from the perspective of an academic interested in the 

uncertainties and debates that still surround the subject of rituals in pre-modern Europe. The volume is not 

intended for this audience. It aims to bring the exhibition on which it is based to readers who could not 

attend it in person, and to introduce them to a phenomenon that was fundamental to pre-modern society. 

Of this it does an excellent job.
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