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Boniface of Mainz has been variously characterised – as Apostle to Germany, as the »greatest 

Englishman«, as a martyr in Frisia (where people still congregate for commemorative baptism at the 

supposed site of his death in Dokkum), as missionary, reformer, saint; as one of the »Propheten 

Luthers« and even as the »Pest des Vaterlandes«. The astounding energy of the cult of St Boniface 

has been well documented in a monograph by Petra Kehl (1993) and by Thomas Heiler in the 

celebratory volume edited by Michael Imhof and Gregor Stasch (2004). Boniface’s career has been 

celebrated with an astonishing number of special events, commemorative books and exhibitions, from 

the 1000-Jahrfeier in 1755, 1100 years in 1855, 1150 years in 1905, though only the 1200 th 

anniversary was sufficiently well planned to coincide with the correct year in 1954. This volume edited 

by Franz J. Felten, Jörg Jarnut and Lutz von Padberg, represents the proceedings of a 

commemorative conference in 2004. Faithful to the spirit of the occasion, many of the papers are 

pieces d’occasion, designed to reflect on the significance of Boniface’s career more than to offer 

revisionist  assessments or new research. The pathbreaking »Bonifatius-Gedenkgabe« of 1954, 

containing so many of what have become classic articles built on the pioneering work of Wilhelm 

Levison, »England and the Continent in the Eighth Century« (1946), and Theodor Schieffer, »Winfrid-

Bonifatius und die christliche Grundlegung Europas« (1954). Both these in their turn were much 

indebted to the fundamental research of Michael Tangl on the letters of Boniface, and of Wilhelm 

Levison and other MGH editors on the Lives of both Boniface and his many contemporaries in Hesse, 

Thuringia, Frisia, and Bavaria. Since the middle of the last century the most dramatic developments in 

relation to the study of the insular »missionaries« on the continent and their Frankish and Bavarian 

colleagues have been in relation to the charting of manuscript evidence (the two »Codices Latini 

Antiquiores« volumes for Germany and the supplementary volume were published in 1959 and 1971 

for example,) an increasing attention to archaeological finds, not least concerning Fulda itself. Some of 

this new material and understanding is reflected in this 2004/2007 volume but, rather disappointingly, 

less than might have been expected. 

The volume is divided into sections on the background (thus we have essays on the conversion 

process, the insular background to Boniface. Angenendt and Milis offer reflections on the importance 

of mission and conversion generally. There are two excellent surveys of the meagre and ambivalent 

evidence for the paganism of the Saxons and Frisians by Heiko Steur and Stéphane Lebecq, and the 

essays on the problems of the mission which focus on words and communication and Boniface’s 

Lizenzhinweis: Dieser Beitrag unterliegt der Creative-Commons-Lizenz Namensnennung-Keine kommerzielle Nutzung-Keine 
Bearbeitung (CC-BY-NC-ND), darf also unter diesen Bedingungen elektronisch benutzt, übermittelt, ausgedruckt und zum 
Download bereitgestellt werden. Den Text der Lizenz erreichen Sie hier: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/de

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/de


relations with his female correspondents in England. Lutz Padberg, Karl Kardinal Lehmann and Rob 

Meens consider the theology of mission and belief, Matthias Becher, Stuart Airlie and Ulrich Nonn 

discuss the political context within which Boniface worked. Stephan Freund, Dieter Geuenich, Josef 

Semmler and Tom Noble consider aspects of the episcopal organisation to which Boniface belonged, 

his relations with particular monasteries, and with the papacy, and Yitzhak Hen, Stephanie Haarländer, 

Rudolf Schieffer consider the transition of Boniface as it manifests itself in liturgy, subsequent Vitae of 

Boniface, in the nineteenth century (devotional literature about Boniface). Of the papers which focus 

on particular aspects of Boniface’s career, some have fresher perspectives on quite well-trodden 

subjects than others, and some also are more cognisant of the extensive anglophone contribution to 

the study of the eighth-century missions than others. Meens for example, is able to weave the 

concerns for sin and penitence and his masterly command of the penitential texts of the early middle 

ages deftly into his analysis of the processes of Christianisation in the region of Boniface’s activity, 

Stuart Airlie elucidates the extent to which Boniface himself was perforce a »courtier« within the 

Frankish realm and how much he was also a politician; Matthias Becher provides a fine analysis of 

Boniface’s role in relation to Charles Martel, and Yitzhak Hen demonstrates the importance of the 

liturgical ritual as a major missionary tactic alongside preaching and demonstrative acts against pagan 

shrines. These three papers indeed are perhaps the most modern in the volume, pursuing topics also 

addressed in 1954 but adding a concern with both the interpretation of texts and how these texts 

function in their original context. Hen also makes explicit reference to the problem about the type of 

liturgy used by the missionaries that was so much a focus of the 1954 »Gedenkgabe«. Not only does 

Hen build on that earlier essential discussion but he also brings the new understanding of the diversity 

and creativity of liturgical practice and liturgical books in the eighth century to bear on the problem of 

identifying the precise texts and what they tell us about religious and cultural affiliations of the various 

protagonists within Francia and Frisia. Hen suggests as a matter for further investigation, the 

possibility that the so called »Munich Palimpsest Sacramentary« (Bayerische Staatsbibliothek Clm 

14429 and the liturgy represented in the »Missale Gothicum« (now available in an admirable new 

edition prepared by Els Rose in the »Corpus Christianorum« series) may be the most likely texts to 

have been in use within the Bonifacian (Würzburg/Mainz) circle in contrast to that in use within the 

Willibrordian (Echternach/Trier) circle. As ever Wolfgang Haubrichs adds to our understanding of the 

cultural context by his precise analysis of vocabulary in the pre- and post- Bonifatius periods and its 

implications and Stefan Freund offers a refreshing reappraisal of the exaggerated claims of Boniface 

and his hagiographer concerning the reorganisation of the Bavarian church. Dieter Geuenich 

highlights the ambivalence of Fulda’s relationship with Boniface and the importance of a sense of 

belonging to a congregatio Bonifatii that overrode any local attachment to a particular monastic house. 

Thomas Noble steers safely between the »Scylla of polemic and the Charybdis of anachronism« with 

his emphasis on the degree to which Boniface personally was the instrument with which the pope was 

able to build structured and institutional bonds with Western Europe north of the Alps, the personal 

loyalty Boniface displayed in his dealings with the popes and  the formative role in this respect played 

by Boniface’s upbringing in England. Boniface’s English background is also stressed by Barbara 
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Yorke. The politics of the cult of Boniface in the nineteenth century was famously elucidated by 

Lenhart in the »Bonifatius-Gedenkgabe« of 1954 but Pape in this volume provides a remarkable 

account of the bitter secular and ecclesiastical politics in the then »BRD« and »DDR« in relation to the 

1954 »Bonifatius-Gedenkgabe« volume itself. This expertly edited and impressive volume of essays 

will no doubt in its turn provide a fascinating resource for future historians exploring the history of 

historical commemoration in the first decade of the new millennium.
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