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LudgER KöRntgEn and dOmInIK WaSSEnhOVEn (eds.), Re -
ligion and Politics in the Middle Ages: Germany and England by Com -
parison / Religion und Politik im Mittelalter: Deutschland und England im
Vergleich, Prince albert Studies, 29 (Berlin: Walter de gruyter, 2013),
234 pp. ISBn 978 3 11 026204 9. € 99.95. uS$140.00

this volume brings together the papers given at the annual confer-
ence of the Prince albert Society, held at Coburg in 2010. In keeping
with the Society’s stated aim to promote research on anglo-german
relations, the theme chosen was religion and politics in medieval
England and germany. the papers cover a wide span of time, from
Carolingian Francia to England and germany in the late middle
ages, but are held together by a common interest in the complex
inter relationship of religion and politics in these years. they vary
greatly in length, with some constituting little more than fully refer-
enced versions of the orally delivered paper (nelson, Ormrod, and
Fößel), and others representing very substantial studies in their own
right (görich and Weiler).

after a brief preface detailing the background to the collection,
the book begins with an introduction (presumably by the editors,
though this is not clearly stated). an overview of the volume’s aims
is given, as well as summaries of the individual papers. there is little
attempt to saying anything new here and the exercise seems to be
designed to help the casual reader pick out which article(s) might be
of interest. In any case, the summaries given are fair and judicious,
although there are a few egregious slips. thus King Æthelred’s defeat
against the vikings at the Battle of maldon came in 991 not 993 (p. 13:
Pentecost 993 is when Æthelred reacted to this defeat by un der  taking
a public act of repentance); meanwhile the canonization of Charle -
magne was not accomplished by Barbarossa in 1065 (p. 15), some half
a century before his own birth.

the volume picks up speed with the first main contribution, a
short piece by Janet L. nelson on ‘Religion and Politics in the Reign
of Charlemagne’. nelson does not attempt to be comprehensive here,
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but rather chooses to approach her subject from three different
angles: the degree of control the emperor exerted over the institu-
tional church; the means by which he managed to exert this control;
and the manner(s) in which he channelled the religious towards
political ends. She covers much ground and the result is a nuanced
view of Charlemagne’s relationship with the church, one which gives
Realpolitik its place, but does not deny the emperor’s own very real
religious convictions. amongst the important points made is that
Charlemagne’s harsh actions during the conquest of Saxony should
not be seen as a proto-crusade or jihad, but rather as a conscious
response to Saxon infidelity (infidelitas: a term which, as nelson
notes, carries both religious and secular connotations).1

In the second contribution dominik Waßenhoven takes discus-
sion into the Ottonian and Salian periods. his focus is on the role of
bishops during royal successions, particularly their part in the elec-
tion of kings. here he sensibly distances himself from traditional con-
stitutional readings of such events, taking a more flexible approach
to royal election.2 at the heart of his paper lies a basic but important
observation: between the early Ottonian and early Salian periods the
role of bishops at these events changed substantially. thus while
bishops did not take part in the election of Otto I, as described by
Widukind of Corvey, Wipo presents them as playing a key role in the
election of Conrad II in 1025. Waßenhoven is well aware of the
source-critical issues raised by these accounts and makes a strong
case for taking this difference to be meaningful. Indeed, he highlights
the importance of the disputed succession of henry II (1002) as a tip-
ping point, at which bishops were able to start taking on a more
prominent role in the election process. On the whole, these argu-
ments are convincing and raise important further questions. In par-
ticular, it would be interesting to examine the Carolingian back-
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1 here she takes issue with Yitzak hen, ‘Charlemagne’s jihad’, Viator, 37
(2006), 33–51. See, similarly, Jonathan Jarrett, ‘Charlemagne’s “Jihad”’ <http:
//tenthmedieval.wordpress.com/2007/01/14/charlemagnes-jihad/>, post-
ed 14 Jan. 2007, accessed 23 July 2013.
2 See further Steffen Patzold, ‘Königserhebungen zwischen Erbrecht und
Wahl recht? thronfolge und Rechtsmentalität um das Jahr 1000’, Deutsches
Archiv, 58 (2002), 467–501 (a study cited by Waßenhoven).



ground to growing episcopal self-consciousness in this era.3 In the
next contribution, Catherine Cubitt takes us to England in the same
period, examining the role of penance and lay piety. She deftly com-
bines evidence for pastoral care and religious practice on the ground
with indications that these had an impact at a national level.
Particular importance is attached to Æthelred’s penitential politics in
the 990s, which Cubitt sees as an indication of the extent to which sin
and pollution had become political as well as religious concerns. She
goes little beyond synthesizing previous work on the subject (much
of it her own), but her article is a welcome entrée for germanophone
readers into what is proving to be a profitable sub-field of studies on
penance and piety in Æthelredian England.4

the fourth and fifth contributions, by Stuart airlie and Ludger
Körntgen, shift the focus on to the later eleventh century by examin-
ing the Investiture Contest, perhaps the most famous case of the
intersection of religion and politics in the middle ages. airlie pro-
vides a witty and insightful discussion of recent anglophone work
on the subject, noting many important differences between this and
research undertaken in the germanophone world. his intention is
not so much to call for a ‘cosy consensus’ (p. 87), as he puts it, as to
encourage historians to grapple with historiographical traditions
beyond their own. In this respect he neatly sets the scene for
Körntgen’s article, which returns to the relationship between religion
and politics in the earlier middle ages, as exemplified by the
Investiture Contest. Körntgen builds on important recent work
(much of it his own), arguing that the Investiture Contest did not cre-
ate a distinction between religion and politics ex nihilo; rather, the line
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3 On this see michael E. moore, A Sacred Kingdom: Bishops and the Rise of Frank -
ish Kingship, 300–850 (Washington, 2011); and Steffen Patzold, Episcopus: Wis -
sen über Bischöfe im Frankenreich des späten 8. bis frühen 10. Jahrhunderts (Ost -
fildern, 2008).
4 Catherine Cubitt, ‘Bishops, Priests and Penance in Late anglo-Saxon Eng -
land’, Early Medieval Europe, 14 (2006), 41–63; ‘Ælfric’s Lay Patrons’, in mary
Swan and hugh magennis (eds.), A Companion to Ælfric (Leiden, 2009),
165–92; and ‘the Politics of Remorse: Penance and Royal Piety in the Reign
of Æthelred the unready’, Historical Research, 85 (2012), 179–92. Cf. Levi
Roach, ‘Penitential discourse in the diplomas of King Æthelred “the
unready”’, Journal of Ecclesiastical History, 64 (2013), 258–76.



continued to be blurred long thereafter.5 Körntgen’s arguments are
persuasive and his picture of the Investiture Contest shares much
with that drawn by anglophone historians, who have tended to be
less interested in the events which took place at Canossa in January
1077 than in the European-wide impact of the reform papacy. 

In the next section Knut görich and Björn Weiler take the story
into the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. the former provides a dis-
cussion of the canonization of Charlemagne by Frederick Barbarossa
in 1165. Whereas previous scholarship treated this event as part of an
(abortive) effort to re-sacralize german kingship in the aftermath of
the Investiture Contest, görich sees local and religious motivations
as being primary; the canonization was driven not so much by the
emperor’s need for sacral legitimation, as by the interests of the local
canons of the Marienkapelle at aachen. Barbarossa, insofar as he was
involved, seems to have been motivated more by personal piety than
Realpolitik. there is much to be praised here and görich’s article will
doubtless be one of the most cited in this collection; nevertheless, one
cannot help but feel that his arguments run the risk of throwing the
proverbial baby out with the bathwater. Whilst görich is doubtless
right that this act should not be seen in political terms alone, it seems
equally reductionist to insist that the emperor’s actions were without
political undertones. Indeed, a comparison between Barbarossa and
his angevin counterparts, whose piety carried clear political impli-
cations, might have added nuance to görich’s conclusions here.6

more consciously comparative in this regard is Björn Weiler’s dis-
cussion of relations between bishops and kings in high medieval
England. here Weiler argues that English bishops stand out from
their continental (and in particular german) counterparts for their
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5 See Ludger Körntgen, Königsherrschaft und Gottes Gnade: Zu Kontext und
Funktion sakraler Vorstellungen in Historiographie und Bildzeugnissen der otto-
nisch-frühsalischen Zeit (Berlin, 2001), esp. 435–45, and ‘“Sakrales Königtum”
und “Entsakralisierung” in der Polemik um heinrich IV.’, in gerd althoff
(ed.), Heinrich IV. (Sigmaringen, 2009), 127–60; and cf. hartmut hoffmann,
‘Canossa—eine Wende?’, Deutsches Archiv, 66 (2010), 535–69.
6 See e.g. nicholas Vincent, ‘the Pilgrimages of the angevin Kings of Eng -
land 1154–1272’, in C. morris and P. Roberts (eds.), Pilgrimage: The English
Experience from Becket to Bunyan (Cambridge, 2002), 12–45; and cf. Jürgen
Petersohn, ‘Saint-denis—Westminster—aachen: die Karls-translatio von
1165 und ihre Vorbilder’, Deutsches Archiv, 31 (1975), 420–54.



ability to criticize rulers. he suggests that this tradition had deep
roots, stretching back at least as far as the tenth-century monastic
reform movement. there is much to be said for these arguments and
it would be all too easy for the eager anglo-Saxonist to add to
Weiler’s observations. to provide but one thought: the very process
of reform during the tenth century was framed as a response to an act
of royal admonition: the Regularis Concordia states that during his
youth King Edgar had been warned by a certain churchman (who is
know to have been the reformer Æthelwold) to pay heed to the eccle-
siastical well-being of the realm.7 Where more might be said here is
about the earlier continental background— as Weiler is aware, there
are important Carolingian precedents for such behaviour.8 Equally,
something might be said about why this tradition did not take off (or
continue?) in germany during the high middle ages. Certainly
Ottonian bishops and their representatives were able to criticize
rulers, sometimes even in public.9

the final two contributions, by mark Ormrod and amelia Fößel,
take us into the later middle ages. Ormrod focuses on the rulers of
late medieval England, examining the part played by religion in rit-
ual, ecclesiastical patronage, and the burgeoning sense of nationhood
in these years. his arguments are convincing and he makes a number
of interesting points; nevertheless, one cannot help but feel that he
misses a trick by not engaging with german literature on the subject
of medieval and early modern ritual.10 Fößel, on the other hand,
briefly sketches the situation in late medieval germany. here the
power of the localized princes prevented kings from utilizing reli-
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7 Regularis Concordia, proem 1, ed. thomas Symons and Sigrid Spath, Corpus
Consuetudinum monasticarum, 7 (Siegburg, 1984), 61–147, at 69.
8 See moore, Bishops; and Patzold, Episcopus. Weiler cites the latter, but does
not engage with its arguments in detail.
9 See e.g. thietmar of merseburg, Chronicon VI.32, ed. R. holzmann, mgh:
SS rer. germ. n.s. 9 (Berlin, 1935), 312–13; with E.-d. hehl, ‘der widerspens-
tige Bischof: Bischöfliche Zustimmung und bischöflicher Protest in der otto-
nischen Reichskirche’, in gerd althoff and Ernst Schubert (eds.), Her rschafts -
repräsentation im ottonischen Sachsen (Sigmaringen, 1998), 295–344.
10 For an entrée into this rich literature, see gerd althoff, Die Macht der
Rituale: Symbolik und Herrschaft im Mittelalter (darmstadt, 2003), esp. 170–86;
as well as Barbara Stollberg-Rilinger, Des Kaisers alte Kleider: Verfassungs -
geschichte und Symbolsprache des Alten Reiches (munich, 2008).



gious ritual to their benefit in the fashion witnessed in England. as
with Ormrod’s contribution, there is much of interest here, but more
might have been made of the comparative angle, examining the sim-
ilarities and differences between the ways in which English and
german monarchs dealt with the demands of their leading magnates
in these years.11

Overall, Körntgen and Waßenhoven are to be congratulated for
bringing together a set of interesting articles which will do much to
encourage further engagement with religion and politics in the
middle ages, particularly from a comparative angle. although some
of the articles are more avowedly comparative than others (Weiler’s
and airlie’s stand out in this regard) they all provide much useful
food for thought. the only real regret must be the volume’s price
(€99.95), which means that it will only be bought by major research
libraries and its circulation will be correspondingly limited.

11 For an exemplary study of this nature from a somewhat earlier period, see
Björn Weiler, Kingship, Rebellion and Political Culture: England and Germany,
c.1215–c.1250 (Basingstoke, 2007).
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