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LEN SCALES, The Shaping of German Identity: Authority and Crisis,
1245–1414 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), xvi + 619
pp. ISBN 978 0 521 57333 7. £80.00. US$135.00

The search for the German nation has been shaping German
medieval history ever since its beginnings as a modern academic dis-
cipline in the nineteenth century. First in the aftermath of Napoleon,
then in the wake of the German Empire forged by the Prussian kings,
medievalists were strongly invited to play their part in explaining the
history of the German nation and thus to contribute to the shaping of
contemporary German identity.

This earlier work on the German nation and its identity consid-
ered the German people an almost timeless entity that would in ev -
itably push for its proper political habitat, a powerful (nation-)state.
The Ottonian, Salian, and Staufen kings and emperors were seen as
having taken the right direction down that road—except, perhaps,
for their repeated expeditions across the Alps, wasting important re -
sources in Italy that could have been deployed much more usefully
in building up a powerful monarchy at home. With the end of the
Staufen dynasty in the mid thirteenth century, however, this road
came to an end; particularism and princely egoism prevailed over
central monarchical power and hindered the formation of a powerful
German kingdom.

These traditions of thought exercised notable influence far into
the twentieth century, until the catastrophe brought about by Ger -
man nationalism reconfigured the mental framework of the search
for the (medieval) German nation. It was only in the 1970s that the
(German) nation was put back on the agenda of German medieval-
ists. The interdisciplinary research programme NATIONES, support-
ed by the German Research Foundation, set out to investigate the
emergence of the European nations in the Middle Ages. Contem -
porary political developments were no less influential in shaping this
research than they had been in the nineteenth century. The promo-
tion of a united ‘Europe of Nations’ and especially the partition of
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Germany into two independent states at least in part motivated this
renewed interest in medieval nations. Walter Schlesinger’s thought-
ful outline of the research programme (finished in January 1976, pub-
lished in 1978) is remarkably frank on this.1 It is telling that the last
volume of the NATIONES series appeared in 1991, one year after the
reunification of Germany.2

Interest in medieval nations had by no means disappeared, but
they were no longer considered a central issue. At first, the idea of a
‘Europe of Nations’ was increasingly replaced by the concept of a
‘Europe of Regions’, shifting the emphasis from nation to Europe.
This has recently been modified again by the increasing visibility and
via bility of globalization and its consequences. Approaches with
names incorporating terms such as ‘global’ or ‘trans-’ jostle for centre
stage. Thus today the issue of the medieval German nation and its
identity no longer gives German medievalists a permanent head ache.
This particular trauma has become a thing of the past.

As a result of the NATIONES research programme, we now see
the making of the medieval German nation differently from our
predecessors in the nineteenth century. The Germans are no longer
considered a timeless entity that created its realm. On the contrary,
analogous to developments in France, political processes are seen as
providing the framework within which the German nation and its
identity came into being. The Empire preceded the nation.3 Chrono -
logically, this formation process took place between the ninth and the
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1 Walter Schlesinger, ‘Die Entstehung der Nationen: Gedanken zu einem For -
schungs programm’, in Helmut Beumann and Werner Schröder (eds.), As pekte
der Nationenbildung im Mittelalter: Ergebnisse der Marburger Rund ge spräche 1972–
1975, Nationes, 1 (Sigmaringen, 1978), 11–62.
2 Thomas Eichenberger, Patria: Studien zur Bedeutung des Wortes im Mittelalter
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3 See in particular the articles on the subject by Joachim Ehlers, many of
which are conveniently assembled in Martin Kintzinger and Bernd Schneid -
müller (eds.), Joachim Ehlers: Ausgewählte Aufsätze (Berlin, 1996), notably his
‘Die deutsche Nation des Mittelalters als Gegenstand der For schung’, 344–98;
more recent publications are Joachim Ehlers, ‘Erfundene Traditionen? Zum
Verhältnis von Nationsbildung und Ethnogenese im deutschen und franzö-
sischen Mittelalter’, in Heinrich Beck, Dieter Geuenich, Heiko Steuer, and
Dietrich Hakelberg (eds.), Zur Geschichte der Gleichung ‘germanisch-deutsch’:
Sprache und Namen, Geschichte und Institutionen (Berlin, 2004), 131–62; Joa -
chim Ehlers, ‘Imperium und Nationsbildung im europäischen Vergleich’, in



eleventh centuries. It did not, however, absorb all other processes
which shaped group identities within the realm. Nor, of course, did
these developments come to an end in the central Middle Ages.4 In
fact, as Joachim Ehlers has noted, the late Middle Ages produced a
much more articulated consciousness of a German nation than had
existed before.5 Yet except for the fifteenth century, the late Middle
Ages have received comparatively little attention in the quest for the
German nation. Regional identities have been of greater interest.
Curiously, it is an English scholar who seeks to redress this imbalance.

In his impressive monograph, Len Scales examines the shaping of
the German identity between 1245 and 1414. Given the background
of more than a century of sometimes hard-fought German scholar-
ship on this topic, he seems almost like a psychiatrist who provides
his patient with an outside view. But the German patient can safely
lie down on Dr Scales’s couch. Scales listens carefully before speak-
ing himself. His first chapter, ‘Modern History: Inventing the
Medieval German Nation’, analyses in some detail the mostly
German historiography on the subject. The reader gains a fairly good
impression of how the topic developed in changing political circum-
stances. Scales also identifies the early and central Middle Ages as the
predominant testing ground for German nation-making. While he is
perhaps a little too pessimistic about the results of this work—there
is good reason to believe that at least some steps occurred in the for-
mation of an identity—he is certainly right to ask what the thirteenth
and fourteenth centuries would have to offer if they were subjected
to the same scrutiny.

In doing so, Scales addresses questions relating not just to
German medieval identity, but also to processes of medieval nation-
making in general. He doubts whether the model developed for the
western monarchies can be applied across Europe: namely, that the
nation came with the emerging medieval states characterized by a

57

German Identity 1245–1414

Bernd Schneid müller and Stefan Weinfurter (eds.), Heilig—Römisch—
Deutsch: Das Reich im mittelalterlichen Europa (Dresden, 2006), 101–18.
4 Bernd Schneidmüller, ‘Reich—Volk—Nation: Die Entstehung des deut schen
Reiches und der deutschen Nation im Mittelalter’, in Almut Bues and Rex
Rexheuser (eds.), Mittelalterliche nationes—neuzeitliche Nationen: Probleme der
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5 Joachim Ehlers, ‘Die Entstehung der Nationen und das mittelalterliche
Reich’, in Kintzinger and Schneidmüller (eds.), Ehlers, 399–413, at 409.



growing bureaucracy centred on a strong monarchy. Chapter two
sets the scene for Scales’s challenge to this view. He unfolds at length
the argument entangling state-making and nation-making. He then
describes the political situation in Germany, with a special focus on
monarchy and royal government. In contrast to the western monar-
chies of England and France, the post-Staufen era is portrayed by
Scales as lacking a strong monarchy and a penetrating royal govern-
ment. He therefore asks what other possible channels there were by
‘which king and people might be brought together’ (p. 97), thus forg-
ing a German identity.

If there was no omnipresent royal government, if there were large
areas that hardly ever saw the king or one of his officials, what force
did the idea of monarchy have? To what extent was it present in the
minds of people living in the vast and diverse German lands? What
methods of communication were available and used to disseminate
political ideas? These questions are tackled in chapter three. Scales
musters a large body of evidence to show that the monarchy was
talked about in Germany. Even if the vast German lands did not con-
stitute a single coherent area of communication, ideas about the
monarchy and knowledge of it could span them. It is much more dif-
ficult, however, to assess the quality and significance of this type of
communication. Scales himself is cautious, but believes that overall
the situation in the Empire differed less from that in Western Europe
than has hitherto been believed, a statement that is easier to accept
for France than for England. What remains to be seen is whether this
communication developed a discourse centred on the German nation
or on the Empire, the dynasty or the territory. 

Scales addresses these questions in the following three chapters.
First, he turns to the issue of the German regnum and shows that if
there was a tendency to conceive of a German kingdom in the years
after Frederick II’s deposition—some very isolated views even con-
sidered the breaking-up of the Empire—this soon gave way to the
older line of thought, inextricably linking regnum and imperium. Here,
perhaps slightly more attention could have been paid to the role of
the imperial princes in preventing a break-up of the Empire. It was
the princes, in particular the electors, who maintained the idea of a
realm constituted and governed by a king and the princes. Against
the background of a strongly perceived princely responsibility for the
imperium/regnum, the count palatine of the Rhine was able to create
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the office of vicariate during the Interregnum. The imperial princes,
as much as the king himself, were instrumental conduits of ideas con-
cerning the nature of the realm.

Within this realm, as Scales convincingly argues, ‘Germany came
first’ (p. 191). The imperial monarchy was perceived to be a German
institution. This, again, owed much to the imperial princes, as Scales
rightly points out in his later discussion of the subject in chapter six.
It was the German aristocracy that took care of the affairs of the
Empire. To be sure, in the thirteenth century there was some contro-
versy as to the position of the Bohemian king. Some did not consider
him a German, and hence regarded him as unable to elect the king.
But he, too, as Scales nicely puts it, was ‘drawn beneath the Ger man -
ising mantle of the electoral college’ (p. 276). He was a German prince
because he was an elector: this was the fourteenth-century doctrine,
an argument Alexander of Roes had already deployed in the late thir-
teenth century to explain the electoral rights of the three Rhineland
archbishoprics, all situated left of the Rhine and hence in ancient
Gaul. On an ideological level the connection between the Empire and
the Ger man princes was created by the various variants of the tale of
the translatio imperii. It was the responsibility of the Germans to carry
on the Empire.

Yet the idea that the imperium was more than just the German
princes or their lands was never lost from sight in the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries. Despite, or perhaps because of, the shortcom-
ings of royal power and the obvious lack of imperial triumphs the
idea of the imperium firmly retained its place in contemporary politi-
cal thought. The Empire’s uniquely superior rank and its intertwin-
ing with the history of mankind itself made it far too potent to be dis-
counted or even forgotten. Compared to this, questions of territorial
power were indeed trivially terrestrial. And just as the struggle with
the papacy in the eleventh century had brought the notion of a
German kingdom to lands of the Empire north of the Alps, the con-
flict between Louis IV and the curia in the first half of the fourteenth
century brought the Empire closer to the German lands. Louis’s
defence sharpened awareness of the imperium and its inseparable link
with the king chosen by the electors. Moreover, forcing people to take
sides also helped to spread political ideas among a wider public. This
was another reason why people perceived the Empire as German,
while the idea of the imperium itself remained Rome-centred. 
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Having examined the respective roles of monarchy, Empire, and
princes in shaping German identity, Scales turns to other factors tra-
ditionally identified as crucial in the process of nation-making. Chap -
ter seven deals with origin myths. Here, too, Scales redresses the bal-
ance. He shows that besides strong regional traditions, there were
also ‘notions of a larger common past’ (p. 352) sporting such heroes
as Caesar or Charlemagne. For the Germans the translatio imperii pro-
vided an important cornerstone on which to found a national myth,
even though it perhaps never quite achieved the power of the French
equivalent. The Germans were chosen for the imperial dignity. Why
people in the thirteenth and fourteenth century thought this was so,
and, more generally, what they thought constituted the German
character and how much it meant to them, are the subjects of chap-
ters eight and nine. 

Scales first looks at how literate Germans dealt with this matter.
For them, the Germans stood out for their military superiority. They
were the best warriors, the best knights in Europe. It is for this qual-
ity that the Germans, rather than the feeble French, were entrusted
with the Empire. Yet some also considered the furor Teutonicus as the
reason for the political disorder within Germany. Here there was
much to be learned from the more sophisticated ways of their west-
ern neighbours. In chapter nine Scales turns from theory to practice
and looks at the (self-)perception of the ‘Germans’ trading, living,
and settling in the Slavonic areas to the east of the regnum Teutonicum,
examining in particular the roles of the Teutonic Order and the
Hansa. He sketches a rather reductionist view of a German identity
in the east. It ‘was grounded in locality, and anchored by grants of
law and privilege’ (p. 445), but overall it remains hard to detect. The
Teutonic Order or the Hansa may have provided Germans for the
region (although it remains to be seen whether a Teutonic Knight or
a travelling merchant considered himself German, or Franconian, or
a member of the civic community of Lübeck etc.). But they neither
promoted nor were subjected to projections of any sense of Ger man -
ness. The assumption, therefore, is that the German identity was just
one among many in the east, varying in importance from locality to
locality, social group to social group, and time to time. In light of this
rather silent evidence, Scales is rightfully cautious in drawing a clear-
cut picture. The starkness of one of his conclusions, therefore, is strik-
ing: that for some, ‘German identity offer[ing] a basis for social action
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to keep members of native society down, and out’ (p. 446) was a key
development shaping relations for centuries to come. There may be
rather much hindsight in this judgement of its long-term conse-
quences; but then again, he may well be right.

Anyone who deals with the eastern settlements is almost auto-
matically drawn to the question of the extent of the German realm.
Scales shows in chapter ten that people had a much clearer idea of
what constituted the German lands than has so far been thought. If
there was still some degree of uncertainty, this had less to do with
their alleged insignificance than with the sheer extent of those lands.
Here the lack of a strong monarchical government repeatedly re -
mind ing the inhabitants of the borders of the kingdom was dearly
felt. Scales rightly points out that people thought of German lands
rather than of a German land; here regional identities, perhaps in
part reaching back to the early medieval regna, were clearly visible. 

And what about the German language? Identified by older schol-
arship as the common denominator of Germany par excellence, it
has been relegated to secondary importance at best by more recent
scholarship on the making of the German nation in the early and
high Middle Ages. In chapter eleven Scales takes a middle stance.
While the Empire was multilingual, the German language was close-
ly associated with the monarchy. When its chancery decided to put
documents into the vernacular, German was almost always its
choice. Thus the German language certainly played a part in shap-
ing the German nation, but it was not a key one. It had some major
significance in the border regions; otherwise ‘it was a rather abstract
notion, whose application was largely passive and descriptive’
(p. 503). 

Having started his book with the monarchy and the Empire,
Scales ends it by looking at the region and regional identities. This is,
of course, a crucial theme because the development of a strong Ger -
man nation and identity were supposedly prevented by regional
identities centred on dynasties and their territories. If anything, the
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries fostered identity-formation at
regional level. With the confidence of having demonstrated the shap-
ing of a German identity in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries
over the preceding 505 pages, Scales has no difficulty in admitting to
the existence of such regional identities and their strength. They did
not, however, overlap with, or prevent the formation of, a national
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identity. Stressing the congruent character of collective identities,
Scales confirms more recent German scholarship on this subject.6

This book has been long in the making, and it shows. Scales
musters a wide range of printed source material and ably uses the
rich German scholarship to develop his own carefully thought-out
argument. His book is clearly structured and very well argued. Few
will read this massive volume from cover to cover in one go, but its
careful design allows the reader to return to it again and again. Its
immense richness will doubtless stimulate a whole series of fruitful
discussions on the shaping of the German identity in particular and
processes of (medieval) identity-making in general. 

Scales’s target audience is English, not German. This may be a
surprising conclusion to draw about a book on medieval German
identity totalling more than 600 pages in length. But by showing that
a national identity could be developed within the framework of a
comparatively weak monarchy, he forces English and French histori-
ans to rethink their assumptions about state-making and nation-mak-
ing. In the end they may still maintain that in the west state-making
and nation-making were closely entangled, but they can no longer
claim this as a general rule. We must also bear this non-German read-
ership in mind when we consider the lengthy portions on German
historiography and the history of the Empire in the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries. For the German reader they contain much that
is familiar and hence appears to be redundant. But Scales not only
tackles an enormously complex subject; he also has to introduce most
of his readership to a whole, largely unknown, world of scholarship
and source material. He achieves this diligently and patiently:
English and German scholars alike should be extremely grateful to
him for this additional effort to bridge the gap between two academ-
ic cultures. 

The German patient, too, can leave Dr Scales’s couch satisfied.
The alleged lack of a late medieval German nation no longer needs to
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and Jean-Marie Moeglin (eds.), Identité régionale et conscience nationale en
France et en Allemagne du moyen âge à l’époque moderne: Actes du colloque organ-
isé par l’Université Paris XII-Val de Marne, l’Institut universitaire de France et
l’Institut historique allemand à l’Université Paris XII et à la Fondation Singer-
Polignac, les 6, 7, et 8 Octobre 1993 (Sigmaringen, 1997), 305–24. 



trouble his mind. There was a medieval German nation, and the thir-
teenth and fourteenth centuries were a crucial period in shaping its
identity. In matters of identity it is extremely difficult, not to say dan-
gerous, to identify continuities. But there is, I think, good reason to
assume that there was at least a basic continuity between the early,
high, and late Middle Ages. The princes played a crucial role in en -
suring this continuity. They carried over the idea of princely respon-
sibility for the affairs of the realm from the high to the late Middle
Ages. Against this background, the thirteenth and fourteenth cen-
turies appear not so much as the period when a medieval German
nation originated, but as a second phase, one that provided more
than straightforward continuity.

Scales convincingly argues that the relative weakness of royal
government between 1245 and 1414 caused the German identity to be
thoroughly developed and shaped. Yet he does not offer his German
patient an easy answer to all his questions. If he listens carefully, he
will find that Scales provides a picture of a bewildering multitude
and complexity of collective identities available to the people living
in the lands of the Empire north of the Alps. The German identity
was only one among many, and its attractiveness to people outside
the royal and princely courts and literate circles remains diffuse.
Towns, lordships, principalities, even the Empire itself provided
frameworks for other, not necessarily less attractive, options. More -
over, these identities were evidently not mutually exclusive. Which
one came first for the individual in question depended very much on
the occasion. This picture, of course, fits very well into the contem-
porary narrative of a ‘Europe of Regions’, providing the individual
with a multitude of collective identities ranging from the family, the
local football club, the region, and the nation to Europe. Yet Len
Scales puts a very convincing case that this was also a late medieval
German reality. 

JÖRG PELTZER is Professor of Comparative Regional History in a
European Perspective with emphasis on the late Middle Ages at the
University of Heidelberg. He is the author of Canon Law, Careers and
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Conquest: Episcopal Elections in Normandy and Greater Anjou, c.1140–
c.1230 (2008) and Der Rang der Pfalzgrafen bei Rhein: Die Gestaltung der
politisch-sozialen Ordnung des Reichs im 13. und 14. Jahrhundert (forth-
coming 2013).
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DAVID MATTHEWS, Writing to the King: Nation, Kingship, and Lit era -
ture in England, 1250–1350, Cambridge Studies in Medieval Literature,
77 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 221 pp. ISBN 978
0 521 11137 9. £50.00. US$85.00

In the book under review here David Matthews looks at various
forms of political literature which he locates in a grey area between
literary writing and chronicles. His main argument is directed
against the widespread view that Middle English only became inter-
esting with Chaucer. He wants to show that in the decades before
Chaucer, Gower, and Langland, there were texts in Middle English
that influenced these writers (p. x). In an introduction and five chap-
ters he examines how the English language conveyed political satire
and instruction in these works. He also asks to what extent these
writings to and about kings related to a political community in
England, or wanted to create one through writing by contemplating
ways of achieving political harmony.

In his first chapter, ‘Defending Anglia’, however, Matthews be -
gins by discussing Latin texts that originated around 1250. But he
assumes that there was an English tradition of political satire at this
time, citing the ‘Song Against the King of Almaigne’. His second
chapter, ‘Attacking Scotland: Edward I and the 1290s’, focuses on
Langtoft’s chronicle, which provides a commentary on Edward I’s
invasion of Scotland. Matthews looks at this text in the context of the
discussion about the emergence of an English national self-
conscious ness. The third chapter, ‘Regime Change’, discusses texts
written in connection with the deposing of Edward II that reflect on
kingship and justice in the context of the political turbulence of the
years between 1307 and 1330. 

Chapter four, entitled ‘The Destruction of England: Crisis and
Complaint c.1300–41’, looks at texts written around 1337–40 in reac-
tion to Edward III’s (domestic) political difficulties, including
William of Pagula’s Speculum Regis Edwardi III and English poems
such as ‘Against the King’s Taxes’ and the ‘Song of the Hus band -
man’. These texts complain about the burdens placed on peasants by
direct taxes and the purveyance (the right of the crown to requisition
goods and services for military purposes). The rural population suf-
fered from high levels of abuse, especially of the purveyance. The
mood was so tense in parts of the kingdom that some observers


