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FRANK REXROTH (ed.), Beiträge zur Kulturgeschichte der Gelehrten im
späten Mittelalter, Vorträge und Forschungen, 73 (Ostfildern: Thor -
becke, 2010), 343 pp. ISBN 978 3 7995 6873 9. €54.00

As Klaus van Eickels warns in his conclusion to this excellent and
highly stimulating volume, there is always a danger of narcissism for
academic historians writing about university history. This has not
deterred generations of historians from tackling the subject, nor does
it undermine the findings of this volume in any way, although it does
lend a particularly interesting reflexive dimension to such writing.
Traditionally, the historiography of medieval universities has tended
to focus on the institutional dimensions of the development of high-
er education, or on the history of ideas in its intellectual sense. More
recently, however, historians have turned to the social history of uni-
versities, investigating the social origins of their students and mas-
ters, the role universities played in wider society, and attitudes
towards student misbehaviour and student power (an interest which
actually dates back to the events of 1968). Two more recent projects,
a network on medieval universities based at the University of
Göttingen, and a joint project led by the universities of Ghent and
Helsinki, exemplify this trend, and examine the interrelationships
between the social configurations of universities and their cultural
manifestations.

Herein lies the special appeal of this book, interrogating, as it
does, what we mean by ‘learned culture’. Rather than treat ‘cultural
history’ in a vacuum, the volume examines the reciprocal relation-
ship between this distinctive culture and its institutional and intel-
lectual setting. And, perhaps most usefully, the volume never takes
it for granted that such a culture existed, but rather examines ways in
which it could be self-consciously constructed, as well as its myriad
variations between different individuals, universities, regions, and so
on. The essays ask how universities fitted into the wider world and
interacted with their socio-economic and political contexts; what
effects the special status of universities had on the individuals who
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worked within them; and how a distinctively intellectual culture
operated as a kind of cultural capital, à la Bourdieu. All this is
summed up by Frank Rexroth’s introductory question of whether a
distinctive Gelehrtenkultur existed. More than this, though, the book
takes on the challenge of thinking about the self-perception of intel-
lectuals, asking whether they saw themselves as distinctive, and how
this self-perception inevitably interacted with the labels imposed on
them by others. The relationship between self-definition and exter-
nally imposed labels is bound to be a reciprocal one into which recent
sociology has provided us with a variety of useful insights but which
deserves further exploration.

Accordingly, the essays are explicit about their use of source
material which often tells us more about the representation of intellec-
tuals than about their actual preoccupations, and it is praiseworthy
that all the contributions remain alert to the methodological difficul-
ties implicit in this observation. If we are always dependent upon
rep resentations and stereotypes, how can we distinguish the effects
of such labels? The collection of ten essays (not counting the very
helpful introduction and conclusion by Rexroth and van Eickels
respectively) addresses these broader questions from a variety of
substantive and disciplinary angles, from the analysis of courtly lit-
erature by Klaus Ridder to the art historical approach of Andrea von
Hülsen-Esch, the largely prosopographical approach of Wolfgang
Eric Wagner, and the anthropologically informed account by Marian
Füssel.

Many of the essays consider the question of intellectual culture by
assessing the importance of networks of intellectuals in this period.
In doing so, they draw implicitly on some of the ideas put forward by
recent methodological developments in histoire croisée or Ver flech -
tungs geschichte with its focus on multiple modes and directions of
exchange.1 This proves to be a productive way of thinking about the
relationship between identity as self-constructed, and identity as

1 Michael Werner and Bénédicte Zimmermann, ‘Beyond Comparison: Histoire
Croisée and the Challenge of Reflexivity’, History and Theory, 45 (2006), 30–50;
Shalini Randeria, ‘Geteilte Geschichte und verwobene Moderne’, in Jörn
Rüsen, Hanna Leitgeb, and Norbert Jegelka (eds.), Zu kunfts entwürfe: Ideen für
eine Kultur der Veränderung (Frankfurt am Main, 2000), 87–96; Jürgen
Osterhammel, ‘Transnationale Gesellschaftsgeschichte: Erweiterung oder
Alternative?’, Geschichte und Gesellschaft, 27 (2001), 464–79.
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dependent upon being seen to be part of a distinctive group. Never -
theless, the essays maintain a critical awareness of the contrasts
between different universities (see especially van Eickels and Thomas
Wetzstein) and networks are shown to have operated as much at
individual and personal level as at institutional level. It is the interface
be tween the two which forms the focus of Rainer Christoph
Schwinges’ examination of ‘dynasties’ of intellectuals in the later
Middle Ages, providing useful insights into the role of personal pref-
erence and patterns of patronage. The question of celibacy occurs
several times in the volume, and the increasing frequency of mar-
riage amongst university men provides a new angle on networks, as
Gadi Algazi demonstrates how the new families of these men could
be used to shore up or develop networks themselves. The analysis
here is helpfully sharpened by the introduction of a comparative
dimension with Jewish and Muslim intellectuals.

These networks clearly brought with them a degree of social
cachet, and the social status of intellectuals provides another recur-
rent theme, one treated with particular subtlety by Ridder in his
essay. The relationship between a peculiarly intellectual form of sta-
tus and the way in which this was mapped onto broader ideas of
social hierarchy is explored here. Ridder demonstrates that knowl-
edge was increasingly conceived of in terms which privileged its con-
nections with a certain nobility of mind. Attention is also given to the
precise mechanisms by which this status could be sustained and con-
cretized, and the focus on rituals and their transformative potential
by Füssel is particularly welcome in this respect. Alert to recent an -
thro pological thinking on the value of rituals, he helpfully distin-
guishes them from mere ceremonial, and indicates the ways in which
they could be used apparently to set intellectuals apart from the rest
of society, but also, and perhaps more importantly, to mark out dif-
ferent ranks within the universities and transitions between those dif-
ferent levels. Rituals provide fertile ground for such analysis,
dependent as they are on an audience able to seize upon shared
mean ings and conventions, and since they serve not only to consoli-
date hierarchies, but to exacerbate or visualize conflict. Von Hülsen-
Esch’s examination of manuscript depictions of students and intel-
lectuals furthers the analysis by demonstrating the reliance of this
particular group identity on distinctive clothing, which again de pen -
ded on the shared knowledge of a code of visual representation by
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those who viewed both the manuscripts and the academics who
dress ed thus (the plates are very welcome here, though colour would
have been useful given the evident importance of different coloured
cloth). 

Close attention to the subtle gradations of clothing worn by intel-
lectuals indicates the extent to which these men were able to set
themselves apart, but likewise draws attention to the minute distinc-
tions which they made. These ensured that this was not an egalitari-
an community of knowledge, but a deeply stratified and hierarchical
community. Indeed, whether discussed from the angle of patterns of
patronage, family ties, rituals, or physical appearance, it is clear that
these were networks not of equals, but of deliberately unequal rela-
tionships in which status was never a given, but something to be con-
tinually struggled for and negotiated. Moreover, the focus on repre-
sentation in the contributions by Füssel and von Hülsen-Esch enables
them to underline the complex relationship between the ways in
which academics were represented, and their choices of self-repre-
sentation. This is an aspect which deserves further exploration since
labels were clearly consciously manipulated by their subjects,
whether simply to be rejected, or in order to be more subtly exploit-
ed. The centrality of status to the construction of these networks
focuses attention upon the cultural capital on which status depend-
ed, and, again, the strength of these essays lies in their refusal simply
to take that cultural capital for granted. Jacques Verger’s article pro-
vides an insight into the mechanisms by which capital could be gen-
erated by examining the books owned by notable intellectuals. He
discovers a quasi-fetishization of books as physical objects: to own a
certain number of books seems in itself to have been indicative of
intellectual status and certainly gave one the appearance of profound
scholarship. Harald Müller’s consideration of the habitus of the
Humanists provides another angle on the ways in which cultural
capital could be generated through the practice of learning.

The essays repeatedly stress that this learned culture operated
within an intellectual sphere, but also interacted with wider social
forces, and defined itself in the context of those external currents. It
is therefore useful to consider the relationship between learned cul-
ture and religious context, for example. Dorothea Weltecke points
out that knowledge had always been regarded with ambivalence by
religious authorities: it was clearly a key part of a religious outlook,



and yet could be so self-perpetuating as to invoke the suspicion of
those focused on piety and devotion for their own sakes. And, of
course, in an institutional context, what might be termed the privati-
zation of knowledge was extremely problematic from a religious per-
spective which argued that all knowledge was a gift from God. The
question of celibacy of university scholars helps to illuminate this
question, and in independent treatments by Algazi and Wolfgang
Eric Wagner, the gradual erosion of the ideal of celibacy provides an
opportunity to consider the relationship between religious life and
precepts and the life of scholarship. Algazi’s comparison with Jewish
and Muslim practice proves extremely illuminating in this respect,
and highlights the very complex relationship between the monkish
life from which university conventions are so often assumed to have
derived and practices within universities. In examining the practical
effects of marriage on timetabling within universities, fees and
salaries, communal living, and so on, both historians are able to dem -
on strate that, whilst there was a clear rationale to scholarly celibacy,
a functionalist explanation should not be assumed. Rather, the
answer lies in the self-perception of a community anxious to assert
itself as distinctive.

Examination of the interaction between scholarly cultures and
wider social trends also allows the volume to avoid giving the
impression that universities or centres of learning were ivory towers,
anxious to avoid contact with the real world. Particularly informative
in this respect is the contribution by Thomas Wetzstein, who exam-
ines the case of medieval jurists, a group whose expertise was gener-
ated specifically to respond to shifting political circumstances
whether in the ecclesiastical or secular world. Indeed, some much
broader questions are raised here about shifting political circum-
stances in later medieval Europe, which meant that there was a great -
er need for various kinds of intellectual expertise. The question of
whether the notion of experts as such emerged in the later Middle
Ages provides food for further thought, and certainly indicates a vein
of research for the integration of universities into the practical politi-
cal needs of the period.

This indication of shifting needs, and the ways in which intellec-
tuals could respond to them, is another strength of the volume.
Rather than treating the later Middle Ages as a homogenous period,
the essays address head-on the transitional nature of this period. The
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importance of Humanism is repeatedly stressed, and the very differ-
ent kind of intellectual identity assumed by this group is analysed.
The relationship between learning and religion in particular is shown
to have shifted, partly with the underplaying of the religious dimen-
sion by later Humanists (see Weltecke in particular), and the rather
ambivalent relationship between Humanists and their immediate
scholarly predecessors examined by Müller. The mechanisms
through which knowledge was valued are shown by Verger to have
operated very differently, as he compares the mendicants’ suspicion
of possessing too many books (or at least very problematic relation-
ship with the materiality of books) with the Humanists’ adoration of
the physical objects. Even attitudes towards ritual are shown by
Füssel to have changed, as the embracing of ritual display in the ear-
lier part of the period became increasingly problematic and ambiva-
lent in the later part, partly owing to Humanist critique.

Medieval intellectuals, and their primary home—the universi-
ties—emerge, then, from this volume, as profoundly concerned by
their own identity and anxious to engage with a whole gamut of
mechanisms by which it could be affirmed and manipulated. They
are shown to have been alert to the ways in which they were repre-
sented by others, and sophisticated in their manipulation of those
labels. But they do not emerge as idealized sites of some sort of egal-
itarian pursuit of knowledge and social mobility: rather, these were
clearly identities predicated on increasingly stratified hierarchies,
where conflict (and certainly repeated negotiation and adaptation)
rather than consensus was often characteristic. In a period when his-
torians in the UK are being increasingly encouraged to think about
cooperation and consensus (see the latest thematic strands proposed
by the AHRC), university networks would seem like a perfect topic;
and yet this volume demonstrates that networks could be sites of
debate and struggle. Nevertheless, all the essays do optimistically
stress that learning itself was clearly valued, and for its own sake.

HANNAH SKODA is Fellow and Tutor at St John’s College, Uni ver -
sity of Oxford. Her book on violence in later medieval France is forth-
coming, and she is currently embarking on research on misbehaving
students in the fifteenth century.
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