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FOLKER REICHERT with the assistance of MARGIT STOLBERG-
VOWINCKEL (eds.), Quellen zur Geschichte des Reisens im Spätmittel -
alter, Ausgewählte Quellen zur deutschen Geschichte des Mittel alters:
Freiherr-vom-Stein-Gedächtnisausgabe, 46 (Darmstadt: Wissen schaftli  -
che Buchgesellschaft, 2009), xxi + 286 pp. ISBN 978 3 534 18754 6.
€79.90

The history of travel is a subject which has greatly grown in popu-
larity in recent years, although its study is made difficult by the fact
that source materials are relatively dispersed and less accessible than
those relating to political or religious history. A further problem, as
Folker Reichert notes in his introduction to this volume, is that while
travel was long regarded as an integral part of the maritime and colo-
nial histories of Britain, France, Spain, Portugal, and the Netherlands,
it was neglected as a subject of study in the German-speaking coun-
tries until relatively recent times. This anthology of primary source
texts relating to travellers from and to the medieval Holy Roman
Empire therefore represents a welcome addition to the available
materials for the study of the subject.

The anthology contains thirty-seven texts, drawn from standard
editions. The vast majority are extracts from longer works, and range
in length from about half a page to half a dozen pages. Twenty-five
are written in Latin, nine in High German and three, all by the
Rhineland nobleman Arnold von Harff, in Low Franconian. All of the
Latin texts are accompanied by facing-page translations into modern
German, but translations are given for only two of the vernacular
texts. This is clearly necessary in the first case, a safe-conduct issued
by Duke Louis I of Savoy to the Bernese patrician Konrad von
Scharnachtal (no. 3), which survives only in a linguistically problem-
atic High German version. However, it is less obvious why a transla-
tion is also given for Konrad Grünenberg’s description of Venice (no.
33), but not for the three extracts dealing with the pilgrimage of
Arnold von Harff (nos. 4, 29, 18), whose Low German dialect is sure-
ly less comprehensible to most modern readers.

The texts are drawn from a variety of genres, but mostly from
descriptive narratives, and the selection offered illustrates how far
the surviving sources are unrepresentative of the actual scope and
extent of medieval travel. Although trade must have accounted for a
large proportion of long-distance journeys, there are only two texts
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relating directly to mercantile activity: Balthasar Sprenger’s account
of German merchants in India (no. 7) and an Italian–German phrase-
book and glossary (no. 19). This is probably an indication that mer-
chants were too unwilling to give away valuable knowledge, or sim-
ply too busy, to write about their business in any detail. The anthol-
ogy is thus highly reliant on accounts of diplomatic journeys or
descriptions of pilgrimages to Rome, Santiago, and, above all,
Jerusalem, both of these source types together accounting for over
half the extracts chosen. One might, however, question how far the
selection of sources has been justified by the editors. In keeping with
the scope of the Freiherr-vom-Stein-Gedächtnisausgabe, they have
intended to provide a source collection on travel from a German per-
spective, that is, by assembling texts written by German authors or
by foreign authors travelling to Germany. These criteria clearly war-
rant the inclusion of Aeneas Silvius Piccolimini’s description of the
Rhine (no. 23), but hardly justify that of the same author’s account of
Scotland (no. 24). Similarly, one can understand the reluctance of an
anthologist to do without Willem van Rubruck’s famous account of
his journey to the court of the Mongol khan at Karakorum (nos. 27,
36), yet given that Willem originated from French Flanders one is
sceptical of the rather tenuous justification that he was supposed to
provide pastoral care for German miners in Central Asia. Surely one
could have found some less well-known texts for inclusion. It is sur-
prising that there is not a single text dealing with the crusades to
Prussia, which if not part of the Empire was nevertheless a German-
speaking country and a goal for numerous nobles from Germany and
elsewhere during the fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries.

The texts are organized into four sections, each of them with its
own introduction. Section I (‘Anlässe und Motive des Reisens’) is
perhaps the least illuminating, particularly since those authors who
recorded their diplomatic journeys were preoccupied with the hon-
our and reputation of themselves and their masters and show little
real curiosity about the lands they travelled through. Section II
(‘Alltag des Reisens’) is the most interesting and lively, giving a very
varied selection of extracts dealing with the practical dimensions of
travel: advice on purchases for the voyage, on medical provision and
spiritual wellbeing; passports and safe-conducts; financial accounts;
and a contract of carriage with a ship’s captain, rounded off with
three narratives. Taken together, these extracts offer valuable insights
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into the complexity and difficulty of long-distance travel when
means of transport were essentially limited to ship or horseback. The
real gem in this section is Felix Fabri’s extended description of life
aboard a pilgrim galley sailing to the Holy Land (no. 22), which gives
many details which will be familiar to those who have experienced
the mass package holiday travel of the modern age: the annoying
habits of other nationalities in one’s company; the disappointment of
the food provided by the tour operators; the difficulties of sleeping in
transit; and the interminable queues for the lavatories. 

Sections III (‘Raumerfahrung und Orientierung’) and IV (‘Kultur -
begegnung und Kulturkonflikt’) take us into the realm of geographi-
cal descriptions of foreign countries. The majority of these narratives
are humanistic in conception and polished in style, and their empha-
sis is less on the experience of travel itself than on the encounter with
foreign cultures. Responses range from the critical, such as Antonio
de’ Costabili’s horrified description of German food and drink, man-
ners, and fashions (no. 31) to the more reflective, such as Georg von
Ungarn’s account of the Turks, who receive a more sympathetic
treatment than the Germans do from most of the Italian authors (no.
34). The extent of intellectual curiosity evident in this section clearly
shows how far modern approaches to travel writing were already
present at the end of the Middle Ages.

The volume includes a general introduction, a classified bibliog-
raphy, and indexes of people and places, although it is regrettable
that there is not a single map illustrating the journeys of the authors
included. While readers might quibble with the selection of texts, the
editors are to be congratulated on assembling an anthology which
will offer much useful material for study and food for thought. It
could easily be used to provide the main source readings for a semi-
nar course on the history of travel in the Middle Ages, while even
those readers whose German has been learned as a second language
will find that the translations and notes will enhance their under-
standing of many of the sources.
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