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MICHAEL BORGOLTE, JULIANE SCHIEL, BERND SCHNEIDE -
MÜLLER, and ANNETTE SEITZ (eds.), Mittelalter im Labor: Die Me -
diävistik testet Wege zu einer transkulturellen Europawissenschaft, Europa
im Mittelalter, 10 (Berlin: Akademie, 2008), 595 pp. ISBN 978 3 05
004373 9. €69.80

This volume contains the summary of the first results reached by a
group of researchers (organized in a so-called Priority Programme)
working on the integration and disintegration of cultures in medieval
Europe. This ongoing six-year programme was inspired by current
issues: the authors highlight the need to understand the present and
prepare for the future of Europe. In order to do this, the medieval
roots of European civilization are revisited. The researchers prob-
lematize the issue of European unity and European identity in a his-
torical perspective. Their aim is to show that Europe never had a uni-
fied culture, that a plurality of cultures always existed in Europe.
They therefore propose to look at processes of integration and disin-
tegration as dynamic forces shaping and reshaping identities. The
three monotheistic religions (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam) are
particularly pinpointed as crucial in both processes: they were the
most important integrating factors but at the same time they also
engendered resistance and difference. 

At the same time, the volume also demonstrates a new form of
collaboration: joint research and writing. The format was inspired by
internet-based groups such as Wikipedia. All the chapters in the
book are the outcome of common work by several people together,
who could exchange information and rework the texts on the inter-
net. The result is something between a monograph and an anthology,
rather than a collection of loosely-related articles. All the articles form
part of one of three working groups, and each group situates the arti-
cles within the larger context. The various themes treated in each sec-
tion are explicitly linked together in either a preface or a conclusion
to the sections. The research is interdisciplinary, including historians,
art historians, archaeologists, linguists, philosophers, and many oth-
ers, with young scholars from various fields working together. 

The first group (T. Haas, A. Hammer, M. Mersch, U. Ritzerfeld, J.
Schiel, S. Seidl, A. Seitz, M. Tischler, J. Zimmermann) worked on
medieval perceptions of difference and different perceptions.
Relations to ‘the Other’ have been explored in cultural anthropology
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and medieval history, with a special focus on definitions and the
drawing of boundaries between oneself and others. This section con-
tains an exploration of the perception of differences in intercultural
contact, particularly regarding the Mendicant Orders. The examples
used are the writings of Thomas Aquinas and Bonaventure, of the
Dominican missionary Ricoldo of Monte Croce, and the Franciscan
Church of S Caterina in Galatina in Apulia. In this way, theological,
philosophical, and normative texts as well as perceptions of differ-
ences in missionary practice, and their expression through buildings
in competition with the Greek church and Islam are brought togeth-
er and compared. While Thomas Aquinas is shown to have had an
integrative approach, leading to intellectual innovation, Ricoldo of
Monte Croce focused on differences and drew boundaries, strength-
ening the feeling of ‘us’ vs. ‘them’. In architecture, it was possible to
integrate artistic forms of another cultural sphere from the past. The
process through which a clearer self-image emerged in interaction is
thus traced on many levels. Strategies in inter-religious contact
between Christendom and Islam are analysed through the examples
of crusader chronicles, twelfth-century Christian theology, and exe-
gesis on Islam from the Iberian peninsula, a contact zone between the
two religions, and thirteenth-century Latin world chronicles’ views
on Muhammad. The articles demonstrate that the medieval authors
focused inwards, on Christians, rather than on an endeavour to pro-
duce real interaction with adherents of another religion. This was
true whether their aim was the construction of a collective identity
for the crusader armies, the edification or strengthening of Christians
in a common identity, or the integration of information about anoth-
er religion into the European corpus of knowledge. The final section
focuses on hagiographical and courtly texts, and how they produce
difference, through such diverse issues as the beauty of the saints and
representations of pagans. 

The second group (R. Barzen, V. Bulgakova, L. Güntzel, F. Musall,
J. Pahlitzsch, D. Schorkowitz) analysed contacts between cultures
and cultural exchange. After a discussion on methodologies and the-
oretical aspects of work on cultural exchange, which draws on soci-
ology and anthropology, five case studies are presented. The topics
treated here range widely, from the transfer of knowledge through
the example of Maimonides, to the expulsion of the Jews from France
and England (as an extreme form of the disintegration of cultures).
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The latter study also demonstrates how religious discourse on usury
was linked to the exercise of power as much as to the interaction
between religious groups. These essays highlight the significance of
looking at the intersection of knowledge and religion not just
between various cultures, but also within each culture. The other
three cases all concern minority religious groups in another cultural
context: Orthodox Christians in Jerusalem under Mamluk rule, thir-
teenth-century Islamic–Christian cultural contacts under the Seldjuks
in Sugdaia in the northern region of the Black Sea, where Anatolian
Turks interacted with the local majority Greek Christian population,
and Pechenegs in Rus’ tradition. The real interaction of Kievan Rus’
with steppe nomads in the contact zone between the two cultures
was different from Kievan representations, which focused on demar-
cation. The authors pinpoint the conversion of Rus’ to Christianity as
a turning point that triggered a quick change in perceptions and a
disintegrative process.

The third group (W. Deimann, T. Foerster, S. Gerogiorgakis, H.
Hiltmann, K. P. Jankrift, C. Jochum-Godglück, D. König, Ş.
Küçükhüseyin, J. Rüdiger, A. Schorr, H. Wels) investigated violence
in the context of cultures. The authors explicitly discuss the topicali-
ty of the subject. This is the longest and richest section of the book,
consisting of several subdivisions concerning both violentia and potes-
tas. There are examples of integrative and disintegrative violence,
medieval theories and norms of the use of violence, violence and
naming patterns, violence and disputes, sex and violence, the role of
violence in constructions of ideal personalities, and episodes of con-
quest and massacres illustrative of great violence. The individual
studies include often lengthy quotations accompanied by a German
translation. They treat a wide variety of different topics, from
Aristotelian definitions to effeminacy in Saxo Gram maticus, from the
plunder of Rome in 410 to Jan Hus.

Each section is supplemented by a bibliography and illustrations
and photographs accompany the texts that concern art history. The
volume represents an interesting new beginning. The Priority
Programme continues, and the researchers will, I hope, produce
other fruitful syntheses.

NORA BEREND is Senior Lecturer in Medieval History at the Uni -
versity of Cambridge and Fellow of St Catharine’s College. Her main
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research interest is in medieval history, especially social and religious
history, c.1000–c.1300. She is the author of At the Gate of Christendom:
Jews, Muslims and ‘Pagans’ in Medieval Hungary c.1000–c.1300 (2001,
awarded the Gladstone Prize for non-British history by The Royal
Historical Society); co-editor (with David Abulafia) of Medieval
Frontiers: Concepts and Practices (2002); and editor of Christianization
and the Rise of Christian Monarchy: Scandinavia, Central Europe and Rus’
c.900–1200 (2007).


