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JOACHIM EHLERS, Heinrich der Löwe: Eine Biographie (Munich:
Siedler Verlag, 2008), 496 pp. ISBN 978 3 88680 787 1. €24.95

The biography of any medieval figure is a difficult exercise since we
almost invariably lack personal information to put flesh on the dry
bones of their actions. It is only with a handful of churchmen who
have left abundant letters and other writings, men such as Peter
Damian, St Anselm, or St Bernard, that we can have any real inkling
of their character and personalities. Thus while Henry the Lion, duke
of Saxony from 1143 and duke of Bavaria from 1156, was a figure of
great significance at a crucial stage in the development of the
medieval Reich, we still know relatively little about him. Even the
date of his birth is uncertain, although Ehlers puts a plausible,
though not absolutely convincing, case that this was in 1133–4, and
not 1129 as others have argued on the basis of an entry about his age
at death in the chronicle of Gerhard of Steterberg, which now exists
only in a relatively late manuscript. We know nothing of his upbring-
ing, or of who took charge of this when he was orphaned at the age
of 9 or 10. We are, admittedly, better informed about his adult career,
very largely through the later part of the ‘Chronicle of the Slavs’ of
Helmold of Bosau, and especially through the first part of the work
of Helmold’s continuator, Arnold of Lübeck, an admirer of the duke,
who recording his death in 1195 compared him to Solomon. But even
they tell us more of his actions than of his personality—although
most contemporary commentators did remark on his overweening
pride, a characteristic that was to help shipwreck his own and (seem-
ingly) his family’s fortunes in 1180, when he fell out with the
Emperor Frederick Barbarossa. 

Hence, even for such an important and (comparatively) well-
recorded figure as Duke Henry, one can write far more easily about
his ‘times’ than his ‘life’. And indeed historians have done so.
Anglophone readers already have two biographical studies of Henry
available: the first a brief work of juvenilia by Austen Lane Poole,
later a very distinguished historian of twelfth-century England, writ-
ten as long ago as 1912, the other a translation of the biography by
Karl Jordan, published in German in 1979 and in English in 1986
(after the author’s death). Jordan devoted a lifetime to the study of
Henry the Lion—his Habilitationschrift in the 1930s was on the duke’s
episcopal foundations, and he subsequently collected and edited his
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charters for the MGH. So the first and most obvious question to ask
of this new biography is how far it changes the picture presented by
its distinguished predecessor of a generation ago. 

The short answer is not very much. The narrative sections obvi-
ously tend to resemble each other: the broad outline of events
remains unchanging, and apart from re-dating the duke’s birth
Ehlers does little to modify it. This similarity applies to a number of
other sections as well: for example, the discussion of Henry as (a
largely absentee) duke of Bavaria, and that of his urban foundations,
as well as that of his pilgrimage to the Holy Land in 1172. What we
do have here is considerably greater detail than in Jordan’s often
rather laconic biography. Thus there is, for example, a lengthy dis-
cussion and comparison (pp. 220–7) of the various (all later) sources
for the fateful meeting with Barbarossa at Chiavenna early in 1176
when the duke refused to take part in the emperor’s fifth, and, as it
turned out, disastrous, Italian expedition, which the author argues
began the estrangement between the emperor and his cousin that led
to Henry’s fall in 1180. (Just occasionally, as when he strays into dis-
cussion of the Anglo-Norman kingdom, this detail is overdone.)
Ehlers also gives a much more extended examination of the Saxon
nobility—especially in the context of the first great coalition against
the duke in 1166–70—of the duke’s court and followers, especially his
ministeriales, of his religious patronage, and of his role as a cultural
patron. What particularly helps and illuminates the discussion are
the large number of maps and charts, especially valuable for the
analysis of ducal rule in Saxony, the eastward expansion of the duchy
against the Slavs, and the campaign against the duke in 1179–81. The
foreign reader will find these most useful. The book is also copious-
ly illustrated, from a wide variety of sources, not merely as decora-
tion but as an integral part of the text, as for example in the pictures
devoted to Henry’s money and seals (pp. 264–7). (This contrasts
strikingly with Jordan’s biography, with no illustrations and a
meagre two maps).

The crucial episode of Henry’s life was, of course, Barbarossa’s
confiscation of his ducal titles and fiefs in 1180, when the sentence of
outlawry passed on the duke effectively threw him to the wolves—
the various enemies he had gained during his aggressive expansion
of his lands and rights as duke of Saxony. Ehlers highlights the role
of Archbishop Philip of Cologne in organizing the attack on the duke,
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as well as subsequently being one of the main profiteers from his
downfall, but otherwise his account sticks to the narrative, and offers
relatively little explanation. He seems to regard Henry’s downfall as
inevitable once his refusal to assist Barbarossa in Italy was followed
by the emperor’s defeat at Legnano and the consequent unravelling
of the latter’s Italian policy. Whereas in 1168–70 the emperor had
supported Henry against his north German enemies, from 1179
onwards he supported and encouraged them. Ehlers mentions the
issue of the inheritance from Henry’s uncle Welf VI, whose only son
had died in the 1167 Roman expedition, which was ultimately
obtained by Barbarossa and his sons, but lays little stress upon it—
although Karl Leyser argued (in an article not listed in the author’s
bibliography) that this played a major part in the growing alienation
between the emperor and his cousin—and Henry’s tight-fisted
refusal to subsidize his uncle’s extravagant lifestyle proved to be a
major political mistake. And while Ehlers describes in great detail
Henry’s exile at the court of Henry II of England, and (in one of the
most interesting sections of the book) the role his children played in
the marital diplomacy of Henry II and Richard I, he does not offer
any assessment of the wider significance of Duke Henry’s downfall
in the context of the long-term political development of the Reich.
There is a very brief mention of the split—or perhaps one should say
further split—of the duchy of Bavaria in 1180, but no more. Yet the
territorial settlement in 1180 is often seen as a seminal moment in the
emergence of the later medieval princely establishment, and while
not all historians would necessarily share that view, it surely merits
some discussion. 

This is in many ways an attractive and interesting book, scholar-
ly, clearly written, and enhanced by its abundant maps and illustra-
tions. The discussion of the duke as lord and patron is most valuable.
But by sticking so closely to the detailed narrative, however well
done this is, the author has sacrificed an opportunity to say some-
thing really penetrative about the nature of political power and
authority in twelfth-century Germany. 
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