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DIETER BERG, Die Anjou-Plantagenets: Die englischen Könige im Europa
des Mittelalters (1100–1400) (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 2003), 348 pp.
ISBN 3 17 014488 X. EUR 19.00

The development of the House of Anjou-Plantagenet, from its first
beginnings in the late ninth century to the extinction of the main line
after the deposition (1399) and death (1400) of King Richard II, or the
extinction of the last collateral line in 1499, has so far been a major topic
of research in the English-speaking world. Most of these works treat
the history of the Angevins and their empire from the viewpoint of
national history, that is, largely concentrating on the history of
England. In his survey Dieter Berg, professor at the University of
Hanover and an established expert on English medieval history, shares
the dynastic focus of earlier works and is thus in line with the themat-
ic emphasis of the Urban-Taschenbücher series. But Berg’s approach is
different in that he places English history from c.1100 to 1400 more
strongly into a European framework and concentrates particularly on
the position of England in Europe. His account of important domestic
developments (principles and forms of political rule in England; ten-
sions between Crown and aristocracy; basic features of the develop-
ment of the financial, administrative, and legal systems; and the devel-
opment of Parliament) is rather cursory, but he pays more attention to
the English monarchs’ foreign relations, which explicitly include rela-
tions with Scotland, Ireland, and Wales. Berg’s work is based on a pre-
miss that he has held for some time, namely, that ‘foreign policy’
should not be associated exclusively with the existence of sovereign
states of the modern type. On the contrary, he argues, the political pro-
tagonists of medieval Europe in general and England in particular
were aware of a difference between domestic and foreign affairs in the
sense that they believed that certain actions transcended a ruler’s
immediate sphere of power and thereby assumed the character of for-
eign policy. As Berg has argued elsewhere,1 such an awareness existed
in England as early as the eleventh and twelfth centuries.
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1 Dieter Berg, England und der Kontinent: Studien zur auswärtigen Politik der



The eleven individual chapters of this book deal with the well-
known topics of English dynastic history in the high and late Middle
Ages, namely, the conflicts between the Anglo-Norman rulers of
England and the House of Anjou until the middle of the twelfth cen-
tury (ch. 1); the building of the Angevin empire (ch. 2); the Angevin
kingdom and its role on the Continent and in the Middle East (ch. 3);
the crisis and end of the Angevin empire (ch. 4); the English policy of
expansion on the Continent and constitutional crises in England (ch.
5); the strengthening of the kingdom under Edward I and his policy
towards the Celtic realms of Scotland, Ireland, and Wales (ch. 6); the
decline of the kingdom and the growth of new political powers
under Edward II (ch. 7); England’s position within European power
structures during the early period of the Hundred Years War (ch. 8);
and crises of domestic and foreign policy, and the development of
Parliament’s powers (ch. 9). In line with Berg’s dynastic approach,
the chronological frame for these chapters is dictated by the lifespans
of the individual kings. Each chapter ends with a useful brief account
of how each king and his reign were judged in his lifetime and how
they are seen today. Chapter 10 is a thematic survey of the funda-
mental problems of social, economic, and cultural developments dur-
ing the English high and late Middle Ages. The main areas of inter-
est are the ownership of land and the agrarian system; towns; the
Jewish minority; the education system; the Black Death; foreign
trade; religiosity; and literature. For a German readership it is espe-
cially useful that Berg frequently makes comparisons with comparable
developments in the Holy Roman Empire. The volume ends with a
brief look forward to the end of the Plantagenet dynasty and the rise of
the Houses of Lancaster and York in the fifteenth century (ch. 11).

The account focuses mainly on the events up to the deposition
and death of Richard II, which means that strictly speaking the
author does not quite fulfil the intention declared in the blurb and
foreword, namely, to present the history of dynastic and political
events in England up to the Wars of the Roses (1455–85). Despite the
claims in the blurb, social and cultural developments in the period
under investigation are not the volume’s real, substantive focus.
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anglonormannischen Könige im 11. und 12. Jahrhundert (Bochum, 1987), pp. 1–5,
and id., Deutschland und seine Nachbarn, 1200–1500, Enzyklopädie deutscher
Geschichte, 40 (Munich, 1997), pp. 1–4, 47–8.



In his own words, Berg’s approach is Eurocentric, meaning that
the ‘island kingdom is regarded less as isolated than as part of the
community of Christian empires in the West’ (p. 9). It could be asked
whether this is not to some extent tautological, as long after the loss
of Normandy in 1204 the English Crown still had possessions on the
Continent, and was, therefore, naturally still a continental power.
From the same point of view, Berg’s repeated use of the term ‘island
empire’ (Inselreich) would also deserve discussion, as it is really only
appropriate for the situation after the almost complete loss of
England’s continental possessions in 1453.

The denseness of the account in terms of content is welcome as
such, but what is not an easy read anyway is made even more diffi-
cult by the small size of the print and the amount of text crammed on
to each page. Footnotes are sparse—a total of 149 for just over 300
pages of text. While there are no objections to this in principle, it is
not clear to the reader what criteria the author followed in each case
when inserting a bibliographical reference. For a non-professional
readership these references are indecipherable anyway, as there is no
separate list of abbreviations, and only an extensive search in the ref-
erences to each chapter reveals the titles to which each abbreviation
refers. The use of abbreviations for places of publication and a sepa-
rate list of these seems unnecessarily complicated. The addition of
maps to clarify territorial developments, especially in south-west
France, would have made it easier to follow the discussion in the text.

A number of questions remain unanswered, not least that con-
cerning the formative forces behind the creation of the Angevin
empire. Thus Berg speaks of ‘new perspectives for the creation of an
Anglo-Norman–Angevin empire’ in the first half of the twelfth cen-
tury (pp. 21, 22), but provides no evidence that this sort of ‘creation’
was ever a long-term goal of royal policy. Later on he appears to con-
tradict himself when he points to the ‘rather haphazard way in which
an extensive territory came together’ (p. 53). Similarly, the question
of whether we can really speak of an Angevin ‘system of alliances’ in
the strict sense (p. 307), or whether we should assume a largely
unsystematic accumulation of individual, short-lived, and ad hoc
alliances, deserves further discussion. ‘Foreign policy’ certainly had
a ‘special significance’ for the history of England in the high and late
Middle Ages (p. 9), but whether there was a primacy of foreign poli-
cy in the sense that it was ‘at the heart of the political actions of all
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Angevin kings’ (p. 304) seems questionable, at least with respect to
the rule of Edward II (1307–27). In the light of recent research on
medieval foreign policy, the bald statement that the norms of inter-
national law were ‘not relevant’ (p. 306) for diplomatic processes can-
not be upheld.2

Berg carefully sums up his substantive account by pointing out
that a ‘comprehensive appreciation of the political acts of the
Plantagenets’ is hardly possible, and instead limits himself to de-
scribing ‘a few of the basic features and main elements’ of their rule
in domestic and foreign policy (p. 300). The main problems which
dictated the actions of all the Anglo-Norman and Angevin kings
were securing their rule at home, maintaining the unity of the empire
with its continental and insular parts, and expanding their own
power. In the final chapter, Berg also looks at factors which deter-
mined foreign policy and the means and techniques used. Readers
might have hoped to find out more about how the Anjou-
Plantagenets saw themselves in the context of dynastic identity-for-
mation; on this point Berg is satisfied with a brief reference to the fact
that the existence of a ‘specifically “Angevin culture” ’ cannot be
assumed (p. 301).

What should be noted here is that, despite these minor criticisms,
Berg’s survey guides the reader through the confused events of the
dynastic politics of three colourful centuries with complete mastery.
German students and researchers now have quick access to a reliable
source for the history of this dynasty which was so important to the
shaping of Western Europe.

2 See the proceedings of the conference ‘Rechtsformen internationaler Politik:
Theorie, Norm und Praxis vom 12. bis 18. Jahrhundert’, held in Münster in
2006, now being prepared for publication.

KARSTEN PLÖGER is a Research Fellow in late medieval and early
modern history at the German Historical Institute London.
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