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I
Medieval diplomatic practice first became the subject of systematic
studies in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, when the gener-
al interest in diplomatic history was at its zenith. It had been as the
political history of the nation-state and its relations with other nation-
states that history had established itself as an academic discipline
over the preceding decades. At the same time, diplomacy itself was
emerging as ‘a distinguished vocation with specialized professional
skills and a particular appeal to social and intellectual elites’.1
However, the fact that, by and large, the political units of the Middle
Ages lacked specialized institutions for the planning and conduct of
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1 Abba S. Eban, Diplomacy for the Next Century (New Haven, Conn., 1998), p.
34.
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foreign affairs meant that this particular aspect of governance had lit-
tle chance of attracting the attention of mainstream constitutional
and administrative historians. Very few scholars of that early period
made an effort to understand the unique character of medieval
diplomacy.2 Instead, the focus of attention of their contemporaries
soon shifted to the history of one of the hallmarks of modern state-
hood: the evolution of the practice of representation through perma-
nent embassies and resident ambassadors, which, as was soon
agreed, had Renaissance Italy as its birthplace and gradually spread
from there to northern and western Europe.3

The classic surveys of the history of diplomatic theory and prac-
tice produced in the twentieth century generally shared this obses-
sion with modernity, espousing, as they did, a teleological view of
diplomacy: the idea that, after protracted but continuous develop-
ment, we have today achieved the best and final form in which to
organize peaceful relations between states. Suggesting that there was
‘a distinct upward curve of progress’ in the development of diplo-
matic theory, Harold Nicolson, the doyen of diplomatic theory, in his
main work aimed ‘to concentrate upon the continuity of develop-
ment rather than upon the sudden spurts and long retardations by
which it has been marked’.4 At a general level, this kind of approach
has resulted in many of ‘the dynamic and dispersed forces behind the
formation of diplomacy which defined purposes often antithetical to
the traditional teleology’ being left unexplored.5 Crucially, any con-
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2 Viktor Menzel, Deutsches Gesandtschaftswesen im Mittelalter (Hanover, 1892),
and esp. Marie Alphonse René de Maulde La Clavière, La diplomatie au temps
de Machiavel, 3 vols. (Paris, 1892–3).
3 For a survey of the research done in this field in the late 19th and early 20th
centuries see Fritz Ernst, ‘Über Gesandtschaftswesen und Diplomatie an der
Wende vom Mittelalter zur Neuzeit’, Archiv für Kulturgeschichte, 33 (1950),
pp. 64–95, at 68–70. See also Garrett Mattingly, ‘The First Resident Embass-
ies: Medieval Italian Origins of Modern Diplomacy’, Speculum, 12 (1937), pp.
423–39, and the second part of his Renaissance Diplomacy (New York, 1970).
The first chapter of Matthew S. Anderson, The Rise of Modern Diplomacy,
1450–1919 (London, 1993), gives an overview of the innovations in diplo-
matic practice during the 15th and 16th centuries.
4 Harold George Nicolson, Diplomacy, Home University Library of Modern
Knowledge, 192 (3rd edn.; London, 1963), pp. 16–17. 
5 James Der Derian, On Diplomacy: A Genealogy of Western Estrangement
(Oxford, 1987), p. 3.



tribution that medieval Europe may have made to the evolution of
diplomatic theory and practice was disparaged or ignored altogeth-
er. As late as 1963 Nicolson declared that ‘it was the Byzantines who
taught diplomacy to Venice; it was the Venetians who set the pattern
for the Italian cities, for France and Spain, and eventually for all
Europe’, while in the medieval west ‘there was little opportunity for
any orderly or established system of international contact’.6

But the challenge to the study of medieval diplomatic practice
came not only from within the discipline. The wider historiographi-
cal context was also changing.7 The historians of the late nineteenth
century generally focused on the intentions and deeds of the ‘great
men’ who ‘made history’, and opted for a narrative and descriptive,
rather than analytical, approach.8 But around 1900 some of their col-
leagues, predominantly in France and Belgium, began to question
these traditional paradigms of research and to advocate a history that
accounted for social and economic factors rather than one that con-
centrated on leading personalities and isolated events. If this new,
social science-orientated history sought to replace the study of poli-
tics with that of society, historians from the 1960s onwards increas-
ingly turned to the study of culture, understood as the conditions of
everyday life and experience.9 The ‘golden age’ of conventional
diplomatic history is now long gone. Although it retains an impor-
tant place on university curricula today, it seems unlikely to regain
its former prominence. Too often have its practitioners been charged
with analytical short-sightedness and superficiality. 
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6 Nicolson, Diplomacy, pp. 24–5, 12.
7 Georg G. Iggers, Historiography in the Twentieth Century: From Scientific
Objectivity to the Postmodern Challenge (Hanover, NH, 1997), pp. 1–16. On
medieval history in particular see Hans-Werner Goetz, Moderne Mediävistik:
Stand und Perspektiven der Mittelalterforschung (Darmstadt, 1999), pp. 72–6,
84–94, 106–25.
8 Jacques Le Goff, ‘Is Politics Still the Backbone of History?’, in Felix Gilbert
and Stephen R. Graubard (eds.), Historical Studies Today (New York, 1972),
pp. 337–55, at 337–40; Gordon A. Craig, ‘Political and Diplomatic History’,
ibid. 356–71, at 356–8; Paul G. Lauren, ‘Diplomacy: History, Theory, and
Policy’, in id. (ed.), Diplomacy: New Approaches in History, Theory, and Policy
(New York, 1979), pp. 3–18, at 5–6.
9 Iggers, Historiography in the Twentieth Century, p. 8.



In short, it is possible to look at the historical transformations of
diplomacy from two rather different perspectives: one can choose to
examine its contents (alliances, treaties, and so on), or one can confine
oneself to exploring its forms (the means and techniques of commu-
nication employed by two or more participants in a given historical
context). Both approaches, diplomatic history as well as the history of
diplomacy, have received their share of criticism over the past hun-
dred years.

II
During the second half of the twentieth century only a few medieval-
ists, such as François Louis Ganshof, George P. Cuttino, Garrett
Mattingly, and Donald E. Queller,10 examined the available diplo-
matic documents, financial and administrative records, and narrative
sources in order to gain a deeper understanding of the forms and
structures of medieval diplomacy. Pierre Chaplais stands out among
them. Towards the end of a long career devoted to the study of both
the conduct and instruments of English medieval diplomacy, and the
formal features of royal documents, he published the two parts of his
English Medieval Diplomatic Practice in 1975 and 1982 respectively.11

This extensive and richly annotated selection of documents was to be
accompanied by a two-volume commentary, the first volume of
which was to concentrate on the flow of information between gov-
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10 François Louis Ganshof, Le moyen âge: Histoire des relations internationales,
ed. Pierre Renouvin, vol. i (Paris, 1953), see esp. ch. 12; George P. Cuttino,
‘The Conduct of English Diplomacy in the Fourteenth Century’ (D. Phil. the-
sis, University of Oxford, 1938); id., English Diplomatic Administration,
1259–1339 (2nd rev. and enl. edn.; Oxford, 1971); id., English Medieval
Diplomacy (Bloomington, Ind., 1985); Mattingly, Renaissance Diplomacy;
Donald E. Queller, ‘Thirteenth-Century Diplomatic Envoys: Nuncii and
procuratores’, Speculum, 35 (1960), pp. 196–213; and esp. id., The Office of
Ambassador in the Middle Ages (Princeton, 1967). Id., ‘Western European
Diplomacy’, in Joseph R. Strayer (ed.), Dictionary of the Middle Ages (New
York, 1982–9), vol. iv, pp. 201–14, is the best short introduction to the subject.
11 English Medieval Diplomatic Practice, pt. 2: Plates (London, 1975), pt. 1:
Documents and Interpretation, 2 vols. (London, 1982). For a list of Chaplais’
publications see Michael Jones and Malcolm G. A. Vale (eds.), England and
her Neighbours, 1066–1453: Essays in Honour of Pierre Chaplais (London, 1989),
pp. xxi–xxiv.



ernments, and the second on the negotiation and conclusion of agree-
ments between them. After many delays, the former was published
in 2003 under the title English Diplomatic Practice in the Middle Ages.

One of the many merits of this book is that it does not shy away
from tackling the difficult task of examining the forms, formulas, and
practices of ‘international’ relations in the early and high Middle
Ages. Whereas the second and third chapters deal with diplomatic
correspondence and missions after c. 1200, the first chapter examines
English diplomatic practice before that date, starting with the essen-
tially oral world of late sixth-century communication. The corner-
stone of Chaplais’ exhaustive study, however, is the unparalleled
richness of the archives of royal government from the twelfth centu-
ry onwards. Chaplais’ knowledge of these archives is second to none
and has enabled him to write what will no doubt be the definitive
manual of English medieval diplomatic practice. For no other
European nation will it be possible to produce anything even remote-
ly comparable, and future generations of students and scholars alike
will find his book indispensable.

The range of topics covered is impressive. Not surprisingly,
Chaplais is at his best when discussing the features and uses of the
various kinds of written instruments of diplomatic communication:
instructions and letters of credence and procuration. But the book
also has useful sections on such central issues as the terminology of
the sources, diplomatic protocol and etiquette, the languages
deployed, and the logistics of diplomacy (travel, safe-passage). What
makes its use somewhat cumbersome, however, is the abundance of
lengthy footnotes citing additional material that has not found its
way into the main text. The reader may be forgiven for wondering
why Chaplais, whose mastery of his subject is never in doubt, uses a
technique of accumulating evidence which adds no weight to the
argument but seems to be informed solely by an ambition to make
use of every last relevant document. The typesetting of this volume
commenced in the mid-1980s and was not completed until December
1992; its text then remained unchanged until it was published eleven
years later. This explains why the more recent research on Anglo–
continental diplomatic relations is not taken into account: indeed, the
main charge that could be levelled against this immensely erudite
work is that there is something oddly self-referential and dated about
it. As becomes evident in his meagre discussion of the significance of
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diplomatic gift-giving, Chaplais’ ‘static’, text-centred approach, which
pays special attention to the features and functions of diplomatic doc-
uments, is out of touch with current historiographical trends in conti-
nental Europe.

III
Developments on the Continent have been comparatively more
dynamic over the last twenty years. The triumph of social and cul-
tural history did not lead to the complete decline of historical
research on medieval diplomacy; on the contrary, it has resulted in a
re-invigoration and methodological renewal of this approach. The
fundamental conceptual work done by Dieter Berg12 has laid to rest
any doubts as to the existence of relations between the princely
realms of western and central Europe, which were more or less clear-
ly demarcated and regarded each other as ‘foreign’. It has been gen-
erally accepted that the concepts and terminology of the modern sys-
tem of nation-states cannot simply be transferred to the Middle Ages.
Thus foreign policy and diplomacy have become firmly established
as themes sui generis in continental medieval studies. Building on
Ganshof’s, Mattingly’s, Queller’s, and Chaplais’ general findings, a
younger generation of scholars has produced a number of individual
case studies since the early 1990s.

Major conferences held in Berlin in 1999 and near Constance in
2001 aimed to ‘take stock’ and stimulate further research. Many of the
scholars who have contributed to recent developments in the field of
medieval foreign policy took part in the Franco–German symposium
on ‘Foreign Policy and International Relations in the Middle Ages
(13th to 16th Centuries)’, held in Berlin in March 1999. The main
questions addressed there, reflected in the seventeen contributions to
the conference volume edited by Dieter Berg, Martin Kintzinger, and
Pierre Monnet, related to the central aspects of what is today classed
as foreign policy and international relations. How did these contacts
take place within the Res publica christiana of the high and late Middle
Ages? How can they be described adequately from our present-day
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12 Dieter Berg, England und der Kontinent: Studien zur auswärtigen Politik der
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.



perspective? And how were they perceived by contemporary obser-
vers? The essays by Françoise Autrand and Peter Moraw, providing
fundamental reflections on the basic structures and the analysis of
French and German foreign policy in the Middle Ages, introduce the
reader to the topic. Wolfgang Georgi provides similar reflections for
central and western Europe in the period before 1200, and in partic-
ular, for the Carolingian Empire. Bilateral relations between individ-
ual regna are the subject of essays by Klaus van Eickels, Martin
Kintzinger, and Arnd Reitemeier, focusing on Germany and France,
or Germany and England. Pierre Monnet looks at the foreign policy
of communes, while Reinhardt Butz and Heinz-Dieter Heimann
examine that of the territories. The protagonists of all three essays,
therefore, are, without exception, political units within the Holy
Roman Empire. Contributions by Bertrand Schnerb, Petra Ehm,
Françoise Autrand, Nikolaus Jaspert, Raphaela Averkorn, and Jean-
Marie Maillefer investigate the significance and form of the foreign
policy of territories in Europe’s major geo-political areas (France,
Burgundy, the Empire, the Iberian peninsula, and Scandinavia).
Thereafter Sabine Wefers and Ralf Mitsch analyse contemporary and
modern views and interpretations of foreign policy.

The order of the essays is intended to allow comparisons to be
drawn within each of the three sections, as well as between them. The
intention is to compare and contrast kingdoms, territories, communes,
and regions. While this works, it would have been helpful to have a
conclusion relating the extremely disparate individual contributions
back to the questions posed at the outset. This might have been more
useful than the three introductions with which the volume begins.

The papers given at the spring conference of the Constance work-
shop on medieval history, held from 3 to 6 April 2001, and published
in revised form in the collection of essays edited by Rainer C.
Schwinges and Klaus Wriedt, Gesandtschafts- und Botenwesen im spät-
mittelalterlichen Europa, provide an ideal supplement to the publica-
tion by Berg, Kintzinger, and Monnet. They ask first about the wider
framework within which the late medieval diplomatic and messen-
ger system functioned, and secondly, they illustrate contemporary
diplomatic practice in a series of case studies. Thus the level of
methodological and conceptual reflection about foreign relations in
the Middle Ages is left behind in order to ask about the everyday
organization of these particular contacts. Two systematic investiga-
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tions, those by Thomas Haye and Martin Kintzinger, take a diachron-
ic perspective on the basic problem of diplomatic communication,
that is, the Latin language as its medium, and safe-conduct (salvus
conductus) as its precondition. The rest of the eight essays are case
studies, spanning a period from the late twelfth to the early sixteenth
century. As in the volume edited by Berg, Kintzinger, and Monnet, a
large number of actors appear here: monarchies, republics, leagues,
and cities. Werner Maleczek writes about the system of papal legates,
taking examples from the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Klaus
Peter Matschke examines Byzantine diplomacy vis-à-vis the west on
the eve of the fall of Constantinople. Arnd Reitemeier analyses indi-
vidual examples drawn from relations between England, the Hanse,
and France in the early fifteenth century. Thomas Riis reconstructs
the development of the system of embassies in northern Europe in
the Middle Ages from its earliest manifestation in the form of per-
sonal encounters to representation by delegations and the co-exis-
tence of mixed forms at the end of the period of investigation.
Christina Lutter examines the structures of communication between
Emperor Maximilian I and the Venetian Republic. Andreas Würgler
looks at the diplomatic activities which unfolded at and around the
Tagsatzungen (that is, the central leadership organ) of the Swiss con-
federation. Taking the example of the Bernese messenger service,
Klara Hübner reveals one of the fundamental elements of the infra-
structure upon which every diplomatic activity depended. Finally,
Paul-Joachim Heinig investigates the position of the Roman–German
ruling court in the European system of embassies.

Conference participants and contributors to the volume were
given four points on which to concentrate (diplomatic staff, locations,
languages, and formalities and ceremonial). This ensures that the
volume consists of more than the more or less arbitrary juxtaposition
of individual cases. Rather, it provides a wide-ranging, typological-
comparative overview of the diverse diplomatic practices which the
European powers used at the end of the Middle Ages.

IV
The wars conducted by the last of the Burgundian dukes, Charles the
Bold (1465–77), have often been researched by historians, unlike the
principles of his Imperial policy, or the activities of his diplomatic
representatives to which it gave rise. The published version of Petra
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Ehm’s doctoral dissertation, which came out in 2002, combines an
exhaustive account of Burgundian policy towards the Holy Roman
Emperor under Charles’s rule with a precise analysis of the staff and
structures upon which it was predicated. She borrows from each of
the three fields of research, or research approaches, described above:
first, research on foreign relations as such; secondly, the technical
aspects of diplomatic communication in the older tradition repre-
sented by Donald E. Queller or Pierre Chaplais; and third, the incor-
poration of social and cultural history approaches into this specific
question.

In the first part of her study, structured by chronology and region,
Ehms recapitulates the relations that were maintained with selected
Imperial princes and Imperial Estates. She pays special attention to
the ambassadors exchanged between Burgundy and the Holy Roman
Empire, and to the overriding aims which Charles was pursuing
through his contacts with the east. Thus she traces the establishment
of a system of eastern alliances, which was intended to support the
struggle against the French crown which was being conducted in the
west, and to serve as the starting point for expansion within the
Empire. In the second part of her study, Ehms looks at the precondi-
tions for diplomatic relations with the Empire, considering both
staffing issues and material conditions. Charles the Bold was unable
to achieve his foreign policy goals (to impose his sovereignty, to
secede from France, and to be crowned Emperor, or at least King) vis-
à-vis the Empire and its parts, and Ehm seeks the reasons for this fail-
ure in the organization and methods of Burgundian diplomacy. This
involves, first, both a detailed prosopographical investigation of
envoys (social and geographical origins, education, career at court,
diplomatic experience) and an analysis of the composition and size of
the embassies in the Empire. The process of foreign policy decision-
making is examined in connection with the parties which had formed
at the Burgundian court with respect to Imperial policy. And sec-
ondly, the ceremonial value which Duke Charles assigned to the
Imperial princes and the Emperor is measured by examining the gifts
exchanged in the course of diplomatic relations with the Empire. The
nature and extent of the gift-exchange with the Imperial princes and
their envoys are rightly seen as indicators of the intensity with which
Charles engaged with political and constitutional conditions in the
Empire. As in the prosopographical section, an extremely useful
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comparison is here also made with corresponding practices in rela-
tion to the courts of Italy, France, and England.

On the basis of these observations and the findings of the first part
which concentrate on the course of events, the author makes a judge-
ment as to whether the Burgundian ruler and his advisers were capa-
ble of familiarizing themselves with the specific rules and room for
manœuvre governing action within the Empire in order to use these
to help them realize their aims. Of great significance for success or
failure on this point, and for the shape of diplomatic practice, was
how the Burgundian court and the duke himself responded to the
Empire, the princes, and the Emperor. On the basis of personal state-
ments by Charles himself and the court chronicler’s observations,
Ehm can demonstrate that a general contempt was characteristic.
These statements concerning the duke’s perception of his eastern
neighbours make it possible to classify and clarify a striking incon-
sistency in his Imperial policy. Although Charles repeatedly an-
nounced his desire to be crowned King and Emperor, the size and
staff of the embassies he maintained in the Empire and his gift-giving
policy towards the Imperial princes did not reflect this aim. On both
points, the Burgundian duke exercised a restraint which contrasted
strongly with his practice towards England, France, and the Italian
powers, and can be seen as the outward expression of this contempt.
A different attitude, Ehm concludes, could have allowed the duke
and his advisers to make better use of the court’s knowledge of the
Empire and thus to avoid some of the structural failings that ulti-
mately contributed to the failure of his eastern policy.

At least as far as the Burgundian side is concerned, the archives
contain a wealth of unpublished material. Thus Ehm is able to build
upon a broad source basis, and the result is an excellent, thoughtful
study, whose value could, of course, have been enhanced even fur-
ther by the addition of maps, illustrations, and an appendix. The fact
that the aims, course, and instruments of Burgundian policy vis-à-vis
the Empire are treated exhaustively not just for their own sake
deserves special mention. Because these elements are integrated into
a much wider context of function and meaning, their relations to each
other emerge clearly.
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V
The works by Pierre Chaplais and Petra Ehm illustrate impressively
how productive the topics of medieval foreign policy and diplomacy
can be where the source basis is favourable. Yet the two conference
volumes in particular make clear that so far, progress has been
uneven. Research is still presented overwhelmingly in the form of
essays, and not all the participants in the intra-European diplomatic
discourse by far have been taken into account. The north and the east,
in particular, appear to be under-represented. Similarly, it is high
time for the sporadic diplomatic contacts that existed with the non-
Christian world to be investigated more closely. Only when the num-
ber of studies on bilateral relations has reached a critical mass will it
be possible to pool the results and undertake systematic compar-
isons. The logical next step would be to investigate multilateral rela-
tions. However, the general lack of theoretical concepts for the analy-
sis of foreign relations and the factors that determine them continues
to present an unmistakable obstacle to research.13

Thus while research in this field is no longer in its infancy, its full
potential has by no means yet been exhausted. Significant progress
seems to be possible in dialogue with political science, and, in partic-
ular, with the discipline of international relations, which is expand-
ing in the Anglo–American area. Of course, the different nature of the
medieval world of states must always be respected, and terminolog-
ical clarity must be maintained. Once these ‘rules of engagement’
have been established, there is no lack of points of contact, or oppor-
tunities for co-operation. A number of scholars of international rela-
tions are critical of any attempt to restrict the concept of diplomacy
to specific (modern) practices and specific (state) actors. Instead, they
understand it in terms of generic concepts such as ‘mediation’, ‘rep-
resentation’, and ‘communication’.14 Diplomacy, in this interpreta-
tion, ‘expresses a human condition that precedes and transcends the
experience of living in the sovereign, territorial state of the past few
hundred years’.15 It may, indeed, exist wherever identity has bound-

45

Foreign Policy in the Late Middle Ages

13 Cf. Berg, Deutschland und seine Nachbarn, pp. 3–4, 49.
14 See e.g. Der Derian, On Diplomacy, and Paul Sharp, ‘For Diplomacy:
Representation and the Study of International Relations’, International Studies
Review, 1 (1999), pp. 33–57.
15 Ibid. p. 51.



aries and those boundaries are crossed.16 And perhaps, in the course
of this continuous opening up of the discipline, it will be possible to
engage in a dialogue those modern historians who have become
accustomed to seeing the history of diplomacy in the Middle Ages as
merely a transitional phase leading to modernity. After all, it could
be said that the conditions and techniques of foreign policy in the
European Middle Ages and the globalized world of the twenty-first
century have more in common than we might think.17

16 Costas M. Constantinou, On the Way to Diplomacy (Minneapolis, Minn.,
1996), p. 113.
17 See Karsten Plöger, England and the Avignon Popes: The Practice of Diplomacy
in Late Medieval Europe (London, 2005), pp. 231–2.
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