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BENJAMIN ARNOLD, Power and Property in Medieval Germany:
Economic and Social Change c. 900–1300 (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2004), xi + 200 pp. ISBN 0 19 927221 2. £45.00

Benjamin Arnold, until his recent retirement Professor of Medieval
History at the University of Reading, counts as one of Britain’s fore-
most experts on medieval Germany. He is best known for his book
Count and Bishop in Medieval Germany,1 and his trilogy on the func-
tioning of ruling élites in the medieval German Empire, published
between 1985 and 1997.2

Inspired by this work, his latest book focuses on economic and
social change in medieval German society. The book is divided into
five chapters. The first sets the scene, describing the social, econom-
ic, and legal legacy of the Carolingian age. Pointing to the economic
advances made under the Ottonians, the population increase, and the
growth of urban communities, Arnold portrays eleventh-century
Germany as comparatively rich; its social structure was, as one
would expect, far more complex than contemporary models suggest-
ed (for example, the division into three distinct orders). The second
chapter deals with ‘Peasants, Lords and their Resources’, and
describes manorial organization, the living conditions of the peas-
ants, their social and legal status, and how the internal and external
colonization of land could improve their situation. Having also
looked at peasants’ protests as a response to the various forms of
rural oppression, Arnold is none the less left with the ‘chilling
impression of joyless lives lived by the hundred thousand’ (p. 74). In
chapter three he turns to the assets of the German crown, the great-
est single landholder until the fourteenth century. During the Inter-
regnum (1250–73), the crown suffered considerable losses. In trying to
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recover them King Rudolf of Habsburg, elected in 1273, employed
three methods, which, according to Arnold, were to set guidelines for
the royal fiscal policy for the rest of the Middle Ages: first, the recov-
ery of lost property through legal action; secondly, the extension of
the ruling dynasty’s holdings by obtaining new territories within the
Empire; and thirdly, the exploitation of the financial power of the
royal towns by taxation or pledging.

The world of the medieval German town is at the centre of the
fourth chapter, entitled ‘The Urban Milieu and Civic Status’. While
pre-1100 towns were ‘relatively weak in their political relation to the
crown, the Church and the secular aristocracy’, the towns after 1100
‘constituted a powerful economic and social force’ (p. 117). Exposed
to crime, war, fire, and fatal diseases, towns were dangerous places
to live in; yet, promising economic success and enhanced social and
legal status, they continuously attracted people from rural areas.
Depending on their size and economic power, towns could play dif-
ferent political roles. The majority of towns were small and remained
under the control of the local territorial prince. These towns often
functioned as administrative, military, and economic centres and
thus strengthened territorial rule. A number of towns, however,
grew large and achieved (semi-)autonomous status. In order to pur-
sue their economic and political interests they occasionally organized
themselves in leagues, the Hansa being the most successful of them.
Finally, in his fifth chapter, ‘Property, Piety, and Castles’, Arnold
looks at castles recycled as monasteries in order to analyse ‘the
authority of monastic prayer as an agent of economic power and
social change’ (p. 151). He comes to the conclusion that the conver-
sion of castles into monasteries by German aristocrats in the late
eleventh and early twelfth centuries was closely connected with the
reform movement, but that it soon became outmoded because of the
reform’s emphasis on the separation of sacred and secular. 

This short book is well written and presents its arguments clearly.
Its purpose is clearly to provide a synthesis rather than to study each
theme in detail or to spark controversy over particular issues.
Familiar as he is with the sources and the literature,3 Arnold achieves
this aim almost effortless. Occasionally, however, the balance does
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not seem quite right. When dealing with the assets of the crown
between 900 and 1300, 28 out of a total of 41 pages are spent on dis-
cussing the date and purpose of the Tafelgüterverzeichnis. No doubt
this is a document of great importance, and Arnold provides some
interesting, though not compelling, arguments for ascribing its con-
tent to the eleventh century and for dating its compilation to the peri-
od 1169 to 1174. Yet considering that neither these findings, nor their
wider implications concerning, for example, Salian record-making
and keeping, radically alter our understanding of the extent and
administration of the crown assets under the Salian and Staufen
rulers, this discussion occupies too prominent a place in this chapter
and should perhaps have been published separately. A comparable
problem occurs in chapter five. Arnold’s approach to recycled castles
is intriguing. Yet, as he observes himself, this was ‘essentially a
provincial phenomenon’ (p. 168) which did not occur in great num-
bers. The question arises, therefore, whether a more general look at
endowment patterns of ecclesiastical institutions would not have
been more useful for his purpose.

Overall, Arnold’s latest book is a useful introduction to economic
and social change in Germany in the central Middle Ages. To the
researcher, it outlines past achievements and future challenges, and,
perhaps even more importantly, it is well suited to attracting English
students to medieval German history.

is none the less surprising. Carlrichard Brühl, Fodrum, Gistum, Servitium
Regis: Studien zu den wirtschaftlichen Grundlagen des Königtums im Frankenreich
und in den fränkischen Nachfolgestaaten Deutschland, Frankreich und Italien vom
6. bis zur Mitte des 14. Jahrhunderts (Cologne, 1968). 
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