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From the eleventh century general tendencies and developments
began to change the structure as well as the perception of ecclesiasti-
cal and secular rule. Eventually they brought about new social and
political setups with a changed understanding of ‘just government’
and of when a king was considered to have turned tyrant. These fun-
damental changes had announced themselves before the time of
Henry IV but came to a peak during his reign. As virtually every
aspect of social and political life eventually underwent considerable
change, the late Karl Leyser, in agreement with Eugen Rosenstock-
Huessy and Harold J. Berman, characterized the time as that of the
first European revolution. 

Of all the processes of change it was the re-emergence of the
Roman Church and its claim to universal leadership that most inter -
ested contemporary writers. Up to then bishops had acted within a
framework of loyalties to their noble kinfolk and their friends and
often—not always—to their kings. By the 1070s this traditional
framework was under challenge from the Roman Church with novel
demands for allegiance, which meant open conflict when they
clashed with traditional loyalties. It was therefore predominantly in
the relationships between popes, kings, and bishops that dramatic
events occurred. Since medieval historiographers were almost exclu-
sively interested in highly placed persons and their sensational
deeds, this is what we are best informed about. Also, writing was still
very much the domain of monks and clerics who quite naturally
wrote about what concerned them most. In the second half of the
eleventh century they also left many learned tracts in which they
argued the positions of their respective sides, a type of source hardly
known in the early Middle Ages. All this led modern historians to
speak of the period as the time of the investiture conflict, a term
derived from the struggle between kings and popes about who was
to invest the bishops with their episcopal office.
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The investiture conflict as well as the underlying processes of
change affected all the kingdoms in Latin Europe, although in quite
different ways. Scholars agree unanimously that the kingdom most
affected was that of the German king, Henry IV. Why was this so?
Why did the conflicts in the German lands, unlike those in the king -
doms of England and France and also Italy, lead to civil war? Why
was Henry IV the first medieval king to be excommunicated by the
Pope? Why did some of the lay princes combine forces with Henry’s
episcopal adversaries to elect the first ‘anti-king’ in German history?

In view of these questions it is not surprising that ever since the
nineteenth century, the time of the investiture conflict has received
an extraordinary amount of attention in German historiography. It is
surprising, however, that the two main actors in the struggle in rela-
tion to Germany, namely King Henry IV and his most formidable
papal adversary, Pope Gregory VII (1073-1085) have not found mod-
ern biographers. There are a number of reasons for this. Ruler biog -
raphies have not been very popular with German medievalists. It is
only recently that scholarly biographies of some of the kings of the
High Middle Ages have appeared. Have German historians been dis-
couraged by the fact that until well into the twelfth century notions
of personality and individuality, the quintessential basis of every
truly biographical approach, are conspicuously lacking in the
sources, and that contemporary historiographers hardly ever give
motives or any other kind of background information other than bib-
lical moralizing? Ian Robinson’s opening sentence in his Henry IV is
very much to the point. It is a quotation from the contemporary his -
toriographer, Lampert of Hersfeld, who wrote about king Henry:
‘Since he was a man born and brought up to rule, he always showed
a royal spirit in adversity, as was fitting in one of such descent, whose
ancestors held such high office and enjoyed such renown, and he pre-
ferred to die rather than be conquered.’ This sounds like praise—but
it really is not. Lampert hated Henry, and again and again he drives
home that Henry was a wicked king. In the sentence quoted above he
gives Henry the image of a ‘good king’, the king that Henry could and
should have been had he not chosen to follow evil counsellors who
made him a ‘bad king’. ‘Good kings’ have typical ways of behaving, as
do ‘bad kings’. Both inevitably act according to their roles.

This, surely, is not our way of understanding people, and, as he
shows in his conclusion, Robinson is well aware of the dilemma his
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sources present. He solves it by writing the history not of Henry the
king, but of Henry’s kingship; he writes the history of royal politics
at the time of Henry IV. Robinson has the best of qualifications for
this task: he has himself researched many different aspects of the
investiture conflict, and published a magisterial overview, The Papacy
1073-1198, in 1990. A new critical edition of Bernold’s and Berthold’s
chronicles 1054-1100 for the Monumenta Germaniae Historica is an -
nounced as in print.

The first impression conveyed by the book under review is that its
author knows his sources and the masses of secondary works, and
that he knows them very well indeed. Robinson presents an impres -
sive volume with an almost old-fashioned kind of erudition, and he
leaves his readers with the feeling that he is able to lead them secure-
ly through the intricacies of biased narrative sources and a vast
amount of modern scholarship. His study is divided into three major
parts, each with several subdivisions: ‘The Young King’, ‘The
Conflict with Pope Gregory VII’, and ‘Emperor Henry IV, 1084-1106’.
A concise conclusion, and an extensive bibliography of primary
sources and secondary works complete the volume. 

Robinson’s focus on political history means that King Henry the
minor is conspicuously absent in most of the first part, since the
sources yield next to no information about his childhood and adoles-
cence. Royal politics were in the hands of regents, first Henry’s moth-
er, Agnes, and then the archbishops Anno of Cologne and Adalbert
of Hamburg-Bremen, and it is their actions that the author deals with
in the first chapter of the first part (‘The minority, 1056-1065’). Both
Agnes and the archbishops faced challenging problems in different
parts of their world, in the German lands, their natural field of action,
and in Italy in response to the troubles of the papacy. Robinson pro -
ceeds chronologically, changing focus whenever the chronological
narrative demands.

This changes with the beginning of Henry’s personal rule. The two
scenes of conflict are treated separately up to 1075: the second chapter
of Part I is devoted to ‘Henry IV and Saxony, 1065-1075’; the first
chapter of Part II to ‘Henry IV, the imperial Church and the reform
papacy, 1065-1075’. There is good reason for this. It is only from
January 1076 onwards that the two conflicts definitely intermingle in
that Henry’s Saxon enemies combine forces with Gregory VII’s fol -
lowers. The separate treatment of the conflicts in Henry’s earlier years
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is nevertheless surprising. The title of the book indicates a biography.
The point of reference in a biography is by definition the life of a per-
son. It structures the events in relation to this person, puts his actions
to the fore. Almost from the start Henry was challenged with prob -
lems that had been building up in two places at the same time. It was
through opposition to him that the two fields of conflict finally con -
verged, thus causing ‘the crisis of medieval Germany’ (K. Leyser).

Long-distance policy-making was difficult if not impossible in the
earlier Middle Ages; the actions of lords were as yet linked to their
physical presence and dependable information from other places was
hard to come by. News travelled slowly and a situation might have
changed radically by the time a message reached its addressee. This
is just one of the reasons why ‘all politics is local’ in the Middle Ages
and why the royal iter, the constant wanderings of the royal court,
was ‘the most essential institution of the kingdom because it gave the
best cohesion possible to political society’ (p. 8), as Robinson rightly
sums up recent scholarship in his introduction. Henry was asked to
attend to different problems in different places at the same time. This
had proved to be too much for the regency of his mother and even
more so for a king who had just turned fifteen in 1065. By keeping the
two places of action apart Robinson is in concurrence with the per -
spective of the sources. In adhering to their focus, however, he disso-
ciates human action from its structural framework and this seems not
to be what a biography should do. From January 1076 onwards
Robinson continues chronologically.

This is a narrative of political events, interspersed with numerous
quotations from contemporary sources. It is this feature which char -
acterizes the whole book: closeness to the sources, a step-by-step fol-
lowing of the lead they offer. This method imparts authenticity but
has its dangers, too. Simony, for instance, and nicolaitism were the
terms that encapsulated everything church reformers abhorred most.
It was simony and nicolaitism they were fighting against to lead the
church back to its pristine purity (without having a clear notion of
what that would be). For a long time, to be a reformer was synony -
mous with fighting simony and nicolaitism. Both terms were
ambiguous, however. They were never clearly defined, and could
mean many different things, but were nevertheless used extensively
in the polemics of the conflict, namely, to denounce the other side as
acting against church reform and therefore as evil. Theoretically

37

Henry IV of Germany



Robinson knows that simony could stand for different things (pp.
121f.), but in practice he follows his sources and uses it as if it were
an analytical term. Also, most of the narrative sources were written
in the knowledge of the fierce struggle that filled Henry’s later years.
They are biased, either pro- or anti-Henrician, with the anti-Henri -
cians predominating. This makes for many contradictions. Robinson
sorts them out by a combination of sound Quellenkritik (source criti-
cism) and common sense. But many details are known only from one
single source, and in these instances quotations might be misleading.
To give just one example, Robinson describes Henry’s Christmas
court in 1073 by quoting and paraphrasing Lampert of Hersfeld: ‘The
reluctant princes arrived without the customary entourage of ser -
vants and their following of knights and clerks, but with only a few
followers and with little of the ceremonial apparel of their office.
Nevertheless the king would not permit them to leave the court, cal -
culating that, although they were of no practical help to him, their
presence at the court would conceal his powerlessness’ (p. 94). By
quoting Lampert without analysing him Robinson makes the sen -
tence appear to be a straightforward report of ‘facts’. But this impres-
sion is wrong. Lampert here uses the specific language of ceremony,
rank, and honour. The complete quotation makes this even more
obvious. The king, Lampert says, ‘celebrated Christmas in Worms
but quite differently from what became royal dignity ( magnificentia).
There were neither supplies and services from the royal domains, nor
did the bishops and abbots or the other public dignitaries make their
usual offerings; therefore all everyday provisions had to be bought at
a cheap price. There were only a few princes present who arrived
without the customary entourage of servants.’ Apparently Robinson
considered this part of Lampert’s report too biased, so he took just
the part that seemed less so. But they are two sides of the same coin.
What Lampert meant to convey was that Henry neither behaved like
a king nor was treated like a king, and therefore, by rights, had
ceased to be king. This is anything but an innocent description of a
royal Christmas court. It is political polemics expressed in the lan -
guage of images. Quotations without analyses tend not to grasp the
full meaning of such language.

Nevertheless Robinson gives his readers a sound, down-to-earth
narrative of events which reveals an impressive familiarity with the
primary sources and with the scattered controversies about their
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interpretation that have been going on for decades, even though,
alas, erudition tends to take the drama out of any dramatic period.
But dependable as it is, this volume will certainly be an invaluable
work of reference for all scholars working on Henry IV’s reign. These
will be mostly German scholars, but it can be doubted whether
Robinson had them in mind. His explanations of the ranks of count,
count palatine, margrave, and duke in the introduction suggest that
he had an English readership in mind. The wealth of detail, howev -
er, will make it hard going for anyone not familiar with at least the
outlines of German medieval history. If Robinson had English read -
ers in mind it is surprising that his bibliography does not draw their
attention to English translations of German standard monographs on
the period, such as those by Tellenbach, Fuhrmann, and Haverkamp.
He gives references to the Latin source editions and to virtually noth-
ing but German secondary works. It must be feared that this will dis-
courage those who are not fluent in these two languages from read -
ing this fine work of scholarly erudition.
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