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DoMINIk WaSSeNHoveN, 1066: Englands Eroberung durch die
Normannen (Munich: C. H. Beck, 2016), 129 pp. ISBN 978 3 406 69844
6. €8.95 (paperback)

these two books, both from the stable of C. H. Beck and aimed at lay
readers, were published to coincide with the 950th anniversary of the
Battle of Hastings. Unsurprisingly, this anniversary precipitated
commemorations in england too, including the long-awaited publi-
cation of David Bates’s biography of William the Conqueror.1 the
annual Battle Conference, peripatetic since 2009, returned to Battle
itself to mark the occasion. a major conference was also held in
oxford under the title ‘Conquest: 1016, 1066’. this conference, the
proceedings of which we await with anticipation, makes explicit the
extent to which modern scholarship understands england’s position
on the eve of the Conquest as being firmly anchored within the North
Sea world. Dominik Waßenhoven, whose scholarly publications
include a book on Scandinavians in europe in the high Middle ages,
and Jörg Peltzer, who declares that ‘one cannot narrate the story of
1066 without 1016’, are both well aware of this trend.2 they embed
their own narratives of the Conquest within the wider political con-
text of north-western europe and both present the Conquest and the
events surrounding it with a nuance that is not always found in
British popular histories of 1066.

Waßenhoven’s book is part of the Beck ‘Wissen’ series (analogous
to the oxford ‘very Short Introductions’) and although he manages
to pack a great deal into a slender tome, inevitably a narrative of
events dominates, with over two-thirds of the book devoted to this
delineation. With a book over three times the length, Peltzer has the
opportunity to be rather more expansive. His is an altogether more
ambitious volume, and while the narrative of events is also promi-
nent, Peltzer is able to broaden the study to draw a vivid picture of
the experience of secular and ecclesiastical elites in the eleventh cen-
tury. In this undertaking the influence of his recent work on aristo-
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1 David Bates, William the Conqueror (New Haven, 2016).
2 Dominik Waßenhoven, Skandinavier unterwegs in Europa (1000–1250):
Mobilität und Kulturtransfer auf prosopographischer Grundlage (Berlin, 2006).



cratic rank is evident.3 While both aim at a lay readership these books
appeal to different audiences; this is reflected in the inclusion of
extensive footnotes and a comprehensive bibliography in Peltzer’s
volume. Waßenhoven, by contrast, provides only a short bibliogra-
phy.

the starting point of both books is the medieval sources. Both
authors begin their introductions by familiarizing the reader with rel-
evant chronicles and texts, including the different versions of the
anglo-Saxon Chronicle, works of later chroniclers such as orderic
vitalis, and celebratory texts, such as the Gesta Guillelmi of William
the Conqueror’s chaplain, William of Poitiers. attention is also
drawn to two famous and unique sources: the Domesday Book and
the Bayeux tapestry. the embroidery provides both cover images,
almost mandatory on books about the Conquest, and a number of
further illustrations. this initial focus on the diverse contemporary
sources is indicative of the fact that throughout these books both
authors are careful to present the competing descriptions and inter-
pretations of the events as found in the medieval sources. the uti-
lization of chronicles, annals, vitae, poetry, and the embroidery itself,
to weave a nuanced account of events is a strength these books have
in common. their final chapters, on the consequences of the Con -
quest, also share much common ground. However, in the interven-
ing chapters the volumes diverge. While the format of Waßenhoven’s
book requires the taking of a rather direct path, Peltzer provides a
more scenic itinerary.

Waßenhoven opens his first chapter, on anglo-Saxons, Norsemen,
and Normans, with a description of the St Brice’s Day massacre of
1002. He uses this attention-grabbing event as a stepping stone to
take the reader both back in time, to the first viking incursions of the
late eighth century, and forwards in time to the reign of Cnut. In
doing so he elegantly explains the complexity of interactions between
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3 In addition to his monograph on the counts palatine of the rhine, two sets
of conference proceedings have been published in english: Jörg Peltzer, Der
Rang der Pfalzgrafen bei Rhein: Die Gestaltung der politisch-sozialen Ordnung des
Reichs im 13. und 14. Jahrhundert (ostfildern, 2013); thorsten Huthwelker,
Jor̈g Peltzer, and Maximilian Wemhon̈er (eds.), Princely Rank in late Medieval
Europe: Trodden Paths and Promising Avenues (ostfildern, 2011); Jörg Peltzer,
Rank and Order: The Formation of Aristocratic Elites in Western and Central
Europe, 500–1500 (ostfildern, 2015).



anglo-Saxons and Norsemen, emphasizing that the Scandinavians
did not merely raid and depart, but settled too, leading to the devel-
opment of manifold anglo-Scandinavian identities. He then briefly
outlines edward the Confessor’s upbringing at the Norman court
and the manoeuvrings of the godwin family during his reign as king,
before concluding the chapter with the Northumbrian rebellion, as a
result of which Harold’s brother tostig was deposed as earl and exil -
ed to Flanders. Scene set and leading actors introduced, Waßenhoven
then moves headlong into the action scenes of 1066 itself.

Peltzer’s book is, by comparison, a slow-burner, with seven chap-
ters devoted to setting the scene before the battles commence. like
Waßenhoven, he opens by examining the connections between
england and Scandinavia and the anglo-Saxons and the Normans.
Having situated the anglo-Saxon kingdom in its North Sea context,
Peltzer then describes the social and political structures within the
realm. a discussion of edward the Confessor’s coronation at easter
1043 illustrates both the international prestige of the english
monarch and his pre-eminent position within his own kingdom.
Peltzer devotes several pages to explaining the composition of secu-
lar and ecclesiastical elites in the anglo-Saxon kingdom and con-
cludes the chapter with a final section on fighting and military organ-
ization. In a memorable allusion to tolkien, he tells the reader that
anglo-Saxon england was no peaceful hobbit Shire but instead a
land characterized by weapons rather than ploughs.

three biographical chapters provide information about the back-
grounds of the main protagonists of 1066. In chapter three Harold
godwinson is presented as a slick political operator with military cre-
dentials confirmed by his successful Welsh campaigns. In the follow-
ing chapter, Peltzer draws a vivid portrait of the life of William of
Normandy, from his precarious minority to the duke’s consolidation
of his position as the most powerful figure in north-western France.
a short chapter on Harold’s excursion to Normandy offers a reading
of events grounded firmly in german historiography and as such is
of particular interest to an english audience. Peltzer views the events
through the lens of symbolic communication, which enables a
sophisticated reading of conflicting Norman and english reports of
the affair. Further chapters follow covering relations within the
godwin family, particularly Harold and tostig’s tumultuous frater-
nal relationship, and describing William’s preparations for the inva-
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sion of england. In a final chapter before the three battles of 1066 take
centre stage, Peltzer provides a fascinating narrative of the life of
Harald Hardrada, whose exploits in kiev and Constantinople extend
the story well beyond the grey skies of the english Channel and the
North Sea.

as historians of the Conquest well know, extracting an uncon-
tested and straightforward narrative of the events of 1066, and par-
ticularly the Battle of Hastings, from the myriad competing and con-
flicting contemporary accounts is no easy task. Both Peltzer and
Waßenhoven provide lucidly written accounts of the battles of
Fulford gate, Stamford Bridge, and Hastings, while gently leading
the reader through the problems and possibilities of the various
medieval witnesses to these events. Peltzer carefully constructs his
account of the Battle of Stamford Bridge on the shifting sands of the
medieval texts, from the cursory report of the anglo-Saxon
Chronicle, through the more decorative accounts of anglo-Norman
authors, to the later Scandinavian sagas, whose accounts most prob-
ably reflect the realities of warfare around 1200 rather than those of
1066 itself. In his account of the Battle of Hastings, Waßenhoven like-
wise informs the reader of divergent details found in different
sources. In some instances, he goes beyond merely noting such dis-
parities and considers the purpose of the inclusion of details within
the texts themselves. this is the case, for example, where he discusses
the unlikely assertion found in both William of Poitiers and the
Carmen de Hastingae Proelio that William and Harold exchanged
numerous messengers on the eve of the battle. Clear and comprehen-
sive analysis of the medieval sources is a strength of both Peltzer’s
and Waßenhoven’s narrative of the key events of 1066.

Both authors draw attention to William’s coronation at
Westminster on Christmas Day 1066. Peltzer devotes a short chapter
to this event pointing to the importance of this multilingual inaugu-
ration, with its imperial pretentions, to consolidating William’s new
and elevated position as a ruler over multiple peoples. that the use
of more than one language at the acclamation precipitated panic and
violence, when the guards stationed outside Westminster abbey mis-
took the shouts as signs of trouble, is indicative of the fact that
William’s coronation did not mark the conclusion of his conquest.
accordingly, resistance to the Norman monarch’s rule is discussed
by both Peltzer and Waßenhoven. Waßenhoven focuses on the
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decade after the Conquest, in which uprisings broke out in the Welsh
borders, Devon, Northumbria, and east anglia, where resistance
centred on ely. In his discussion of the figure of Hereward, who
escaped from ely before William crushed the rebels gathered there,
Waßenhoven once again brings the medieval sources into focus. His
chapter on resistance to William’s rule concludes with the 1076 rebel-
lion ‘of the three earls’. that the earls in question were an english -
man, an anglo-Breton, and a Norman shows that this uprising was
no simple rejection of Norman rule. Indeed, as Waßenhoven points
out, there was never any co-ordinated national anglo-Saxon resist-
ance, but a series of regional uprisings that remained isolated thanks
in no small part to William’s swift actions. Peltzer’s coverage contin-
ues until William’s death in 1087, which enables him to pay increased
attention to the continuing Danish threat and to that great monument
of Norman rule: the Domesday Book. Waßenhoven briefly discusses
this survey in a concise and well-constructed chapter entitled
‘legitimation and Interpretation’, in which he also tackles Norman
justifications of the Conquest.

the final chapters of both books are devoted to discussion of the
consequences of the Conquest. the authors are in almost complete
agreement on the main outcomes, as is reflected in the similarity of
their chapter titles and subtitles. Both Peltzer and Waßenhoven con-
sider the effect on land and people, particularly the almost complete
eclipsing of the anglo-Saxon elite, both lay and ecclesiastical, by
newcomers from Normandy. they also outline the architectural and
linguistic effects of the Conquest epitomized by the building of cas-
tles and cathedrals and the dominance of French as the language of
the royal court. Waßenhoven points to the difference in the linguistic
origins of words used to describe animals and their culinary mani-
festations (cow/beef; sheep/mutton; etc.) to draw a distinction
between anglo-Saxon producers and Norman consumers. this is an
indication that for those below the level of the elite, life continued
more or less as usual after the initial shocks of 1066 had subsided.
Peltzer argues that the Conquest, for the most part, accelerated
changes rather than initiating them—church reform, chivalry, and
romanesque architecture had already begun to cross the english
Channel before 1066.

In his introduction Peltzer explains to his intended german lay
audience that everyone who grows up in england grows up with
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1066. He draws a comparison with german knowledge of the events
of 1077, when Henry Iv sought the forgiveness of Pope gregory vII
at Canossa. In german scholarship ‘Canossa’, while the dramatic
meeting itself still excites attention, has come to stand for a whole
process of change across the second half of the eleventh century.4
Both Peltzer and Waßenhoven present the events of 1066 as momen-
tous in themselves, but also as indicative of broader currents of
change sweeping across the continent. Hastings and Canossa are
thus not merely events of national interest, but of european impor-
tance. this reviewer grew up with 1066, a momentous year in ‘our
Island Story’, whose european significance was rarely alluded to.5
these two books, written by historians who grew up outside this
insular tradition, present 1066 as of intrinsic interest and relevance to
their continental lay audience. While Waßenhoven provides a whis-
tle-stop tour and Peltzer a more leisurely exploration, both authors
deploy their knowledge of medieval and modern historiographies to
guide the reader through the events, interpretations, and conse-
quences of the Conquest with clarity and verve.

4 See e.g. Stefan Weinfurter, ‘Canossa als Chiffre: von den Möglichkeiten his-
torischen Deutens’, in Wolfgang Hasberg and Hermann-Josef Scheidgen
(eds.), Canossa: Aspekte einer Wende (regensburg, 2012), 124–40.
5 H. e. Marshall, Our Island Story: A Child’s History of England (london, 1905).
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