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INGRID REMBOLD, Conquest and Christianization: Saxony and the
Caro  lingian World, 772–888, Cambridge Studies in Medieval Life and
Thought, Fourth Series, 108 (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2018), xviii +277 pp. ISBN 978 1 107 19621 6. £75.00

This book is based on the author’s Cambridge Ph.D. thesis, which
was supervised by Rosamond McKitterick and submitted in 2014.
The author, Ingrid Rembold, is now a Junior Research Fellow at
Hertford College, Oxford, but following her Ph.D. submission, she
obtained postdoctoral funding from the German Academic Exchange
Service (DAAD) to carry out research at the Georg August Uni -
versity, Göttingen. It is important to mention this because it is clear
that Rembold’s work has benefited immensely from her postdoctor-
al studies; in contrast with other English publications in the field, her
book shows not only an awareness but a profound and critical grasp
of relevant research published in German, with which she is fully up
to date. The bibliography alone (pp. 245–73) is ample proof of the
author’s intensive engagement with the literature, as are her thor-
ough footnotes, which number nearly a thousand. Indeed, sometimes
one can have too much of a good thing; this reviewer feels that it was
not really necessary, for example, for the author to list so many of
Hedwig Röckelein’s publications in footnote 123, only to repeat them
all again in the bibliography (pp. 268–9).
The author correctly notes at the beginning of the study that ‘Sax -

ony represents an important test case for the nature of Christian -
ization and Christian reform in the early medieval world’ (p. 3). This
is the reason, of course, why so many historians have been interested
in this topic and why it is almost impossible to keep abreast of all the
relevant literature. Hence Rembold—and the reader—is aware of the
need for a new perspective: ‘With a fresh reading of a wide range of
Latin and Old Saxon sources, [this book] explores the manner in
which Saxony was incorporated into the Carolingian political order
and the Christian ecclesia’ (p. 4). In contrast to most studies to date,
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she argues that ‘the brutality of the Saxon wars did not preclude ac -
ceptance of Christianity and Carolingian rule’ (p. 4). Elegantly bring-
ing together political and ecclesiastical strands, she presents us with ‘a
case study of social transformation’ (p. 4). In a comprehensive intro -
duction (which in part refers to another publication by the author, cf.
p. 28, n. 100), she sets out why the process ‘by which Saxony was in -
corporated into the Carolingian Empire and the Christian church fol-
lowing its violent conquest by Charlemagne’ (p. 36) requires a re-
evaluation. And in attempting this ambitious goal, Rembold fully
succeeds. 
Part 1, ‘Politics of Conquest’, covers the Saxon wars (pp. 39–84)

and the Stellinga uprising (pp. 85–140). Chronologically speaking,
therefore, it actually goes beyond the time of the mission itself. But
through a close reading of the sources, Rembold is able to argue con-
vincingly that the uprising ‘was not the return to pagan observance’
that many have believed, especially as ‘Stellinga’s goals were more
modest than has previously been supposed, [and] so too were their
effects less pronounced’ (p. 139). Among these effects were clear
signs that ‘Saxon society became increasingly stratified, and literary
sources betray a much clearer demarcation of the orders of Saxony’
(p. 140).
Part 2, ‘Conversion and Christianization’, takes the form of a

detail ed source analysis addressing the topics ‘Founders and Pa trons’
(pp. 143–87) and ‘Religion and Society’ (pp. 188–242). Rem bold care-
fully traces the impressive creation of the Saxon dioceses (which are
listed and mapped on Map 2, p. x), an achievement which is un likely
to have been solely due to the wishes of Carolingian and Frankish
rulers: ‘These structures are the result of gradual development, made
possible above all by local support’ (p. 186). Rightly, Rembold de -
bunks the view that the introduction of Christianity and the estab-
lishment of its institutions was a violent act of colonialism; this may
have been the case when the mission first began, but does not ex -
plain, she thinks, the efforts made to embed the Christian faith and
the structures of its church among the Saxon people. Even if Saxon
authors claimed otherwise, Rembold argues that Carolingian rulers
did not play a leading role in developing Saxon ecclesiastical institu-
tions, although not everyone is likely to agree. The important point,
according to Rembold, is that ‘Saxon religious institutions were not
. . . the product of some top-down strategy. Rather, they developed



gradually and drew primarily upon local support, both in the form of
donations and of tithes’ (p. 187). It is therefore only logical that in
Part 2, the author addresses ‘Religion and Society’ as two sides of the
same coin. Given that by comparison with Carolingian Christianity,
Saxon Christianity could be idiosyncratic in some of its practices, the
author hopes to show the significance of local Christian identities,
leading to the conclusion that one might expect: ‘Saxon Christianity
was both different and the same. It was simultaneously a micro-
Christendom and a beacon of Christian universalism’ (p. 242).
Overall, Rembold’s study shows that the usual explanation

focused on a ‘top-down’ Christianization is inadequate. Instead, she
wants ‘to highlight the potential for similar diversity within Caro -
lingian Christianity and the structures that underpinned it’ (243).
Thus the Stellinga revolt, for example, was not, according to Rembold,
genuinely anti-Carolingian, but should rather be seen as an expres-
sion of regionalism within the imperial political order. The author
sums up: ‘Power was not delegated through institutions and officials
to be applied uniformly across the length and breadth of the empire;
rather, governance was predicated upon extant power relations and
local networks, and rulers relied upon local elites, and vice versa, for
the routine exercise of their power. The resultant picture of Caro -
lingian governance is one of regional diversity writ large’ (p. 243).
At all events, Rembold’s study is sure to play an important role in

future discussions about Saxons in the Carolingian world.
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