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GRISCHA VERCAMER, Hochmittelalterliche Herr schafts praxis im Spie gel 
der Ge schichts schreib ung: Vor stell ungen von ‘guter’ und ‘schlech ter’ Herr
schaft in Eng land, Polen und dem Reich im 12./13. Jahr hundert, Deutsches 
Histor isches In sti tut War schau, 37 (Wies baden: Harrassowitz, 2020), 
xii + 792 pp. ISBN 978 3 447 11354 0. €98.00

Grischa Vercamer’s revised habilitation thesis offers a meticu lously 
de tailed and intel lectually am bitious at tempt at com para tive his tory, 
ex ploring the represen tation of ruler ship by chron iclers in twelfth-
century Eng land, Poland, and the Holy Roman Empire. The choice of 
pol ities reflects Vercamer’s own career: a German, work ing in Poland, 
who stud ied in Edin burgh (though Scot land’s chron icles, as so often, 
lose out to the richer ma terials avail able fur ther south). Poland’s in-
clusion also re flects Vercamer’s observ ation that too often an Iron 
Cur tain per sists in the minds of medieval ists be tween Central and 
East ern Europe. Vercamer has clearly profited from his immersion 
in mul tiple na tional schol arly trad itions and the syn thesis he offers, 
along side the in triguing points of com parison, will cer tainly con trib-
ute to the kind of inter national schol arly ex change of which he is both 
advo cate and bene ficiary.

The introductory chapters take up a third of the text (ex cluding 
the appen dix). The intro duction sets out the topic and runs through 
theories of Herr schaft (rule), ritual, Vor stellungs geschichte (his tory of 
ideals and con cepts), narra tology, topoi, and vir tues. The second 
chap ter lists the cri teria by which Vercamer nar rowed down his 
selec tion of sources, pro vides a useful intro duction to each of the 
six chron icles ultim ately chosen, and ex plains why many other (at 
times, seem ingly more appro priate) works did not make the cut. 
For Eng land, Vercamer sel ected Wil liam of Malmes bury’s His toria 
Novella (c.1140) and Roger of Howden’s Chronica (1191–1202); for the 
Empire, Otto of Freising and Rahewin’s Gesta Frederici (1157–60) and 
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the His toria Welf orum (c.1170); and for Poland, Gallus Anonymous 
and Wincenty Kadłubek.

The third chapter sets out the general ruling struc tures which pre-
vailed in each pol ity. Here, Vercamer is juxta posing three realms that 
have rarely been com pared in any depth. In his words, he wished to 
com pare pol ities with as many differ ent ‘set tings’ as pos sible (p. 10, 
author’s ori ginal term). The dis cussion pro vided here of each realm’s 
pecu liar struc tural char acter istics acts as an import ant foun dation for 
his later ana lysis and is par ticu larly help ful given that readers are un-
likely to be equally versed in the his tory of each case study. Though 
allo cated to the intro ductory sec tion, this syn thesis of Eng lish, German, 
and Polish scholar ship is one of Vercamer’s most valu able con tribu-
tions and will pro vide food for thought for any histor ian inter ested in 
a com para tive ap proach. For England, Vercamer could have glanced 
at the simi lar list of fea tures com piled in John Maddi cott’s own im-
pressive dis cussion of Eng land and France.1

With chapter four we reach the weighty core of Vercamer’s ana-
lysis. Represen tations of ruler ship in the chron icles are categor ized 
accord ing to nine fields of activ ity: prince as judge; as adminis trator; as 
polit ician or diplo mat in ad visory situ ations; as legis lator; as represen-
tative of rule or staging of power; as fighter or army com mander; as a 
pious ruler (no tably the short est sec tion); and the habitus (habits and 
char acter) of the ruler. Vercamer briefly intro duces the second ary 
litera ture on each area of ruler ship and then pro ceeds through each 
activ ity, chron icle by chron icle. We thus re ceive, for ex ample, a dis-
cussion of the prince as legis lator in William of Malmes bury’s His toria 
Novella, and then an over all con clusion com  paring the prince as legis-
lator in all six chronicles. 

The fifth chapter explores the narrative strategies pursued by each 
chron icler, before exam ining the over all por trayal of ruler ship found 
in each indi vidual chron icle and its cor respond ence to the deeper 
polit ical struc tures and char acter istics of each realm. This time, we 
pro ceed author by author and a list of narra tive de vices is iden tified 
for each: William of Malmes bury, for ex ample, de ploys ver batim 

1 John R. Maddicott, The Origins of the English Parliament 924–1327 (Oxford, 
2010), esp. 376–452.
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speech, com parison, enact ment, sober de scrip tion, and retro spection; 
Roger of Howden, con cise de scrip tion, in sertion of docu ments, short 
inter jections, visions, and ex plicit inter ventions; Gallus Anonym ous, 
staging, meta phor, exagger ation, and lit eral speech; and so on. In three 
of the most import ant sub sections of the entire mono graph (5.2.3; 5.3.3; 
5.4.3), the two chron icles chosen to repre sent each realm are com pared 
to iden tify any ‘na tional’ peculiar ities. A very con cise chap ter six dis-
cusses the results and the advan tages of the ap proach de ployed. The 
con clusion is not comprehen sive, how ever, and readers should make 
use of the summar ies pro vided through out the ana lytical chap ters. 

Vercamer’s conclusions flow from a comprehen sive data base, com-
piled for the pro ject, through which the con tents of each chron icle were 
ana lysed, sub divided, and categor ized. The system atic ap proach, com-
bining qualita tive and quantita tive ana lysis, is novel, par ticu larly in 
the con text of trad itional scholar ship on the topic, which has tended to 
focus on a single chron icler, ruler, or king dom. The appen dix (which 
takes up 349 of the book’s 792 pages) is the fruit of Vercamer’s labor-
ious efforts, an im pressive com pend ium of 672 chron icle ex tracts and 
a valu able re source in its own right. Each pas sage is accom panied by a 
help ful sum mary and dis cussion which takes into ac count a con sider-
able volume of second ary litera ture. Through abbrevi ations, Vercamer 
also further cata logues the pas sages accord ing to whether the chron-
iclers made an ex plicit or im plicit inter vention; whether they did so 
from a first-person or neutral per spective; and whether the rulers (or 
their actions) are de scribed with praise, condem nation, or in differ ence. 
Qualita tive and quantita tive ana lysis are com bined here (as through out 
the main text), with percent ages given to show the atten tion paid by the 
chron icler to each field of activ ity. The result ing pie charts give a first, 
though per haps fleet ing, im pression of each chron icler’s priori ties.

Vercamer ultimately found notable similarities be tween the ‘bird’s 
eye view’ of the struc tural feat ures recog nized by modern histor ians 
and the ‘frog’s eye view’ pro vided by the chron iclers. The Eng lish 
authors (Roger of Howden espe cially) pre ferred to por tray the king 
as adminis trator. The over seas pos sessions of Eng lish kings always 
created the poten tial for con flict, and the expan sion of the adminis-
trative centre (London and West minster) is detect able in the course 
of the war between Stephen and Matilda. That Eng lish kings could 
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ruin rebel lious sub jects by finan cial and legal means is mirrored in 
the lack of atten tion paid to the prince as war rior (only 11 per cent, 
in Vercamer’s reckon ing, of either William’s or Roger’s pas sages 
on ruler ship). The spread of writing in Eng land, and com petition 
between chron iclers, results in a ‘matter-of-fact, sober narra tive style’, 
one of Vercamer’s key categor izing terms. Com pared to the Empire, 
the nobil ity re ceives little atten tion.2 Not all readers will find these 
paral lels be tween struc tural feat ures and con temporary views to be 
as ‘truly remark able’ (p. 297) as Vercamer. As he sug gests, the import-
ance of adminis trative ruler ship and of the ‘sober’ de script ive style 
will need to be veri fied by com parison with other authors. 

For Poland, Vercamer finds a contrast between Gallus Anonym-
ous and Wincenty Kadłubek in the import ance at tached to the prince 
as fighter (31 versus 13 per cent) and the ruler’s habitus (21 versus 13 
per cent). The differ ence, he argues, is rooted in each author’s respect-
ive histor ical con text. Bolesław III was sub jugating Pom erania while 
Gallus was writing, and the dis putes over suc cession chron icled by 
Kadłubek en tailed much dis cussion of each con tender’s vir tues and 
suit ability. In terms of the typ ically Polish elem ents, Kadłubek pre
sents Casimir II as an un finished prince with a weak ness for dice and 
feasts. Such vices had their up sides (affa bility; prox imity to one’s sub-
jects), but Polish princes were por trayed as under going a pro cess of 
cor rection. Grue some massa cres (Bolesław I’s attack on Kiev; Bolesław 
II’s in discrimin ate slaugh ter of preg nant women and the eld erly) are 
not con demned, but justi fied by both authors. The two chron iclers 
also wrote in a more elabor ate, meta phor ical, and the atrical style than 
their Eng lish or Ger man con temporaries. There are once again strong 
paral lels with the pre viously iden tified struc tural feat ures, al though 
urban, eco nomic, and cul tural change re ceived less atten tion.

2 For this point and other contrasts, see Nicholas Vincent, ‘Sources and 
Methods: Some Anglo-German Com parisons’, in Thorsten Huth welker, 
Jörg Peltzer, and Maximilian Wemhöner (eds.), Princely Rank in Late Medi
eval Europe: Trodden Paths and Prom ising Avenues (Ost fildern, 2011), 119–38; 
Timothy Reuter, ‘The Making of Eng land and Ger many, 850–1050: Points of 
Com parison and Differ ence’, in id., Medi eval Pol ities and Modern Mental ities, ed. 
Janet Nelson (Cam bridge, 2006), 284–99; and Björn Weiler, Kingship, Rebel lion 
and Polit ical Cul ture: Eng land and Ger many, c.1215–c.1250 (Basingstoke, 2007).
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For the Empire, with the Gesta Frederici and the Historia Welf orum, 
Vercamer finds in sufficient similar ities in his quantita tive ana lysis 
to iden tify a pecu liarly German con struct of ruler ship. As he recog-
nizes, the two sources are so differ ent that one would not expect an 
over lap (rais ing the ques tion as to whether the His toria was really the 
best choice). That both authors criti cized their respect ive princes less 
than authors in Eng land is striking. The im perial authors’ recog nition 
of the Empire’s struc tural feat ures varied. The spe cial pos ition of the 
em peror, his com petition with the papacy, and elect ive king ship all 
feat ure, though here one is sur prised to read that the ‘strong pos ition 
of the princes is natur ally down played by the Gesta Frederici’ (p. 339). 
The sheer size of the Empire; the strong pos ition of noble dyn asties, 
such as the Welfs; the prob lem of Italy; and the place of the minis teriales 
as a counter weight to the nobil ity can also be de tected. The Empire’s 
back ward ness, com pared to Eng land and France, and the con serva tive 
trad ition of the monas tic schools, do not feature.

More nuanced parallels and distinctions also emerge. Rulers were 
often con trasted to high light poor govern ance (Stephen and Robert 
of Gloucester by William of Malmes bury; Mieszko II and Casimir II 
as well as Bolesław II and Bolesław I by Gallus). Princes ap peared 
as war riors in Poland, but more often as strat egists and com manders 
in Eng land and Ger many. Polit ical pragma tism was re corded as the 
motive behind nearly all appar ently pious deeds. Other char acter-
istics (was it typ ical in Eng land for favour ably re garded rulers only to 
be criti cized upon their death?) re quire fur ther com parison. In a ‘con-
jured [ge zaubert]’ (p. 352) aside, Vercamer sug gests that some of the 
expect ations hinted at by his ana lysis may have sur vived to our own 
day. Vercamer con nects the trench ant crit icism of Eng lish chron iclers 
in the twelfth cen tury with the famous English habit of not taking 
one self too ser iously. With the por trayal of a re strained and ra tional 
Barba rossa acting through clear struc tures of author ity, Vercamer per-
ceives an in cipient German trust in author ity. He also ties the fact that 
Polish dukes were per mitted to err, pro vided they made amends, to a 
greater and more flex ible leni ency in modern Poland to wards polit ical 
trans gressions. Given the method ological rigour main tained by the 
author up to this point, readers are likely to for give such whim sical 
re flections, even if they do sound a dis cord ant note. 
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As is typical of a habilitation thesis, the author’s method ology 
is justi fied in detail. Socio logical, liter ary, and cul tural theories are 
dis cussed in depth (Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Max Weber, Karl Marx, 
Michael Mann, Michel Fou cault, and Hayden White all feature). The 
con clusions are un likely to sur prise: that Macht (power) and Herr
schaft were in separ able in the Middle Ages; that images of ruler ship 
re flected an author’s per sonal per spective as well as ‘na tional’ or re-
gional circum stances; and that good ruler ship was de fined in re lation 
to the four clas sical car dinal vir tues, their three Chris tian counter-
parts, and by a prince’s willing ness to submit to the clergy’s moral 
author ity. Vercamer in gen eral has spared no effort to guide the 
reader through his ap proach, offer ing a clear struc ture with a great 
many intro ductions, con clusions, and summar ies. He is up front, both 
when laying out his own thought pro cess while tackling such a daunt-
ing task and with re gard to the limit ations.

Inevitably, some avenues of research are left for others to pursue. 
Vercamer makes the case for the twelfth cen tury as the de cisive period 
in which to con duct his com parison. In par ticu lar, he sug gests that this 
was a time in which ideas of order were re assessed amid the expan sion 
of royal govern ment, the develop ment of Roman law, and a grow ing 
sense of indi vidual ity. Such a ‘wide-ranging bundle of inno vations’ 
(p. 9), Vercamer argues, surely trans formed how chron iclers judged 
their princes. The sug gestion is not new. In one of the few spe cific dis-
cussions of the represen tation of twelfth-century king ship, Karl Leyser 
sug gested (in a sur prising ab sence from Vercamer’s bibli ography) that 
the Anglo-Norman realm and Norman Sicily were par ticu larly rich 
sources of ‘in cisive business-like com ment on kings’ pre cisely be cause 
of the com para tively ad vanced growth of royal govern ment.3 The latter 
would indeed have made for an in triguing alter native case study. 
Yet with little dis cussion or ana lysis of por trayals of ruler ship before 
or after the twelfth cen tury, this is not a sub ject that can be pur sued 
in Vercamer’s book. John of Salis bury’s Poli craticus too is de scribed as 
‘extremely import ant’ (p. 29), as is the in flu ence of the Invest iture Con-
test, but neither are re ferred to again in any detail in the main ana lysis.

3 Karl Leyser, ‘Some Reflections on Twelfth-Century Kings and Kingship’, in 
id., Medieval Germany and its Neighbours 900–1250 (London, 1982), 241–67, at 249.
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Vercamer’s choice of chronicles can also be queried. To qual ify, the 
chron icler had to focus on ‘con temporary his tory’ (the likes of Geoffrey 
of Mon mouth, Geffrei Gaimar, the Kaiser chronik, and even William of 
Malmes bury’s Gesta Regum are hence ex cluded) and ob serve the ruler 
as an eye witness or through oral testi mony. Authors who re cycled 
earlier ma terial, or infor mation from other authors, need not apply. 
The author should also be well-dis posed to wards the ruling dyn asty, 
but with out deploy ing hagio graphical topoi. Though the reader will 
sym pathize with Vercamer’s predica ment and his need to just ify what 
must be, by neces sity, an arbi trary selec tion, the reason ing de ployed 
in chap ter two to ex clude other authors will raise a few eye brows. 
Eadmer of Canter bury is de scribed as ‘not con cerned with the royal 
house’ (p. 65), des pite the grow ing body of scholar ship on his atti tude 
to wards king ship.4 William of New burgh lived too far north, was too 
remote from court, and appar ently re corded events from too re gional 
a per spective. Henry of Hunting don loses out for having in sufficiently 
close con tacts to the royal court—yet as Vercamer notes else where, 
our best evi dence for William of Malmes bury’s own ex peri ence is 
his attend ance at the Coun cil of West minister in 1141. Com paring 
William, Otto of Freising, and Roger of Howden, the degree of royal 
familiar ity clearly varied, as did the length of each work. As Vercamer 
reminds us, the His toria Welf orum, the most sur prising choice, takes 
up only seven teen pages in the Monu menta Germaniae Histor ica folio 
edi tion, but in prin ciple re ceives the same degree of ana lysis as Roger 
of Howden’s lengthy Chronica. 

In general, Vercamer’s work provides an import ant re minder of 
the dif ficulty of bal ancing breadth and depth when making histor ical 
com parisons. Marc Bloch, the most famous advo cate of this ap proach, 
is rightly in voked in the book’s fore word, along side the amusing 
anec dote that, having been ad vised by Bernd Schneid müller to ‘think 
big’ (p. ix), Vercamer ini tially con sidered com paring six pol ities. That 
we are ultim ately left with six chron icles in stead in evit ably dimin-
ishes some of the force of Vercamer’s con clusions. Though Bloch is 

4 Mark Philpott, ‘Eadmer, his Archbishops and the English State’, in John R. 
Maddicott and David M. Palliser (eds.), The Medieval State: Essays Pre sented to 
James Campbell (London, 2000), 93–107; Sally Vaughn, Anselm of Bec and Robert of 
Meulan: The Innocence of the Dove and the Wisdom of the Serpent (Berkeley, 1987).
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again refer enced to just ify the selec tion of at least three realms as the 
foun dation for com parison, the choice of just two, with more ma terial, 
might have pro vided a more secure beach head from which future 
com para tive forays could then have been at tempted. Yet to judge 
this volume only by the con clusions result ing from the na tional com-
parison would be to mis take Vercamer’s inten tion. This is very much 
a pilot study with a uniquely system atic ap proach, one that does not 
simply engage in ‘eclectic ally pick ing and choosing the most beauti-
ful source pas sages’ (p. 55), but assesses each chron icler in the round. 
This at tempt to ‘weigh up’ the expect ations of indi vidual authors does 
pro vide a new way to dis tinguish the typ ical from the spe cific in the 
polit ical cul ture of mul tiple realms and periods. Whether or not future 
schol ars follow the par ticular ities of Vercamer’s ap proach, they will 
still gain much from this dili gent navi gation of the chal lenges posed 
by com para tive history.

RYAN KEMP completed a Ph.D. in medieval history at Aberystwyth 
Uni versity and is cur rently a Visit ing Re searcher at the Uni versity 
of Bonn. His pro ject there exam ines how critics of royal power were 
repre sented in high medi eval Europe. His pri mary re search inter ests 
lie in the polit ical cul ture of the High Middle Ages, par ticu larly the 
study of king ship, the episco pate, and the ideals and prac tice of polit-
ical crit icism.
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