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Twelfth Medieval History Seminar. Workshop organized by the 
German Histor ical Insti tute London and supported by the German 
Histor ical In sti tute Washing ton DC, held online on 30 September–2 
October 2021. Con veners: Stephan Bruhn (GHIL), Paul Freed man 
(Yale Uni versity), Fiona Griffiths (Stan ford Uni versity), Bern hard 
Jussen (Goethe University Frank furt am Main), Simon MacLean (Uni
versity of St Andrews), Marcus Meer (GHIL), Len Scales (Durham 
Uni versity), Dorothea Weltecke (Humboldt University of Berlin).

Now in its twelfth iteration, the biennial Medieval His tory Sem inar 
(MHS) has become an estab lished plat form for post graduate stu
dents to pre sent and dis cuss on going re search pro jects on the Middle 
Ages with dis tinguished medieval ists as well as their peers. It has 
also become a cher ished trad ition of the German Histor ical Insti tutes 
in London and Washington; how ever, the Covid19 pan demic has 
forced many trad itional events to be post poned or adapted, and the 
Medi eval His tory Sem inar was no ex ception.

While in previous years post graduates from uni versities in the 
UK, Ire land, Ger many, and North Amer ica met at the GHIL in 
person, inter national travel remains riddled with hur dles, and so in 
2021 an online format for the MHS proved in evit able. Of course, the 
social aspects of inperson events, which are gener ally as enjoy able 
as they are con struct ive, can only be im perfectly imi tated by virtual 
coffee and tea breaks; but thanks to the at tendees’ ex emplary discip
line, the aca demic parts of the sem inar proved to be as product ive 
as ever.

Ph.D. students and earlycareer scholars were invited to circu late 
short essays in antici pation of the sem inar, and also asked to pre pare 
and pre sent more de tailed com men taries on two of their peers’ papers 
at the work shop. These com men taries kicked off the dis cussion of each 
essay among the at tendees and were aug mented by ques tions from 
the con veners, who chaired the ses sions of the sem inar. This year’s 
con veners were Fiona Griffiths, Dorothea Weltecke, Len Scales, Paul 
Freedman, Simon MacLean, and Bernhard Jussen, whose familiarity 
with both German and Englishspeaking aca demia was essen tial to 
an other key feature of the MHS: its bi lingual con ception en courages 
partici pants to hone their skills in each other’s lan guages, navi gating 
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the advan tages and dis advantages of German idio syncrasies and Eng
lish concise ness.

The attendees’ impressive linguistic skills in lan guages from Cas
tilian to Hebrew cer tainly added to the al ready disciplin arily di verse 
lineup of the sem inar, with con tribu tions from legal, social and eco
nomic, urban, re ligious, and cul tural history, as well as con sider able 
expert ise in ad jacent discip lines, in cluding Latin phil ology. This 
allowed partici pants to pay close atten tion to the mi nutiae of trans
lating tricky terms, as the first ses sion im pressively demon strated. 
Vedran Sulovsky (Uni versity of Cam bridge) con sidered the con secra
tion date of the Marien kirche in Aachen. Look ing closely at extant 
sources, in cluding those con cerned with local lit urgy, he sug gested 
that the church was in fact dedi cated on 17 July 802 and en dowed 
with relics of Sts Speratus, Cyp rian, and Panta leon, which, he argued, 
had been sent by the Abbasid rulers in Car thage. The year 802 also 
fea tured in the essay by Grigorii Borisov (Uni versity of Tübingen), al
though his inter est in the re ception of Carolin gian legal writing went 
far beyond the early medi eval period. Moving back wards from the 
anti quarian inter ests of human ist Johannes Herold in the six teenth 
cen tury, Borisov ana lysed the histor ical interpret ation of early medi
eval leges in the case of the Lex Thuringorum during the reign of Abbot 
Bovo III (942–8) of Corvey Abbey and the com position of the Lex 
Frisionum in Charle magne’s time.

The second session saw a chronological leap away from the early 
Middle Ages, while thematic ally it turned to wards ques tions of daily 
life, albeit in two differ ent in sti tutional con texts. Lena Liznerski (Uni
versity of Mann heim) re minded partici pants of the chal lenging but 
prom ising re search tech nique of ac quiring quantita tive data from 
qualita tive sources. Tax decrees and guild ordin ances, for ex ample, 
can be made to answer ques tions of eco nomic his tory, as Liznerski’s 
ana lysis of the regu lation con cern ing bread prices in late medi eval 
Speyer demon strated. Re construction from frag mentary in for mation 
as the histor ian’s task also formed the sub ject of the essay by Emma 
Gabe (Uni versity of Toronto), who at tempted to under stand the daily 
rou tine of lay sisters in the fifteenthcentury Obser vant Domin ican 
Katharinen kloster of Nurem berg. Eventu ally, Gabe argued, differ
ences in the lay sisters’ rou tine under lined differ en tiation from the 
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choir nuns: both shared spaces, but the second ary status of the lay 
sisters within the con vent was per petually reinforced.

The theme of differentiation continued in the third session, where 
the essay by Maria Seidel (Heidel berg Center for Jewish Stud ies) 
on the will—writ ten in Hebrew—of Judah ben Asher (1270–1349) 
care fully ex cavated this emi grant’s desire to recon cile pre serv ing in
herited cus toms with em bracing his family’s adopted home on the 
Iber ian Pen insula. That the close in vesti gation of phys ical manu
scripts and their trans mission his tory offers mani fold in sights for 
social and cul tural his tory was also shown by the second essay of 
this ses sion: Chris tian Schweizer (Trin ity Col lege Dublin) once again 
put the spot light on the early medi eval period, ana lysing Dicuil’s 
Liber de astro nomia (c.814–18) as a source for Carolin gian court life 
during the reign of Louis the Pious, as well as for the intel lectual 
(and specific ally com putistic) inter ests of the Carolin gian cor rectio 
(rather than re naissance).

Uses and reuses of written texts also inspired the first essay of 
the fourth ses sion, sub mitted by Hanna Nüllen (Martin Luther Uni
versity HalleWittenberg), who works on the regis ters or cus tumals 
(Stadt bücher) of German towns. Their compil ation, Nüllen showed, 
com mitted oral in for mation to the writ ten word and thus not only 
test ifies to the intensifi cation of writing in urban adminis tration in the 
later Middle Ages, but also speaks to the for mation of urban soci ety 
as a legal com munity (Rechts gemeinschaft). Both aspects were, ultim
ately, a matter for elites, and urban elites again took centre stage 
in the second essay of the ses sion. Matthew Coulter (Uni versity of 
Cam bridge) intro duced his audi ence to the strat egies of polit ical com
muni cation em ployed by Saxon towns in their relation ships with 
the Hun garian royal court, where per sonal con nections to the king 
and royal of ficials proved a cru cial con dition for the towns’ abil ity to 
pursue their aims and pro tect their inter ests.

If the essays had so far oscillated between the early and late medi
eval periods, in the fifth ses sion the High Middle Ages re ceived their 
due atten tion. Monja Schüne mann (Hum boldt Uni versity of Berlin) 
argued that refer ences to weather in accounts of the ‘Catas trophe of 
Rome’ in 1167, which saw Fred erick Barba rossa’s Ital ian am bitions 
scup pered by a devas tating dis ease, ought to be re considered as a 
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phenom enon of per ceptional his tory (Vorstellungs geschichte)—one 
that estab lished ideal ized attri butes of medi eval rulers and aided in 
the cre ation of social co hesion at the same time. Matthew Clay ton 
(Durham Uni versity) turned to a differ ent topos of medi eval litera
ture by in vesti gating represen tations of Julius Caesar in works such 
as William of Poitiers’s Gesta Guillelmi and the Middle High German 
Anno lied, where the Roman em peror emerges as a common de nomin
ator of cultur ally shared ideas about just ice.

The sixth and final session provided further close read ings 
of source texts in the field of re ligion, with the essay by Thomas 
Kaal (Goethe Uni versity Frank furt am Main) ques tion ing pre vious 
interpret ations of the late medi eval Cas tilian ex pression nada que 
nascer e morir as an indi cation of re ligious scepti cism. Instead, Kaal 
showed the origin ally much broader sem antic basis of the ex pression 
and traced it as it grad ually nar rowed in mean ing and entered dis
courses about re ligious de viance. Return ing to Germanspeaking 
areas one last time, the con tribu tion by Laura Moncion (Uni versity 
of Toronto) sought to under stand the role of obedi ence for female 
re cluses in towns. Monas tic rules, saintly vitae, and other sources, 
Moncion showed, articu lated obedi ence as a con cept that com muni
cated not the sub jugation of re ligious men and women, but their 
spirit ual author ity.

Given the disciplinary, thematic, chrono logical, and geo graphical 
breadth of the con tribu tions dis cussed over the three days of the sem
inar, a con cluding sum mary can only iden tify broader shared aspects. 
One that stands out is the productiv ity of de tailed de constructions 
of texts and indepth ana lysis of their pro lifer ation. As the at tendees’ 
essays and com ments have shown, these remain two of the key tools 
of any medieval ist, and they are sharp ened—and by no means re
placed—by the method ological atten tion (rightly) paid to visual and 
ma terial cul ture.

Finally, there was undoubtedly something stimu lating about the 
sem inar’s wideranging mix of con tribu tions. This point was also 
em phasized at the end of the three days by Bern hard Jussen, who 
joined the Medi eval His tory Sem inar for the last time as his term as 
con vener came to an end, as did Paul Free man’s. We are most grate
ful for their expert ise and en thusi asm over eight years of the MHS 
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and hope to see them in London again soon. And the same applies 
to all partici pants who were not able to meet us in person in 2021, 
but whose readi ness to join us in this online format we immensely 
appreciated.

MarCus Meer (Ghil)
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