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Globality is in vogue. The fact that this impression holds true not 
only for our modern world, but also for discourses in histori ography, 
is attested by the multi tude of publi cations relating in one way or 
an other to the field of world his tory. While earlier discourse was pre-
occupied with the question of whether such a global perspective was a 
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‘Chimera or Necessity’,1 the debate has since turned in numer ous other 
di rections, taking in termino logical aspects as well as the ques tion 
of whether sup posedly well-established period izations dis tinguish-
ing, from a mainly Euro centric per spective, be tween ‘an tiquity’, the 
‘Middle Ages’, and an ‘early modern age’ should be re assessed.2 Even 
though schol arly debates on such ques tions are still in full swing, there 
is an aca demic con sensus that human inter actions in the so-called 
‘Middle Ages’ were in no way con fined to local re lations between 
kings, nobles, clerics, and other parts of primar ily Euro pean societies. 
Rather, these groups often en gaged in far-reaching and com plex net-
works connect ing not only Europe and the medi eval Medi terra nean, 
but large parts of Africa, Eur asia, and East Asia as well. These net-
works can only be under stood properly if they are studied from a 
more flex ible, bal anced, and non-Eurocentric per spective, taking into 
ac count that the part ners inter act ing with Euro pean pro tagon ists 
them selves took part in com plex systems of com muni cation and ex-
change with other parts of the world, in which Europe was merely on 
the per iphery. But what exactly can be con sidered ‘global’ in the medi-
eval millen nium, and when can it be attested at the earliest? Scholars 
tend to answer such ques tions, if at all, rather di versely. While the 
over all develop ment of this field of re search is far too com plex to be 
treated in brief, this review article seeks to pre sent and com pare four 
recent publi cations that are equally am bitious in their ap proaches and 
that re ceived con sider able pub licity. How do their find ings con trib ute 
to our per ception of the con cept of the global Middle Ages?

Johannes Preiser-Kapeller’s mono graph Jenseits von Rom und Karl 
dem Großen was pub lished in 2018 and has re ceived quite a number 
of reviews—mostly in German, but also in Italian, English, and other 
lan guages.3 During his early career, Preiser-Kapeller focused mainly on 
1 See the call for papers for a workshop headlined ‘World History Today—
Chimera or Necessity’, held in Leipzig on 12–14. Feb. 1998, H-Soz-Kult, 7 
Jan. 1998, at [http://www.hsozkult.de/event/id/event-51100], accessed 13 
Nov. 2021.
2 Cf. Tillmann Lohse, ‘Review Symposium zu J. Preiser-Kapeller, Jenseits 
von Rom und Karl dem Großen’, H-Soz-Kult, 25 Mar. 2019, at [http://www.
hsozkult.de/text/id/texte-4703], accessed 13 Nov. 2021.
3 An overview can be found at [http://www.univie.ac.at/VSIG/site/ 
2018/02/jenseits-von-rom-und-karl-dem-grosen], accessed 13 Nov. 2021.
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Byzantine history, but he has sub sequently engaged with wider topics 
such as en viron mental and cli mate his tory, as well as global his tory. 
Per tain ing mainly to the latter field, Jenseits von Rom con cen trates on 
the so-called ‘long late an tiquity’, a rela tively new re search con cept 
com prising the period be tween around 200 and 900 cE. Accord ing 
to the author, these cen turies have for a long time been per ceived, at 
least from a West ern Euro pean or Medi terra nean per spective, mainly 
as a period in which the polit ical and eco nomic net works main tained 
under Roman rule fell apart almost entirely. In con trast to this view, 
Preiser-Kapeller aims to switch the centre of atten tion from Europe to 
the east ern Medi terra nean, East Africa, the Near East, the Indian sub-
continent, and Cen tral and East Asia. In these parts of the world, the 
third to sev enth cen turies cE also wit nessed the collapse of sev eral 
major empires, but these were re placed by new and some times even 
larger ‘im perial for mations’ (p. 13). In this ‘Afro-Eurasian late an tiquity’ 
(p. 14), the author dis cerns global entangle ments be tween polit ical and 
eco nomic centres and aims to con trast their dy namics with the so-called 
‘Dark Ages’ in West ern Europe before the Euro pean expansion.

In his short and rather anecdotal intro duction, Preiser-Kapeller de-
scribes his book as a series of six ‘global histor ical sketches’ (p. 10) 
rather than a study as com prehen sive as Michael McCormick’s Origins 
of the Euro pean Econ omy, for ex ample.4 In con trast to this under state-
ment, these ‘sketches’ or chap ters, roughly equal in length and based 
on both pri mary sources and re search litera ture, open up a truly 
exten sive pano rama of count less events and develop ments centred 
on sev eral core topics. In this con text, a de tailed index of names and 
places would have been very help ful, al though ten rather plain maps 
pro vide some (at least elementary) orientation.5

The first chapter focuses on political develop ments on the macro 
level, which the author pre sents as ‘rhythms of imperial formations’ 
(p. 13). These rhythms, marked by the for mation and de cline of larger 

4 Michael McCormick, Origins of the European Economy: Communications and 
Commerce, AD 300–900 (Cambridge, 2001).
5 This has also been criticized by Arnaldo Marcone, ‘Review of: Johannes 
Preiser-Kapeller, Jenseits von Rom und Karl dem Großen’, Sehepunkte, 19/2 
(2019), 15 Feb. 2019, at [http://www.sehepunkte.de/2019/02/32061.html], 
accessed 13 Nov. 2021.
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polit ical entities, are traced in more or less chrono logical order from 
around 500 BcE to 900 cE. Although the sheer quan tity of develop ments 
is neces sarily re duced to major out lines, a number of sub headings serve 
as a guide through the wider trends dis cerned by the author, such as 
‘the crisis of the “old” empires’ (p. 18), the rise of ‘new super powers’ 
(p. 38), and the ‘decay’ of empires in the ninth cen tury (p. 57). The 
second chapter delves into the com plex re lations be tween the differ ent 
polit ical en tities, tracing diplo matic inter actions and rival ries. An other 
import ant topic is the ques tion of mobil ity and com petition between 
elites within a single polit ical entity, which the author pre sents via the 
ex amples of China, the early Is lamic Caliph ate, and the South Cau casus. 
In the third chap ter, Preiser-Kapeller studies pro cesses of ex change 
within the re ligious sphere, focus ing on the spread of Buddhism, the 
persist ence and expan sion of Chris tianity, and their respect ive re per-
cussions on polit ical develop ments.

The fourth chapter then leaves the political-religious elites to 
exam ine social groups on lower levels, tracing mobil ity and ex change 
among mer chants, artists, arti sans, enslaved people, and others. Chap-
ter five goes even fur ther by focus ing on the ‘mobil ity’ of animals and 
plants, who were in volun tary partici pants in com mercial and diplo-
matic ex change be tween differ ent world regions and cul tures. The 
eco logical con sequences of these man-made changes con nect this 
chap ter to the last the matic sec tion, which deals with the impact of 
cli matic con ditions on polit ical and socio-economic develop ments.

In a short conclusion, Preiser-Kapeller summarizes the main points 
of his study: the phenom enon of global entangle ment in the ‘long 
late an tiquity’ can be per ceived as over lap ping and inter dependent 
net works ‘be tween places, per sons, and objects’ (p. 251). These net-
works sur vived the dis inte gration of the West ern Roman Empire in 
the fifth cen tury and became more com plex over time. In other world 
regions too, empires col lapsed. How ever, these were re placed by 
even bigger for mations such as the Is lamic Caliph ate in the west and 
the Tang Empire in the east, to name but two. Al though these new 
powers were by no means as inter dependent as the parts of the former 
Roman Empire, they were con nected through over lap ping and com-
plex net works of which the post-Roman west was a part as well. Yet 
rulers like Charle magne or the popes in Rome who claimed con trol 
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over this post-Roman west stood not at the centre of a much larger 
Afro-Eurasian system, but merely at its per iphery—a situ ation which 
per sisted until the Industrial Revolution around 1800.6

Although some of the count less pro cesses and events touched 
upon may have de served a more de tailed and crit ical ana lysis based 
on the pri mary sources avail able, Jenseits von Rom is a remark able 
syn thesis which con trib utes to sev eral historio graphical trends be-
cause it picks up the con cept of the ‘long late antiquity’ and extends it 
impres sively to an Afro-Eurasian con text, in clud ing find ings from the 
nat ural sci ences as well.7 This broad scope almost neces sarily entails 
com plex prob lems, like the ques tion of the extent to which we can 
really apply a period like the ‘long late an tiquity’ to East and South-
East Asia,8 or whether im perial power was as cru cial to the pro cesses 
of en tangle ment as sug gest ed.9 In other re sponses to Preiser-Kapeller’s 
con clusions, it has further more been argued that the post-Roman west 
might not have been as per ipheral as the author sug gests to his Afro-
Eurasian system, which he studies from a rather eastern-oriented 
per spective.10 Never theless, Preiser-Kapeller’s study is worth read ing, 
not only because of its impres sive scope and ap proach, but also due 
to its style, through which the author makes his find ings access ible to 
aca demics, stu dents, and en thusiasts alike.

Another book not unlike Preiser-Kapeller’s has recently been 
pub lished by the Ameri can scholar Valerie Hansen. Origin ally a 
sinologist, Hansen has also worked on the his tory of the Silk Road and 

6 On the concept of the so-called ‘Great Divergence’, cf. e.g. Leonid Grinin 
and Andrey Korotayev, Great Divergence and Great Convergence: A Global Per
spective (Cham, 2015).
7 Cf. the reviews by Mischa Meier, Historische Zeitschrift, 309/2 (2019), 470–2; 
by Wolfram Drews, Das Mittelalter, 25/2 (2020), 450–2; and by Lutz Berger in 
the afore mentioned Review Symposium on H-Soz-Kult, 3 Apr. 2019, at [http://
www.hsozkult.de/publicationreview/id/reb-27510], accessed 13 Nov. 2021.
8 This question has already been addressed in the negative critique by Marcus 
Bingenheimer in the Review Symposium on H-Soz-Kult, 4 Apr. 2019, at [http://
www.hsozkult.de/publicationreview/id/reb-27512], accessed 13 Nov. 2021.
9 This has been pointed out in the review by Philipp Winterhager, English 
Historical Review, 134 (2019), 943–5.
10 Stefan Esders in the Review Symposium on H-Soz-Kult, 5 Apr. 2019, at [http://
www.hsozkult.de/publicationreview/id/reb-27511], accessed 13 Nov. 2021.
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of global ization. Her study The Year 1000: When Ex plorers Con nected 
the World―and Global ization Began (trans lated into German as Das 
Jahr 1000: Als die Global isier ung begann) has like wise re ceived mixed 
reviews. She takes a differ ent ap proach to Preiser-Kapeller, one that is 
narrower in time but wider in space. Her study aims to demon strate 
that the year 1000 (or rather the cen turies around it) marked the begin-
ning of global ization, origin ating not in Europe, but in the Amer icas, 
Africa, and Asia, which in that period began to be con nected by a 
global system of ‘path ways’.

After a pro logue con tain ing sev eral short anec dotes that illus trate 
the main con cerns of the book, the reader is pre sented with eight chap-
ters of more or less equal length. The first of these serves as a more 
com prehen sive intro duction, pro viding an over view of the world in 
(or rather, around) the year 1000 and touch ing on many of the topics 
ad dressed in more detail later on. After that, Hansen delves into spe-
cific themes. In chapter two, she traces the Viking exped itions into the 
North Atlan tic as well as their settle ments in New found land and pos-
sibly New Eng land, both of which are gen erally dated to the elev enth 
cen tury. The third chap ter follows up by dis cuss ing the possi bility of 
fur ther Viking voy ages as far south as Chichén Itzá in modern-day 
Mexico, essen tially rely ing on Mayan wall paint ings de pict ing fair-
haired cap tives and ships re sembling Viking trad itions.

In the fourth chapter, Hansen leaves the Americas for North-
Eastern Europe, where the empire of the Kievan Rus reached its 
great est extent in the mid elev enth cen tury and served as an inter-
mediary be tween Byzan tium, Cen tral Asia, and North ern Europe. 
Hansen focuses mainly on re ligion and the econ omy, citing the intro-
duction of Ortho dox Chris tianity and of silver coin age as her main 
ex amples. Chap ter five takes the reader south to the Near East and 
North Africa. Here too, Hansen focuses mainly on eco nomic aspects, 
high light ing the signifi cance of these regions in supply ing large parts 
of the ‘Old World’ with enslaved people and gold. 

In the next section, Hansen gradually moves her per spective to-
wards the east. Chapter six deals with North and Central Asia, which 
are treated from differ ent angles. Besides the import ance of trade net-
works and their depend ence on polit ical con ditions, the author stresses 
the signifi cance of the re ligious sphere, with Bud dhism and Islam 
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eventu ally div iding Cen tral Asia into two parts. Chap ter seven takes 
a two-pronged ap proach by con cen trating first on the human settle-
ment of Oceania and then on South Asia, where the main develop ments 
are once again exam ined from eco nomic, re ligious, and polit ical per-
spectives. The last chap ter takes Hansen to her main field of re search: 
thanks to her expert ise in Chin ese his tory, she is able to pre sent this 
‘most global ized place in the world’ (p. 261) in much more detail, draw-
ing on a wide range of sources and broaden ing the chrono logical and 
the matic scope con sider ably. In place of a sum mary, Hansen con cludes 
her book with an epi logue con sist ing mainly of fur ther loosely con-
nected anec dotes, from which she draws rather vague general izations 
on al leged paral lels be tween the pro cesses of global ization ob served in 
her book and the chal lenges of the modern world.

All in all, Hansen’s study may be criticized on similar grounds to 
Preiser-Kapeller’s. Due to her im mense geo graphical and the matic 
scope, it is almost in evit able that she treats most topics in only a cur-
sory manner, even though the number of maps and the decent index 
are cer tainly help ful for the reader. Espe cially when delv ing into topics 
outside her main re search areas, Hansen re frains from draw ing on pri-
mary sources and in stead chooses to rely almost en tirely on second ary 
litera ture. While this is com pletely under stand able, it cannot be denied 
that cer tain phenom ena, espe cially in the event ful history of the Near 
East and South Asia, are simply too com plex to be dealt with in a few 
pages and without refer ence to at least the main schol arly de bates. 
In a number of cases, it is ob vious that Hansen drew her infor mation 
from a hand ful of studies or some times just one work, some of which 
have been super seded by more recent con tri butions. In add ition, many 
earlier works on the global Middle Ages remain virtu ally un mentioned. 
Finally, the book lacks a com prehen sive bibli ography, and readers have 
to rely instead on the infor mation pro vided in the (delib erately) sparse 
foot notes, along with a selec tion of titles for further reading. 

Some reviewers have also rightly ques tioned whether the brief 
Viking exped itions to the Amer icas can be con sidered to have made 
as much of a con tri bution to medi eval global ization as the highly 
com plex and re sili ent polit ical, re ligious, diplo matic, and eco nomic 
net works of the Eur asian con tinent, which were by no means confined 
to the decades around the year 1000, but pre dated this arti ficial turn ing 
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point by sev eral cen turies. Taking this into ac count, it is question able 
whether global ization really began with the second millen nium cE.11 
How ever, apart from these con cerns, which might be largely con fined 
to aca demic circles, The Year 1000 / Das Jahr 1000 must be praised for 
open ing up an im mense pano rama of fascin ating phenom ena to inter-
ested readers, who will cer tainly profit from the author’s clear and 
vivid style of writing.

Besides these and other monographs, collaborative pro jects have 
also studied the global Middle Ages. Build ing on the re search net-
work ‘De fining the Global Middle Ages’ (Uni versities of Oxford, 
Birming ham, and New castle, 2012–15), in 2018 British scholars Cath-
erine Holmes and Naomi Standen pub lished a sup plement to the 
jour nal Past & Present entitled The Global Middle Ages, in which they 
gathered contri butions by histor ians and archae ologists special izing 
in the his tory of Africa, the Amer icas, and Eur asia. In con trast to the 
mono graphs by Preiser-Kapeller and Hansen, this col lection takes a 
sophisti cated ap proach aimed at aca demic readers rather than the 
gen eral public, as the editors’ intro duction makes clear. Like wise 
con vinced that the origins of global ization pre ceded the age of Euro-
pean voyages of dis covery, the volume’s con tribu tors focus on aspects 
of ‘be haviour and inter action on a global scale in the millen nium 
before 1500’ (p. 1). How ever, they ex plicitly re frain from estab lish-
ing arti ficial ana logies and links between the medi eval period and the 
global ization pro cesses of other cen turies. In stead, the global Middle 
Ages are pre sented as a ‘a period of dy namic change and ex peri ment 
when no single part of the world achieved hege monic status’ (p. 2), 
and its ‘dis tinct ive char acter istics’ (p. 3) are brought to the fore.

Focusing on a broad variety of ex amples from all over the world, the 
volume’s ten articles address gen eral phenom ena which are more or 
less cen tral to human inter actions. The con trib ution by Mark Whittow 
pre sents pos sible explan ations for the ratio of sur viving writ ten to 
non-written sources. Draw ing on numer ous ex amples from the Amer-
icas, Africa, and East Asia, he stresses that scholars must always bear 
in mind that their per ception of the past is heavily in flu enced not only 
11 Similar criticism has been made in the reviews by Tilman Frasch, Inter national 
Quarterly for Asian Studies, 51/3–4 (2020), 216–18; Jonathan Good, Arthuriana, 
30/4 (2020), 70–2; and Thomas Ertl, Historische Zeitschrift, 313/2 (2021), 480–1.
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by the quan tity, but also by the types of avail able source mat erial. 
Caro line Dodds Pennock and Amanda Power study cos mologies as 
manifest ations of ‘global’ think ing, focus ing mainly on Aztec cul ture, 
but taking compar able ex amples from other parts of the world into 
ac count as well. Cos mologies serve as a means for cer tain peoples or 
com munities to make sense of their exist ence and its al leged pur pose 
in time and space, and this is as true of the Middle Ages as it is of all 
periods of human history.

The third essay, by Jonathan Shepard, deals with net works as 
a basic category through which to per ceive multi lateral re lations. 
Pre sent ing silk roads over land and via sea as con crete ex amples of 
com mercial net works, he con cludes that these net works were not con-
fined to cer tain groups, but in fact had an impact on large parts of 
the soci eties they con nected. A cru cial factor in ana lysing net works is 
the ques tion of mobil ity, which is exam ined by Naomi Standen and 
Monica White. Focus ing mostly on ex amples from West, Cen tral, and 
East Asia, they pre sent mobil ity as a struc tural phenom enon affect ing 
not only mer chants and pil grims, but also the every day life of major 
parts of soci ety. The con tri bution by Ian Forrest and Anne Haour on 
the factor of trust ad dresses an other import ant aspect of human re-
lations, espe cially be tween people separ ated by long dis tances. By 
com par ing ex amples from North and West Africa with ones drawn 
from the Near East and Europe, they pre sent trust as a cen tral aspect 
of both short- and long-distance relationships.

Simon Yarrow’s article then opens up another the matic field by 
probing two pros pects for the global Middle Ages: the loosen ing of the 
con ceptual bound aries assigned to the Middle Ages by modern histori-
ography, and the re framing of this period as a global phenom enon.  
In this con text, Yarrow under stands ‘medi eval global ity’ as ‘the un fold-
ing of collect ive imagin aries in ten sion with dif fuse local and en tangled 
modes of evaluative agency’ (p. 214). The next con tribu tion, by Conrad 
Leyser, Naomi Standen, and Steph anie Wynne-Jones, adopts a more 
prac tical ap proach by exam ining differ ent settle ment pat terns and their 
con temporary per ception in a com para tive perspective span ning Africa, 
Europe, and East Asia. Next, Hilde De Weerdt, Cath erine Holmes, and 
John Watts turn the volume’s focus back to con crete human inter actions. 
Focus ing on three case studies from Song China, fifteenth-century 

rEviEw ArticlEs



61

France, and Byzan tium, they exam ine prac tices of polit ical medi ation 
and communi cation which ‘con nected the actions, inter ests and expect-
ations of indi viduals and com munities in the local ities to the cre ation, 
mainten ance and crit ique of high public power’ (p. 288).

The last two con tribu tions take up broader ap proaches again: Glen 
Dud bridge focuses on the con tested para digm of the world system, 
which scholars have per ceived either as a single system, whether 
long gone or con stantly evolving, or as sev eral suc cessive systems. 
Dud bridge applies this ap proach to the period from 600 to 900 cE, 
pre sent ing the ‘East Asian cir cuit’ and the ‘Is lamic ecu mene’ as two 
ex amples whose com parison can yield new im pulses. In stead of a 
formal con clusion, the final con tribu tion by Alan Strathern pro vides 
a stim ulating out look on future re search by link ing the con cept of the 
global Middle Ages with the ad jacent and already well-established 
idea of a global early modern ity. He em phasizes the main con ceptual 
points of ten sion and the similar ities be tween these para digms, con-
cluding that scholars of both periods have to be aware of each other’s 
find ings, not least be cause they are con nected through the much older 
con cept of ‘pre-modernity’ (p. 344).

The Global Middle Ages is a very import ant con tribu tion to schol-
arly debate. The great est advan tage of the volume’s methodo logical 
ap proach is that its con trib utors ab stain from iden tify ing a dis tinct 
world region or a spe cific period within the Middle Ages as a prime 
ex ample of global ization. Rather, the phenomeno logical orien tation of 
the indi vidual chap ters permits a tech nical but never theless broad and 
colour ful view of an inter connected world in the medi eval millen nium 
and beyond. All of the con tribu tions, many of them writ ten jointly 
by var ious special ists, ana lyse their respect ive phenom ena against 
an im mense back ground of ex amples span ning differ ent con tinents 
and periods, making them very valu able studies in their own right, 
and even more so in the con text of the whole volume. Although a 
number of import ant regions like India, Japan, and the Pacific islands 
are rather under-represented, the exten sive bibli ography and detailed 
index bear wit ness to the volume’s broad perspective.12

12 Cf. also the reviews by Robert Ian Moore, Journal of Medieval Worlds, 2/1–2 
(2020), 35–9; and by Ruth Mostern, Studies in Late Antiquity, 3/4 (2019), 640–3.
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The last book to be reviewed is another edited volume, but one 
that takes a very differ ent ap proach to The Global Middle Ages. In 
Italien als Vorbild?, which is based on an eponym ous con ference held 
in 2018, Jörg Oberste and Susanne Ehrich bring together ten con-
tribu tions by inter national scholars, all focus ing on eco nomic and 
cul tural inter dependencies be tween Euro pean metrop olises during 
the period be tween 1300 and 1600, which the editors con sider to be 
‘the eve of the first global ization’ (p. 10). The famous exped itions of 
Chris topher Colum bus, Vasco da Gama, and Ferdi nand Magel lan, 
labelled here the ‘found ing dates of a European-dominated global 
econ omy’ (p. 10), had been based on the im mense eco nomic power, 
geo graphical know ledge, and naut ical expert ise of Ital ian cities 
and trading com panies. Further more, Italy had been an in fluen-
tial ‘cul tural model’ (p. 11) for medi eval and early modern Europe. 
Pro viding a com para tive con text for this Ital ian role model, some 
of the volume’s con tribu tions focus on other polit ical and eco nomic 
cap itals of Europe, which were con nected to Italy through both com-
petition and lively ex change on many levels.

After the editors’ intro duction, which under lines the key points of 
the volume’s con ceptual ap proach and high lights the main con cerns of 
each chap ter, the reader is pre sented with the first case study. Harriet 
Rudolph exam ines diplo matic prac tice in Venice in the six teenth and 
seven teenth cen turies. Focus ing not only on the rel evant in sti tutions, 
but also on know ledge manage ment and ‘guid ing prin ciples’ (p. 25) 
as import ant factors in diplo matic re lations, she con cludes with a 
signifi cant re assess ment of the ‘myth’ of Ven etian diplo macy (p. 21). 
An other view on La Seren issima is pro vided by Nicolai Kölmel, who 
deals with the per ception of the city as a metrop olis be tween around 
1480 and 1560. Taking into ac count both writ ten sources and paint-
ings, he traces how this view changed over time. He also in cludes 
Amster dam as a com para tive ex ample, for which Italian cities can be 
con sidered role models only to a cer tain extent. Rembert Eufe then 
offers a third per spective on Ven etian his tory by exam ining the multi-
lingual adminis tration in Crete during the five cen turies of Ven etian 
rule. Having ini tially been imported from the Repub lic, adminis trative 
prac tices on the island always re mained open to new im pulses from 
the Ital ian main land, but also adapted to specific local require ments.
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Christoph Dartmann takes us to another import ant mari time 
repub lic. Taking Venice as a ‘para digmatic ex ample’ (p. 89), he focuses 
on late medi eval Genoa as a ‘Medi terra nean port metrop olis’ (p. 91) 
as well as a ‘north ern Ital ian re gional power’ (p. 96). He con cludes 
by ad dress ing the main reasons for Genoa’s de cline in import ance 
at the end of the Middle Ages. The follow ing con tribu tion by Albert 
Göschl takes a differ ent ap proach by com par ing liter ary works by the 
Floren tines Filarete (c.1400–69) and Anton Fran cesco Doni (1513–74). 
These authors wrote about im agined ‘ideal metrop olises’, to which 
they assigned both gen eral and spe cific char acter istics. Martin Raspe 
then presents a con tribu tion that is only very loosely con nected to 
the issue of global ization: he dis cusses the ques tion of whether Farfa 
Abbey near Rome was the first medi eval Kloster hof (a farm oper ated 
by a monas tery) and thus a pos sible role model for later foun dations.

In the next chap ter, the reader’s atten tion is once again turned to-
wards Flor ence—or more specific ally, the com mune’s mer chant elite. 
Fran cesco Guidi-Bruscoli traces the di verse activ ities and social co-
hesion of this group in the great late medi eval trade centres of Bruges, 
London, Seville, and Lisbon. Although the Floren tines seem to have 
lacked a signifi cant ‘cor porate spirit’ (p. 142), their success ful col labor-
ation in finan cing large-scale pro jects can be demon strated in vari ous 
ex amples.

The following two essays provide the counter-examples to the 
Ital ian cities that I men tioned above. Ulf Christian Ewert focuses on 
the para digm of path depend ency, de noting the in ability of eco nomic 
systems to change their basic organ iza tional or in sti tutional elem-
ents. He studies this con cept via the ex ample of trading prac tices in 
the North and Baltic Sea area (the Hanse raum) and, in a second step, 
com pares his find ings with the quite differ ent situ ation in the more 
dy namic Medi terra nean region. The second com para tive case study 
by Bart Lambert deals with Bruges, which was a thriving trade centre 
before losing its hege mony to Ant werp in the course of the six teenth 
cen tury. By tracing this develop ment, Lambert dis cerns a pro cess of 
‘grad ual de cline’ in the West Flem ish city rather than a ‘steep fall’ 
(p. 176).

Much like The Global Middle Ages, the editors of Italien als Vor bild re-
frain from closing their volume with a formal con clusion. In stead, the 
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last chap ter by Dennis O. Flynn opens up a much wider geo graphical 
per spective. He traces the silver trade between Europe and China, 
which under went rad ical changes in the fif teenth cen tury due to the 
de pletion of Chin ese silver mines. Euro pean markets quickly adapted 
to the new situ ation, in part by tap ping recently dis covered re sources 
in Cen tral and South Amer ica, while Venice relied heavily on its trade 
re lations with the Is lamic world. Never theless, the author denies that 
the flow of goods along the ‘Africa–Europe–Asia cor ridor’ (p. 192) 
was the start ing point for the global ization of eco nomic systems. In his 
view, the begin ning of such pro cesses can only be dis cerned to wards 
the end of the six teenth cen tury at the earli est, when the three main 
parts of the world (the Pa cific, the Amer icas, and Eur asia and Africa) 
grad ually became more and more con nected (pp. 192–3).

After working through the contributions of Italien als Vor bild?, 
which are rounded off not by a bibli ography, but at least by a decent 
index (pp. 198–204), the reader might be left in some perplex ity. Al-
though each article is valu able on its own, it is dif ficult to see how 
they are con nected to each other, or to the para digm of ‘global ization’. 
While the case studies on Venice, Genoa, and Flor ence give many in-
sights into the far-flung and innova tive Ital ian trade net works across 
the Medi terra nean, the selec tion of com para tive ex amples out side 
Italy seems more arbi trary than represen tative. Case studies from 
the Iber ian Pen insula, North Africa, or Eur asia would have con trib-
uted substan tially to a broader pic ture. Simi larly, some con tribu tions, 
such as those on Farfa Abbey and the ‘ideal metrop olises’ (which are 
never theless excel lent studies in their own right), seem only loosely 
con nected to the volume’s cen tral ap proach. Al though many art icles 
touch upon develop ments beyond the Medi terra nean at least in pass-
ing, the final chap ter by Denis O. Flynn is the only con tribu tion with 
a truly ‘global ized’ scope, as prom ised by the volume’s title. Never-
theless, the con trib utors have suc ceeded in pre sent ing the Ital ian 
metrop olises as thriving and innova tive powers within the com plex 
trade net works con nect ing Europe and the Medi terra nean at the 
trans ition between the medi eval and early modern periods.

Comparing all four publications examined in this article is not an 
easy task. First and fore most, they are all worth read ing, not least be-
cause each of them opens up a broad pano rama featur ing a pleth ora 
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of develop ments and pro cesses con nect ing large parts of the world. 
Whether these phenom ena are studied via rel evant second ary litera-
ture or, even more laud ably, via pri mary sources, gather ing them into 
a single publi cation can be con sidered a remark able achieve ment. 
This holds espe cially true for the mono graphs by Johannes Preiser-
Kapeller and Valerie Hansen, who pro cessed their im mense cor pora of 
mat erial on their own, while the volumes edited by Cath erine Holmes 
and Naomi Standen and by Jörg Oberste and Susanne Ehrich bring 
to gether the col labor ative efforts of experts special izing in differ ent 
discip lines. What is more, the studies differ in re spect to their target 
audi ences. While the two mono graphs seem to be aimed at a broad 
audi ence of scholars and inter ested lay readers alike, and thus adopt 
a some what less com pli cated ap proach in terms of both writing style 
and the dis cussion of schol arly debates (see for example Hansen, p. 9), 
the two edited volumes gather con tribu tions on special ist issues and 
con fine them selves to aca demic dis course in their respect ive fields. 
These struc tural differ ences are also re flected in the media re sponse 
to each publi cation.

Perhaps the biggest contrasts can be discerned in the ap proaches 
and per spectives brought to bear on the global Middle Ages. Preiser-
Kapeller locates import ant im pulses for global ization pro cesses 
within the ‘long late an tiquity’, focus ing mainly on Africa and Eur-
asia and placing Euro pean actors merely at the per iphery of events. 
In con trast, Hansen takes a geo graphically much wider but chrono-
logic ally narrower point of view by con cen trating more or less on the 
turn of the first millen nium. Per haps the broad est per spective, both 
geo graphically and chrono logic ally, is adopted by the differ ent art-
icles in The Global Middle Ages edited by Holmes and Standen, whose 
theoretic ally grounded ap proaches make signifi cant con tribu tions to 
schol arly debate with out label ling par ticu lar periods or world regions 
as espe cially important. In com parison to these three volumes, the 
con fer ence pro ceed ings pub lished by Oberste and Ehrich lag behind 
to some extent. In a rather Euro centric per spective, the con tribu tions 
gathered in Italien als Vorbild? focus on late medi eval Italy. Al though 
at least some of the essays en deavour to broaden the geo graphical 
scope, one cannot escape the im pression that ‘global ization’ is not the 
editors’ main con cern, but that they use it as a buzz word and con sider 
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it to be a phenom enon more or less ex clusively associ ated with the 
early modern age and later periods.

Nevertheless, it would be short-sighted to favour any one publi-
cation over the others. Each of the ap proaches taken in these books 
has its strengths and weak nesses, as well as a cer tain degree of justifi-
cation without any claim to uni versal valid ity. How ever, ap proaches 
focus ing more or less on a single world region (Oberste and Ehrich) 
or on arti ficial turn ing points (Hansen) have the poten tial to over-
estimate or marginal ize cer tain develop ments and in fluen tial factors 
and thus dis tort the per spective. In con trast, theory-based ap proaches 
that are broad in geo graphical and chrono logical scope, such as those 
applied by Holmes and Standen in The Global Middle Ages, may prove 
more stimu lating to schol arly debate and estab lish con nections with 
differ ent aca demic discip lines. Still, this debate should not remain 
con fined ex clusively to aca demic circles, but should be open to the 
gen eral public as well. To this end, more access ible yet sophisti-
cated publi cations like those by Preiser-Kapeller and Hansen play an 
import ant role too. In that sense, all of the publi cations reviewed here 
are valu able con tribu tions to the on going debate on ‘global ization’ in 
the Middle Ages and beyond.
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