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Communication History in German Scholarship

Medien der Kommunikation im Mittelalter, edited by
Karl-Heinz SpieA, is a collection of essays from the edi-
tors of the Mittelalterzentrum at the University of Greif-
swald, who organized the lecture series “Medien der
Kommunikation im Mittelalter” in winter semester 2000-
2001 as an interdisciplinary effort on the form and func-
tion of communication past and present. The series, of
which this work is volume 15, previously addressed only
early modern and modern topics. This is the first volume
to consider the medieval period. As the preface mentions,
a great deal of new research has been done in recent years
on expanding the discourse on communication history in
relation to the Middle Ages. The work includes the disci-
plines of history, art history, archeology, as well as Ger-
man and Romance literature studies. It also covers forms
such as the body, objects of daily life, letters, pictures,
coats of arms, theater and fliers. The definition of the
concept of communication is not entirely clear and each
author in this work has, at least to some extent, a differ-
ent take on its uses. Communication has become an al-
most universal category in this sense without any clearly
defined constraints. I am left with the impression that the
editors believe communication, as a category, deserves a
place beside class, gender, and the nation in determining

how we make sense of the world. This theory suggests
that one can reconstruct a sense of meaningful commu-
nication via a particular means of media that greatly im-
proves our understanding of the past.

Although this field is potentially vast, Volker Dep-
kat in the first essay provides an excellent discussion of
terminology and its relation to the concept of historical
communication and historical media. His essay estab-
lishes a basis for further research into these areas. Me-
dia history is the history of the technological means by
which messages are passed. Communication history is
the history of social communication in which media his-
tory plays a major role. He is particularly focused on
the works of Habermas and Luhmann, giving clear sum-
maries of their positions as well as being critical of their
limitations. The essay takes the view of Habermas, who
understands communication as a means of acting and be-
having in the world. For Habermas, a theory of commu-
nication would be that truth is not absolute for all soci-
eties at all times; it is constantly renegotiated. Commu-
nication is centered on success in that it aims for mutual
understanding. Truth in communication is an assump-
tion that individuals make in order to allow communica-
tion to function. The second part of his essay addresses
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communication in respect to particular use in medieval
studies. Finally, he provides a brief discussion on the
methodological problems of this type of study. The work
is rewarding to read more than once and provides an ex-
cellent guide and orientation for the rest of the volume.

Christina Gransel’s essay forms a nice complement to
the earlier essay, as well as addressing technical develop-
ments in mass media in modern history, and it also cov-
ers communication history as well as media concepts, ar-
rangement of categories, models of development and the
evolution of terminology. The essays on advice-giving
(by Doris Ruhe) and letters (by JA%rgen Herold) focus on
the traditional written text. Doris Ruhe’s essay, which
applies communication history to Old French courtly
texts, is particularly interesting because it does draw a
social historical context in which the literature is ana-
lyzed. Essays by Hedwig RA9ckelein, Ulrich MA%ller,
Ludwig Biewer, Klaus KrA%ger, Robert Fajen and Niko-
laus Henkel also focus on other forms of communication,
covering a variety of topics with many examples and il-
lustration. For example, RAckelein considers the trans-
fer of saintly relics, MAYller brings in the use of archaeo-
logical evidence to aid the concept of communication his-
tory in explaining economic cultural ties, and KrA%ger
considers the applicability of linguistically understood
communication to the meaningfulness of graphic repre-
sentations, the attempt to represent “speaking” in a visual
form. Biewer’s effort to assert the existence of a sym-
bolic communication system in coats of arms of central
European nobility does not seem to achieve the aim of
this volume of applying communication history to me-
dieval studies, because he does not prove that there is
meaningful communication along a broad enough field,
supposing too much assumption of truth by the partic-

ipants, and because he does not demonstrate that this
can be evaluated at the same level as painting or writ-
ing. Robert Fajen shows clearly in his essay how certain
contents of a medium of communication can shift into
another medium by showing the same motifs used in the
romance Le livre du Chevalier errant (1395-96) by Thomas
III and Markgraf von Saluzzo, and some years later in a
fresco cycle in a family castle.

All of these essays provide detailed studies into differ-
ent mediums of communication. The final essay (by Falk
Eisermann) addresses the development of the printing
press and the great revolution in communication via the
use of fliers in a political context, marking a traditional
boundary of medieval studies. The volume shows that
medievalists are grappling with major theoretical issues
and provides a valuable resource of data in well-written
essays. The topic seems, perhaps, too focused and would
benefit from a broader theoretical base by also consid-
ering historical theories of post-colonialism or the more
recent criticism of post-colonialism in trans-nationalism.
Still, this work makes an excellent introduction for stu-
dents or scholars wishing to explore the idea of com-
munication history relevant to medieval studies. It also
offers a starting point for scholars to expand their per-
spective on their own medieval research via the concept
of communication. The authors have demonstrated how
the use of communication history can take already thor-
oughly discussed areas of medieval studies and shed new
light on how we might approach and understand par-
ticular topics. I would recommend this book to schol-
ars wishing to understand the current state of medieval
studies in Germany or to teachers trying to offer students
an alternative set of literary approaches in German Me-
dieval studies.

If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at:

https://networks.h-net.org/h-german

Citation: Andrew Ganaway. Review of SpieOY, Karl-Heinz, Medien der Kommunikation im Mittelalter. H-German,

H-Net Reviews. October, 2004.

URL: http://www.h-net.org/reviews/showrev.php?id=9864

Copyright © 2004 by H-Net, all rights reserved. H-Net permits the redistribution and reprinting of this work for
nonprofit, educational purposes, with full and accurate attribution to the author, web location, date of publication,
originating list, and H-Net: Humanities & Social Sciences Online. For any other proposed use, contact the Reviews

editorial staff at hbooks@mail.h-net.org.


https://networks.h-net.org/h-german
http://www.h-net.org/reviews/showrev.php?id=9864
mailto:hbooks@mail.h-net.org

