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The court is a complex historical phenomenon of “long duration” which can be stu-
died from various perspectives, and it also provides an opportunity for interdiscipli-
nary collaboration between historians and jurists. So as to trace development trends 
and how they change, this international conference will cover a time span of centu-
ries from the Middle Ages to the early modern period. The fi rst subject area will be 
the court as a social space for exercising power and law. From this point of view, 
court society will be considered primarily as a collection of people structured and 
organised through legal and power relations in terms of rights and related expecta-
tions, and specifi cally hierarchical superiority and subordination. Unlike on the pe-
riphery, law and its practice within the court may be more open to observation. 
However, one must recognise, in retrospect, that extra-legal connections and con-
texts often played a role, too. In order to achieve a greater diversity that will allow us 
to formulate broader comparative conclusions, the conference programme shall not 
be limited to the rulers and those around them, but should also take reasonable 
 account of the courts of the secular and spiritual elites. The second main area of in-
terest shall be the important central, regional and local institutions personally and 
functionally linked to the feudal courts. These institutions both participated in legis-
lation and jurisdiction and were also important nodal points in the fl ow of power 
and legal communication. Underlying the refl ections on the conference theme is 
the insight of the eminent legal historian and medievalist, Van Caenegem, that legal 
rules are not so much a theoretical invention of jurists abstracting from reality and 
deriving standards from the principles of natural justice, but that rather they largely 
emerge as a result of confl icting interests and actions of infl uential groups at a cer-
tain moment after a point of equilibrium has been reached in society. It was these 
tensions that shaped the form of law in the past. These conclusions are confi rmed 
by sociological approaches to law (e.g. Rudolf von Jhering). In a (legal) historical per-
spective, then, “law” and “power” need not represent two irreconcilable opposites, 
but they can rather be understood as mutually infl uencing social phenomena 
whose analysis in specifi c historical contexts and confl icts promises to bring schol-
arly benefi ts for historians and lawyers alike.

Based on the concept thus defi ned in the era of monarchy and on interdisciplinary 
focus, the international conference will address four core subject areas:

 the “anatomy” and (dis)continuity of offi cial power
 the centre and periphery of governance
 gender in power and legal contexts
 the formal and informal ways and means of exercising power 

and law and their outcomes
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