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BOOK REVIEWS

The Teutonic Order in Prussia and Livonia: The Political and
Ecclesiastical Structures 13th–16th C. Edited by Roman Czaja and
Andrzej Radzimiński. Cologne–Weimar–Vienna–Toruń: Böhlau Verlag /
Towarzystwo Naukowe w Toruniu, 2016. 423 pp.
This work is dedicated primarily to a description of the organization and internal
structure of the territorial authority wielded by the Teutonic Knights in Prussia
and Livonia. The book is a collection of essays written by Polish and German
historians and art historians from the Nicolaus Copernicus University in Toruń
and translated into English.
In order to give a broad overview of the power of the Teutonic Knights,
the authors approach the topic from different points of view and discuss a
wide range of topics. These topics include the formation of political borders,
administrative divisions, defensive architecture, the urbanization of the country,
and ecclesiastical structure and divisions.
The work is basically divided into three main parts. The first describes the
internal structure and territorial authority in Prussia, and the second is devoted
entirely to Livonia. The second part is especially valuable, since most of the
existing German and English literature on this topic deals with Teutonic Prussia,
and in most cases Livonia is neglected. The third and final main part of the book
contains lists of different dignitaries and officials in Prussia and Livonia. The
first chapter of the third part enumerates dignitaries and officials (including vogts,
procurators, and commanders) of the Teutonic Order between the end of the
twelfth century and the sixteenth century (it was compiled by Bernhart Jähnig).
The second chapter deals with these positions in Livonia starting with the time
of The Brothers of the Sword and concluding with the end of Teutonic rule (it
was compiled by Klaus Militzer). In the last chapter of the third part, one finds
a collection of names of archbishops, bishops, and episcopal vogts (compiled by
Andrzej Radzimiński).
The essays on varying topics are included in the first two parts of the book.
In most cases, articles dealing with a given topic both in Prussia and Livonia
were written by the same author. For example, Janusz Tandecki examines the
administrative divisions of the state of the Teutonic Order both in Prussia
and Livonia, and Andrzej Radzimiński considers church divisions in Prussia
in the first main part and the same topic in Livonia in the second one. The
only exception is Marian Biskup who wrote about two different topics. Biskup
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examines parishes in the state of the Teutonic Knights in the first main part,
but in the second he writes about territorial governance in Livonia. This general
structure of the book furthers a comparative understanding of the political and
ecclesiastical systems in Prussia and Livonia. This is one of the most important
merits of this work. Given the limits of this and any review, I would like to call
attention only to two important lessons provided by the different chapters on
the parallels and differences in developments in Livonia and Prussia.
Marian Arszyński highlights the main features of fortification architecture
of Teutonic Prussia and Livonia. He argues that, since the Teutonic Order
exercised absolute territorial sovereignty from the outset, it was the only agent
in the development of castles and strongholds. The Order decided on their
functions, forms, and territorial distribution. In contrast, in Livonia one had to
take different political entities into consideration, from the bishoprics and the
archbishopric of Riga (who exercised or usurped territorial self-government) to
The Brothers of the Sword (1202–37), not to mention the Danes (1219–1364),
who held the northern part of Estonia. As a result, numerous autonomous
construction projects took place in Livonia led by different entities. It is also
worth emphasizing the significance of local Cistercians and the secular vassal
knights who made no contribution to fortified masonry architecture in Prussia.
Another interesting topic is the comparison of the urban networks in these
two territories by Roman Czaja. As Czaja shows, the most important difference
was the lower degree of urbanization of Livonia in comparison with Prussia. In
Prussia, there was one town for every 700 km2, though they were very unevenly
distributed, as most towns were located along the Vistula River and in the western
and central part of Prussia proper (75 of the total 96). However, in Livonia, by
the mid-sixteenth century there were still only 19 towns in total, which was one
for every 6,000 km2. An interesting phenomenon was the importance of the
small Livonian towns in the great Baltic trade. It should be noted, however,
that their commercial role was limited to local trade, and they acted mostly as
intermediaries between producers and large towns (Riga, Reval, and Dorpat). It
is remarkable that until the mid-fourteenth century these large towns had closer
connections to other Hanseatic towns than to one another. Only after 1350
were there signs of cooperation among the large Livonian cities, when local
conventions became common. These conventions served rarely for debates
regarding internal matters concerning Livonia. Rather, they were forums for the
discussion of maritime trade and the election of delegates who would represent
Livonian interest at the Hanseatic conventions.
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As was the case in Prussia, where 93 percent of the cities were under 10 hectares
in territory, the Livonian towns were also mostly confined to small areas. The biggest
ones did not exceed 30 hectares, and smaller ones covered an area ranging between
5 and 8 hectares and had only about 80 plots on average within their boundaries.
Regarding the residents of these towns, while roughly 8,000 people lived in Riga in
the fifteenth century, and Reval and Dorpat also had a population of around 5,000,
most of the towns were inhabited by only a few hundred people. In contrast, the
population of the largest Prussian towns could well reach 10,000 people. The ethnic
diversity of Livonian towns was characteristic of urban development. By analyzing
local tax lists, Czaja showed that in spite of the dominance of the Germans in
larger cities (in Riga more than 50 percent of the population, and in Reval more
than 40 percent), the indigenous population formed a considerable share of the
population (Livs and mostly Latvians made up 33 percent of the population of
Riga and Estonians made up 41 percent of the population of Reval). Furthermore,
the smaller towns, with the exceptions of Alt and Neu Pernau, were dominated by
indigenous population and even by Ruthenians. However, the high proportions of
the native residents as a percentage of the total population did not correspond to
a similarly proportional share of power, since the Germans constituted the richest
layer of the society because of their prominent role in trade. Most of the locals
(hired laborers and craftsmen) hailed from the middle or the poorest layers of the
society. Rich Livs, Estonians, and Latvians who tried to increase their influence in
urban affairs met with strong opposition from the Germans as of the end of the
fourteenth century (in Reval, only as of the beginning of the sixteenth century). The
leading circle of Germans tried to hinder or even forbid the “Undeutsche” from
acquiring property in the cities or entering merchant guilds by issuing discriminative
statues. In Prussia, Germans dominated in the ruling groups and the middle classes,
but the cities were also inhabited by many Prussians and Slavs, especially in cities
near the Polish border. By 1450, in Kulm and Thorn their proportions reached
23–27 percent of the population within the city walls and 52 percent in the suburbs.
It is regrettable that the book does not include detailed footnotes, so in some
cases it is a bit hard to find the original source to which an author is referring.
However, each article is followed by an extensive and excellent bibliography,
which makes up for this shortcoming. Nevertheless, this book will be of great
interest to anyone curious to glean comparative insight into the territorial
authority of the Teutonic Order in Prussia and Livonia.
Benjámin Borbás
Eötvös Loránd University
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