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Translation and Annotation:
H.Vollrath, Legal document in the oral Law-culture
in the early Medieval Europe*

YOSHINOBU MORI

Professor Emeritus at Otsuma Women’s University

Abstract

In the research field of Western medieval history, in recent years, many theses concerned
with literacy and orality = character usage and oral tradition have been published. Contrary to
the character culture in the Roman Empire, in Germanic tribal states after ethnic migration, the
literacy rate of the secular people was extremely low, and the transfer of information and the stock
of memorization were entirely orally. On the other hand, Latin letter culture by Christian priests
and former nobility groups of Rome were also brought into the tribal states.

In the Germanic tribal states in the early medieval period, oral communication was the
mainstream, but there was a trend towards gradual penetration of Latin and Latin letters, so that
the competitive relationship between oral culture and character culture was seen. At the same
time, both culture coexisted and complemented each other.

Many legal documents have been issued in Western Europe from the early to the middle of
the medieval age, but the roles and functions that these documents played in social life, were
secondary. The document was rather inferior to the oral system developed at a court. Such written
evidence was often defeated in the living witness’s testimony. A collective memory and knowledge
of the common law that were told orally from generation to generation, are emphasized there, and
therefore this can be called a legal world centered on oralism. This thing tells us that Latin writing
letter culture did not still win competition with the Germanic peoples’ oral folklore culture.

*Rechtstexte in der oralen Rechtskultur des fritheren Mittelalters.
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