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In university life, it is usually past students who pay tribute when a former teacher retires 
or when a life-long engagement has come to an end. On these occasions, the story is 
one of gratitude, of fond memories, of looking back with a new perspective and 
understanding. It therefore seems to run counter to academic conventions – indeed, 
counter to the natural order – that a university teacher reflects on the academic life of 
one of his students, who has died far too early. At first glance, it seems that this must 
inevitably be a story of endeavor in vain, of unfinished work, of wonderful things that 
would have been possible and were likely to happen had the dedicatee been given more 
time. However, a tragically premature death should also cause us to reflect more deeply 
on the things that bind us together as communities of scholars and students, and which 
in a more general sense exercise a driving force on our individual and common striving 
for intellectual progress. Holding this in mind, and with deep respect for her 
achievement, I hope that the following reflections on Miriam Czock’s studies and 
academic career can transmit something of the enthusiasm and inspiration that her 
unfinished academic life continues to yield, both for those who knew her personally and 
in whose memories Miriam will continue to live, but also for those who can only get 
closer to her by reading what she has written. So the story here is about seeing a young 
scholar’s life being driven both by unbounded curiosity and personal commitment, and 
equally by the unique social and intellectual experience of being part of a vibrant 
international academic community, as we early medievalists undoubtedly are. 

When Miriam Czock enrolled as a 20-year-old fresher in autumn 1996, studying 
history, philosophy, German philology and English literature, the Ruhr University at 
Bochum was an obvious choice. Born and raised in the small town of Schwelm, only 
20 kilometers south of Bochum on the border of Rhineland and Westphalia, her aim 
was to attend the leading university of this region. Founded in the early 1960s in what 
was perceived as a working-class region of iron and steel, the Ruhr University 
entertained a monumental campus. A prime example of brutalist architecture with direct 
freeway access, but placed within a beautiful hillscape above the Ruhr valley, it hosted 
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a full range of academic disciplines. The history department at Bochum, one of the 
largest in Germany, turned out to be a particularly good choice for Miriam, as she soon 
developed an interest in medieval history, which was a key research area there, with 
several chairs and lectureships covering the whole millennium, extending geographically 
into large parts of Europe. 

As it happened, as her first introduction into the field, she registered for a seminar 
on the history of the Welfs in the 12th and 13th century. Having joined the Bochum 
faculty only the year before, the course on the Welfs was the first I gave on a topic of 
the central Middle Ages. For me, it turned out to be hugely enjoyable, a varied journey 
exploring chronicles, necrologies, charters, genealogies, manuscripts and architecture. 
Among a bunch of very engaged and curious participants was a highly motivated first-
year student who ardently desired to write an essay on the religious and political 
symbolism of the crown as depicted in the illuminated Gospels of Henry the Lion. As 
it seemed, this question had sparked Miriam’s interest in scholarly debate. Prudent in 
coming to terms with the delicate medieval tension between more “religious” and more 
“political” interpretations, she weighed up arguments put forward by such scholarly 
heavyweights as Johannes Fried and Otto Gerhard Oexle, whose controversy she 
treated cautiously and with respect. However, in doing so, she appeared to be acting on 
an axiom she seemed to have internalized before attending university: always take your 
own questions and ideas seriously. This is something that, as a university teacher, one 
can only hope to kindle in as many students as possible, in particular in German 
universities with their notoriously overcrowded courses. To be serious and outspoken 
about what one is really interested in and finds exciting, learners need not only curiosity, 
but also a kind of quiet confidence. In Miriam’s case this virtue did not need to be 
kindled; rather she was hoping, perhaps excitedly expecting, it to be maneuvered into 
some fruitful direction. The eager enthusiasm she showed in expanding her knowledge 
and finding answers to her ever-new questions was quintessentially Miriam. Seen in her 
own work as well as in her vivid communication with co-students and friends, it 
remained so for the whole of her academic life. 

Alight with learning, and with a fine sense of humor, Miriam absorbed as much as 
she could find in Bochum’s medieval history department. Always in search, she found 
so many questions that needed to be answered – the sooner the better, if possible 
immediately. I recall dozens of shorter and longer conversations, after seminars, in the 
corridors, in my office. Most lecturers in medieval history at Bochum happily fell victim 
to her insatiable curiosity and interest. Always optimistic and forward-looking, Miriam 
contributed hugely to making seminars a success both for herself and for others, 
participating with energy and communicating with ease. One of her key skills was also 
being able to express doubts – to be sceptical – but in a constructive manner. To others 
(including myself) it seemed as though she was trying to sort the pieces of a jigsaw 
puzzle the size of which she did not yet know. 

Seminars on Anglo-Norman England and on the Peace of God followed the Welfs, 
and later a course on the feudal revolution of the year 1000 that I co-taught with Dieter 
Scheler, a committed lecturer and fine scholar of the social and ecclesiastical history of 
the late medieval period in Rhineland, the Ruhr area, and beyond. Soon Miriam also 
took the opportunity to join advanced seminars given by Hanna Vollrath, professor of 
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early and high medieval history at Bochum, an expert of the central Middle Ages with a 
focus on France and England. A highly original, independent and encouraging thinker, 
and one of the very few women in her generation to obtain a chair in medieval history, 
Vollrath knew how to motivate students by unfurling her own curiosity and enthusiasm, 
not least in the study of rituals and legal practice. Like many other Bochum students, 
Miriam also became fascinated by the learned, brilliant and stimulating lectures of 
Michael Oberweis, in which liturgy, heresy and monasticism figured prominently, and 
which at the same time transmitted unforgettable moments of surprise and emotion – 
that saints and miracle stories can be moving, harrowing, or even make you to laugh out 
loud. 

While studying at Bochum, Miriam also worked for several years as a student 
assistant at the University of Hagen, Germany’s only state distance-learning university 
(located halfway between Bochum and Schwelm). This gave her the intellectual privilege 
of being in constant exchange with Ludolf Kuchenbuch, a renowned expert of the 
medieval manorial economy and of feudalism, but also the possessor of a profoundly 
theoretical and original mind, who, with a winking smile, engaged with “Karlchen” Marx 
as well as with the most recent theories on literacy, semantics and textuality. Bochum 
and Hagen thus provided Miriam with an immensely rich and diverse panorama of 
medieval history – its facets, sources and methodologies – and an inspiring atmosphere 
for seven years of intense study, enriched further by a year at Trinity College Dublin. 
This year proved to be no less formative, as it gave her the opportunity to delve into 
anglophone academic culture for the first time, and to familiarize herself with Irish 
history, both experiences for which she would remain enduringly grateful and that came 
to play an important part in her later academic life. 

Back in Bochum, and a few more courses later, the writing of her M.A. thesis 
loomed. Typically for her, several people became involved in discussing what might be 
an interesting topic, one that would, she hoped, entail long-term possibilities for 
eventual expansion into a dissertation project. For her, as for many other early 
medievalists, reading the histories of Gregory of Tours proved to be some sort of 
“enlightening experience”: churches tainted with blood, haunting conflicts over church 
asylum, the rebellious nuns of Poitiers, spectacular miracles – innumerable scenes so 
vivid that a modern reader almost inevitably imagines sequences of a movie yet to be 
produced. But how can we understand them as historians? A piece on the bishop of 
Tours’ depictions of the wartime pillaging of churches in sixth-century Gaul became 
her first article, published in 2004 in a Festschrift for Hanna Vollrath. A spin-off of the 
M.A. thesis she had completed the year before, it was conceived as a starting-point for 
something much bigger and more fundamental. If Gregory of Tours was so constantly 
deploring the defilement of churches in his own lifetime, why not focus more generally 
on churches and on their – proclaimed and endangered – sanctity? Her thoughts soon 
gained momentum, as they could be neatly linked to what was concurrently emerging 
in scholarly discussions as the “spatial turn”: Does ecclesiastical space not also need to 
be considered as a social construct? A scholarship awarded by Ruhr University allowed 
her to pursue her research as a member of an interdisciplinary group of graduate 
students, while she also started, on a voluntary basis, to engage in teaching courses and 
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seminars. Five years later, in 2009, she finally submitted her dissertation, which was 
examined by Hanna Vollrath, emerita now, and myself, by that time in Berlin. 

“The house of God should be a place of prayer, not a den of thieves.” Jesus’ 
admonition when cleansing the Jerusalem temple, as quoted later by Charlemagne to 
demand due honor be paid to churches and their altars, encapsulated Miriam’s tracing 
of a crucial historical development. Charlemagne’s ruling marked the end of a process 
that had only begun in late antiquity, when relics of saints came to be placed under the 
altars of churches and the asylum granted by these churches was acknowledged by the 
Roman state. While many late antique theologians voted for God’s omnipresence, it was 
in the early medieval period that concepts of purity, the imposition of canonical norms, 
and the notion of royally protected spaces coalesced into the privileging of a church. It 
was primarily in this building, conceived of as a holy space, that believers could meet 
God. Carolingian rites to consecrate churches and legislative measures imposed by 
bishops and kings allowed churches to be interpreted more generally as symbolizing, in 
ecclesiological terms, a whole cosmos of meanings that embraced the lives of medieval 
Christians. No less impressive than how Miriam put forward and worked out this thesis 
in painstaking detail was her extraordinary assemblage of a spectacular array of sources. 
The use and analysis of the rich evidence provided by conciliar canons, penitential 
books, Roman imperial law, barbarian law-codes and Frankish capitularies attested to 
her profound command of legal texts, and to her methodological nuance and caution 
in their interpretation. Bits and pieces taken from sermons, historiography and 
hagiography were added, and strikingly new was her sovereign use of liturgical and 
theological writings by Hrabanus Maurus, Walahfrid Strabo, Jonas of Orléans and 
others. All of them became integrated into one coherent picture, where also 
sacramentaries, biblical exegesis, liturgical texts and, fundamentally, treatises on the 
symbolic meaning of the church dedication ritual found their fitting place: What do the 
twelve candles mean? How were ecclesiological ideas, as rooted in a notion of sacred 
space, linked to Carolingian attempts to impose “reform” or “correctio” on local 
churches? What does it tell us about early medieval social practice and mentalities that 
the ecclesia seemed to comprehend such a universe of meanings? And how did all these 
things play together? With its superb source base and its inspiring approach, Gottes Haus. 
Untersuchungen zur Kirche als heiliger Raum von der Spätantike bis ins Frühmittelalter, published 
in a revised version as a book with De Gruyter in 2012, is certainly one of the most 
original and lasting contributions to early medieval studies that has been written within 
the “spatial turn.” Well received by readers and reviewers, it was a first-class entry into 
the world of early medieval scholarship. 

Now began a period of commuting and travel for Miriam, as she moved to make 
the most of the opportunities that were offered to her. Her first postdoc positions took 
her to Berlin’s Freie Universität in 2009, where she held a temporarily vacant position 
as research assistant to the chair of late antique and early medieval history for one year, 
and immediately after to Tübingen as a member of a German–French research project 
on perceptions of space in the Carolingian Empire and its successor kingdoms, directed 
by Steffen Patzold and Geneviève Bührer-Thierry. Several articles resulted from this 
fruitful collaboration, for instance on the perception of space in the Life of 10th-century 
Bishop Ulrich of Augsburg. No less importantly, at Tübingen she also became involved 
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with international research groups that for many years would work collaboratively on 
early medieval local society, and also on local priests. While Miriam contributed studies 
based on the charter collections of Wissembourg, Fulda and Lorsch, becoming a 
member of a research group proved to be a formative experience for her in its own 
right. At regular meetings, each participant presented sources that the group as a whole 
then discussed and compared with other evidential traces. It was here, feeling the 
support of a sympathetic group of colleagues who would soon become friends, that 
Miriam most clearly saw the wide open spaces of medieval studies, and where the 
fascination experienced by many medievalists was most intensely felt. The Middle Ages, 
as Miriam knew, is an epoch that, vast and boundless, will never cease to surprise. Its 
only predictability is that a single mind will never be able to fully grasp and embrace 
what “religion” could mean at the time, nor be able to foretell what will show up next 
in the sources.  

Henceforth Miriam became a sought-after speaker, discussant and moderator at 
conferences and workshops. The prospect of becoming a university lecturer took her 
back to the Ruhr district in 2011, where she was appointed to the history department 
of the University of Duisburg-Essen. After having taught for eight years at five different 
universities, including Dortmund and Düsseldorf, her experience and commitment 
were highly welcomed and appreciated by her students. Just one year later she was 
granted tenure, which indicated that the trust students placed in her was shared by her 
new colleagues. This appointment allowed Miriam to make long-term plans and take 
initiatives, not least in building up her own research group. The ambitious network 
project “ZeitenWelten,” co-directed with Anja Rathmann-Lutz from 2012 to 2016, 
focused on the question of how medieval perceptions of time were connected to 
particular contemporary worldviews. In a collaborative undertaking, a team of eleven 
scholars met regularly for a series of workshops, and brought together conceptions of 
time in historiography, memorial practice, saints’ cults, apocalyptic and visionary texts, 
liturgical manuscripts and exegesis, united by a common aim to historicize them. The 
questions posed of the material were wide-ranging: To what extent did perceptions of 
imminent crisis and endangered order impact on how medieval intellectuals sequenced 
their past, present and future? How did simultaneous, but divergent constructions of 
time relate to one another? 

For Miriam’s part, her interest in the topic of time arose from her familiarity with 
Carolingian liturgy and exegesis, acquired while working on her dissertation. But she 
took the topic much further and expanded it into the early 12th century. However, her 
teaching commitments at times made it difficult for her to keep the project of a second 
book in sight, something that in several conversations she marked as being her most 
important goal at that point. Thus, having initially intended to work herself into Anglo-
Norman England for this purpose, the success of the network project caused her to 
rethink and modify her plans, and to focus on liturgy instead. Now determined to write 
a habilitation thesis on the liturgical commentary De divinis officiis of Rupert of Deutz, as 
a preliminary stage she produced a study of Rupert’s liturgical construction of time and 
his understanding of the future, which appeared in 2019. This same year she was also 
granted a one-year fellowship by the University of Erlangen-Nuremberg. For the 2020 
International Medieval Congress at Leeds, Miriam organized with Graeme Ward two 
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interdisciplinary sessions on liturgical commentaries as historical sources, inviting 
experts on biblical exegesis, musicology and architectural representation. These sessions 
were meant to reconstruct contemporary understandings of past, present, and future as 
shaped through liturgy. For Miriam, they were intended to further hone her reflections 
for a second book-project, taking her thinking to a new level. Tragically, they did not 
take place because of the pandemic, and because of Miriam’s untimely death. 

That she regarded the IMC at Leeds as the most fitting place for initiating an 
exploratory and interdisciplinary discourse on such a complex and challenging topic, is 
telling in many regards. Back in 2006, she had first attended an IMC to speak in a session 
on emotional gestures organized by Felicitas Schmieder, who had followed Ludolf 
Kuchenbuch to the chair at Hagen. It was an extraordinarily inspiring experience, and 
thereafter Miriam attended every single IMC except one. Organizing sessions herself 
from 2007, the IMC became a forum for her to air her questions and ideas, and to 
conceptualize her future research in conversations that often continued and intensified 
after the sessions. It is difficult to overrate what these annual meetings at Leeds meant 
to her – intellectually, socially and personally. Apart from her contributions, one always 
found her busily engaged in conversation with colleagues and friends, and constantly 
renewing the exciting experience of meeting in person someone whose work she had 
read and, shortly afterwards, reading the work of someone whom she had just met. 
Putting people in touch with one another whose interests seemed consonant was one 
of her most elegant virtues. She felt so personally grateful that her fields of interest had 
opened up for her a vibrant and vivid international community of scholarship; her 
intellectual life had brought her into contact with so many stimulating and warm-hearted 
people who shared her interests. Like her, they knew that delicate balance: How to take 
their own ideas and questions seriously but yet to consider themselves with humility, of 
less importance than the topics that fascinated them. Because of its anglophone ease 
and facility in scholarly discussion and beyond, Leeds in some ways became for Miriam 
a place of longing – a place where her thirst for life, her positive energy and her 
intellectual readiness could find expression in the profound joy of being a medievalist. 

A conference that Miriam had co-organized in 2018 turned out to be the last time 
we had opportunity for extensive conversation. Held at the monastery of Weingarten, 
an 11th-century foundation of the Welfs about 25 kilometers north of Lake Constance, 
the conference’s topic was the medieval cult of saints. This was another facet of 
Miriam’s wide-ranging interests, first sparked during her studies at Bochum, and then 
further awakened at Hagen, where she had become friends with Uta Kleine, who was 
then writing a dissertation on miracle narratives. In the course of time, the cult of saints 
also became an integral part of Miriam’s own research, connecting well with her other 
interests. Like the church buildings in which their remains were placed, saints and their 
cult could be treated as manifesting a whole cosmos of religious ideas; they also 
provided the focus of manifold socio-religious relations and actions with which she was 
already familiar through her study of early medieval charters documenting pious 
donations. Miriam’s interest found typical expression in her commitment to the 
“Arbeitskreis für hagiographische Fragen,” a working-group that convenes annually, 
inviting guests for interdisciplinary discussions of Christian piety and spirituality as seen 
through the lens of saints and their cult. The Weingarten conference, hosted by the 
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“Arbeitskreis,” dealt with the spiritual, material and economic “value” of sainthood and 
the veneration of the holy, and with the question of how these aspects were connected 
to one another. A conference volume, co-edited with Uta Kleine along with Andreas 
Bihrer, and supplemented with final comments by Ludolf Kuchenbuch, came out very 
shortly after Miriam’s death. Her conceptualizing introduction to this volume 
demonstrates her characteristic keenness to engage with difficult questions that are 
theoretically complex and defy simple definitions. No less characteristic is her ability to 
formulate these questions in a way that allows them to be tackled by a group of 
researchers coming from different fields. The appeal and the richness of Miriam Czock’s 
scholarship – which will long endure – is further heightened by also bringing her 
academic background and personal development into view. This is particularly the case 
for those not lucky enough to have known her – those who could not experience the 
enthusiasm, energy and dynamism, manifested throughout her professional life. Still, 
her masterful and scrupulous handling of legal and liturgical sources, her self-reflexive 
awareness of the constructed nature of things, and her astonishing learning in the field 
of religious thought, all of which pervade her writings, let these publications speak for 
themselves. These writings show the imagination and courage of a scholar capable of 
taking unusual perspectives and able to synthesize different strands of thought and 
discipline. Miriam embodied scholarship on this fascinating and challenging period in 
history at its very best.


