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Because a preface or an introduction 
should be ...

It was quite some time ago, while I was ‘surfing’ the Internet somewhat 
aimlessly, that I read the claim that the “Sachsenspiegel” (Saxon Mirror) 
dates from the time when the Saxons were fighting Charlemagne. Even 
two websites, one in German and one in English claimed this. I saw no 
point in explaining to these people that this was not true, but instead put 
on my to-do list the plan to write a piece about that Sachsenspiegel, put-
ting it in some perspective - in German, English, and Dutch. Due to the 
low priority of the project, it was realized only now, i.e. after uncounted 
years; moreover, the need for research was also blocked for a long time 
by a very strong weaker self.

For the project it was irrelevant to me that so many works, books 
and articles about this medieval work and its author had already been 
published, in which many facts, probabilities, possibilities and conjec-
tures were discussed. On the contrary, some of these works were used 
as sources. Compared to most of the sources, my contribution is merely 
an abridged version, in which much has been omitted intentionally and 
other parts even without clear intention. Furthermore, there are plenty of 
ambiguities in the subject, and these have been and are interpreted differ-
ently in the publications. Some of this will also be noticeable in this text.

I wrote the original text first in German and then in Dutch, this here 
is my English (and last) translation. To make something clear ...
The German name of the work is “Sachsenspiegel”, literally translated as 
“Saxon Mirror”. Because the German name is mostly also used in Eng-
lish, this small eBook will further use that German name.

This text is published by me as a small and free eBook. Therefore, it 
shouldn’t raise any eyebrows if a little advertising for some of my printed 
books shows up in a few places. I hope the opposite will be true and spark 
interest in picking one up.
But of course, you can also contact me directly for that using one of the 
links provided at the beginning on the title page.

Well, then I’ll get started ...





... about the medieval book and its name
First of all the clarification ... 

The Sachsenspiegel has nothing to do with the Saxons or Saxones, 
the federation of peoples that emerged in the 3rd or 4th century. It also 
has nothing to do with the (pagan) Saxons who fought bitter battles with 
Charlemagne in the 2nd half of the 8th century and the beginning of the 
9th century. 
No, the Sachsenspiegel was written in the 1st half of the 13th century, the 
years between 1220 and 1235 are mentioned as the time of its creation. 
We are therefore in the High Middle Ages. 
The Sachsenspiegel is a book, or more precisely, a law book.

The first part of the name Sachsenspiegel, Lower Saxon: Sassenspe-
gel, Middle Low German: Sassen Speyghel, also Spegel refers to the 
people who lived in an area that today roughly encompasses the German 
states of Saxony-Anhalt, Saxony and large parts of Thuringia, but also 
extends beyond, far into the state of Lower Saxony. 

However, there is also the view that Eike von Repgow intended his 
book for the people of a more limited area:

The Sachsenspiegel was recorded for the Saxons living in the 
northern foreland of the Harz low mountain range, who were 
part of the widespread tribe. Eike explicitly writes “our ances-
tors” in his book, so he feels that he belongs to this tribe. He 
also tells the story of the origin of the tribe in the Sachsenspie-
gel, which was perhaps known to him from stories.

Translated from Heiner Lück, p. 28

However, due to his connection with the Duchy of Saxony-Anhalt and 
the Episcopal Court of the city of Magdeburg, its wider distribution is 
more likely.

The people who lived in this large area were rather sweepingly 
called Saxons, although they were a mixed population that had gradu-
ally formed since the 5th century and consisted of Saxons, Thuringians, 
Slavs, Frisians, (North)-Swabians and Franks. That different ethnicity 
was also expressed in the jurisdiction, because as a rule, the respective 



native law was valid in court. Not only did such a practice soon become 
unmanageable, but it could happen that if two men committed a crime 
together, they were punished differently if they had different native law 
– one legal position could be more favorable than the other for the same 
offense.

In addition, there was a risk of an arbitrary mixing of these legal sys-
tems – it may be doubted whether all judges really knew all the ‘subtle-
ties’ of the various legal systems.

This may well have strengthened the desire for a standardization of 
the law and its written down, so that all concerned could take note of it. 
It was against this background that the Sachsenspiegel came into being.

 Perhaps the area of origin of the Repgow family also plays a role, 
which was the region of East Westphalia. But it all remains interpretation.

According to his (Eike’s) description, the Saxon lands 
extends over sixteen bishoprics: Naumburg, Merseburg, 
Meissen, Brandenburg, Havelberg, Kammin, Halberstadt, 
Hildesheim, Verden, Paderborn, Osnabrück, Minden, Münster, 
Lübeck, Schwerin and Ratzeburg. A large part of these bish-
oprics is under the archbishoprics of Mainz and Cologne, and 
only the northern and eastern ones are under the archbishop-
rics of Bremen and Magdeburg, which are Saxon in the literal 
sense of the word. Within the Saxon lands described by Eike, 
seven fiefdoms are enumerated, that is, secular principalities 
derived from the king: the Duchy of Saxony, the Palatinate 
County of Saxony, the Margraviate of Brandenburg, the Land-
graviate of Thuringia, the Margraviate of Meissen, the Margra-
viate of Lusatia, and the County of Aschersleben or Anhalt. In 
this area there are five royal palaces, namely Grone, Goslar, 
Wallhausen, Allstedt and Merseburg. From this enumeration it 
is evident that the Saxon land described by Eike includes both 
old and colonized new territory, whereby the river Saale, flow-
ing through the middle of it, has since time immemorial been 
the border between the German and Slavic tribes, which has 
been fought over again and again.

Dominant ruling dynasties around Eike’s place of work were 



the Wettin Margraves of Meissen, the Thuringian Landgraves, 
the Brandenburg Ascanians as well as the Archbishop of Mag-
deburg and the Bishop of Halberstadt. A number of imperial 
abbeys, such as Quedlinburg (over which Eike’s feudal lord, 
the Count of Falkenstein, exercised bailiwick rights) were also 
important political forces in this region.

http://www.brandenburg1260.de/sachsenspiegel.html

Eike von Repgow’s book title does not refer directly to a geographical 
area, but merely to a group of people:

eyn speygel der Sassen schal dit bok sin ghenant, went der 
Sassen recht is hire an bekant, alse an eneme speygele de 
vrowen ere antlat beschouwen.

In English that is approximately:

This book is called a Mirror of the Saxons, because the right 
of the Saxons is known from this, as in a mirror women look at 
their face.

The mentioned area was at that time, under the king or emperor, domi-
nated by various regional princes and the archbishops of Magdeburg. 
Where exactly the author wrote his ‘Mirror’ is not clear, there are several 
views, one common today is favoring the eastern Harz foothills.

The second part of the name, ‘mirror’, refers to a particular group of me-
dieval literature whose purpose was to inform and instruct about many 
areas of life, such as law, morality, religion, and the art of governing. Ex-
amples of such works, which were also referred to by the Latin speculum, 
plural specula (meaning to contemplate, explore), are: 
Spiegel des Sünders (Mirror of the Sinners), (15th century), Heilsspie-
gel (Mirror of Salvation, (14th century), Ritterspiegel (Knight’s Mirror), 
(ca. 15th century), Spygel der gesuntheit (Mirror of Health), (14th cen-
tury), Der frawn spiegel (Mirror of Women), (14th century), Spygel der 
Wyßheit (Mirror of Wisdom), 16th century) and the Jungfrauenspiegel 

http://www.brandenburg1260.de/sachsenspiegel.html


(Virgin’s Mirror), Latin Speculum virginum (12th century).





... first its author should be examined 
a little more closely

Before it comes to the content of the Sachsenspiegel, first its author 
should be looked at. About this person, however, much remains unclear...
As his first name ‘Eike’ is mostly mentioned, but also Eicke, Ecco and 
Heiko occur. The surname offers many more variations... von Repgow,  
von Repkow, von Repko, von Repchow(e), von Repgau, von Ripchowe 
and von Repchau. The infix ‘von’ points to nobility.

His date of birth and death are also not definable to a certain year. 
He is supposed to have been born between 1180 and 1190 as a resident 
of the principality of Anhalt and he died after 1233. His family name 
is connected with the place Reppichau in todays Saxony-Anhalt, which 
is located in the current city-triangle Köthen-Dessau-Aken. The family, 
originally probably of Eastphalian-Saxon origin, is said to have owned a 
country estate there, possessions in Magdeburg are also mentioned.

With the family and thus also with Eike von Repgow some medieval 
terms are connected, which are related with position and status in the 
medieval society. The family, at least Eike, is called “Schöffenbarfrei” 
(Free Jurymen or Free Aldermen) and “edelfrei” (Free Nobleman or Free 
Knight) and is said to have belonged to the “ministeriality”. This requires 
some clarification ...

• Free Aldermen (Schöffenbarfrei, in medieval language: scepen-
bar vri): Although this term is mentioned in the Sachsenspiegel 
and several times in documents of the 12th and 13th centuries 
in northern and western Germany, it has never been completely 
clarified what exactly was meant by it. It is in any case a status 
designation. Free Aldermen served as jurors in Count courts, and 
the administration of justice in important cases was largely in 
their hands. They were allowed to sit in judgment on any person 
in the kingdom, but if a Free Alderman himself was accused, only 
his peers were allowed to judge him, even princes kept out of it. 
An exact status evaluation is difficult, but Free Aldermen were 



roughly comparable to the lower nobility, the term ‘knight-born’ 
(descent from (lower) noble ancestors) is mentioned here and 
their position as juror in higher courts was hereditary in some 
areas of Germany. 
Initially they were directly subordinate to the king only, later 
their service was transferred to that of the territorial lord, i.e. the 
responsible Count.

• Free Noblemen: (Edelfreie) were originally wealthy landown-
ers who had to pay three times as much wergeld as, for example, 
lord-farmers. In the High Middle Ages, Highfree- or Free Noble 
referred to persons who could show a dynastic origin (descent 
from a noble family) and who owned their property as “free 
property”. They belonged to a landed noble status, which they did 
not owe to a service or feudal relationship. Their own property 
(real estate and land) did not belong to any higher lord and thus 
they were subordinate only to the king (or emperor). When the 
old county- constitution lapsed in the 11th century, their territories 
were considered Empire-Free (Reichsfrei), King-Free (Königfrei) 
or Kingdom-Direct (Reichsunmittelbar); which about means, that, 
except of being loyal to the king, they were free of legal services 
to any territorial lord and did not to pay royal tax.  
    These Noble Freemen formed a middle class between the lords 
of old counties or shires and knight-born middle freemen. Their 
title was Lord or occasionally Baron.  
     Their duties in the (military) service of a sovereign were unaf-
fected by this.

• Ministeriality: In the early Middle Ages, ministerials were non-
noble officials of a high prince. Later, they were mostly unfree 
administrators of royal estates, monasteries and estates of nobles, 
and also had military duties. In the 13th century, the time of Eike 
von Repgow, ministerials were officials or administrators in the 
service of a prince and often belonged to the lower nobility. They 
were also active in the leading classes of the cities. 



With these three designations, the social position of Eike of Repgow and 
the family to which he belonged may have become somewhat clear.

Although Eike’s family name frequently appears in documents from 
the period between 1156 and the early 19th century, he himself is men-
tioned in only six documents from the period between 1209 and 1244:

On the Mettine, the Land-Thing estate of the Counts of Brehna 
south of the town of Zörbig, Eicko de Ribichowe is in 1209 
a witness to the sale of Spören Castle by the Burgraves of 
Giebichenstein to the Bishop of Naumburg.

In 1215, Heico de Repechowe, along with other nobles and 
ministerials in Lippehna near Raguhn, testifies to a legal trans-
action by the Prince of Anhalt in favor of the collegiate chapter 
of Coswig.  

In Grimma, Heiko de Ripchowe is mentioned in 1218 as a 
witness in a document of Margrave Dietrich of Meissen (1162 - 
1221), which confirms a grant of goods by the Margrave to the 
monastery Alt-Zelle near Nossen.  

In 1219 Eico de Repechowe is again mentioned as a wit-
ness in a document of Prince Heinrich I of Anhalt, which fixes 
a settlement of a dispute with the monastery St. Simonis et 
Judae at the city of Goslar. 

 The next mention of Eico de Ribecowe comes in 1219 from 
a document of Landgrave Ludwig IV of Thuringia (1217-1227) 
as a witness at the Land-Thing-place at Delitzsch. In it it is 
about the confirmation of a grant of goods to the monastery 
Alt-Zelle. 

The last time Eico de Repchowe appears is in 1233 in 
Salbke (today a district of Magdeburg) on the Thing-site of 
the county of Mühlingen, where he testifies to a sale of goods 
between the margraves Johann I (ca. 1213-1266) and Otto III 
(ca. 1215 - 1267) of Brandenburg and the Berge monastery 
near Magdeburg.  

Translated from Adolf Meyer 

After that, his trace is lost.





Eike von Repgow had the education necessary to write his famous work, 
the Sachsenspiegel. This he owed probably in the first instance to his 
‘Magdeburg’ environment. 

Although the Sachsenspiegel shows that Eike von Repgow had a 
comprehensive theological education, was familiar with the Bible and 
canon law and knew some high church dignitaries personally, he was not 
a theologian – it is unknown how and where he acquired this knowledge. 
There are only some indirect hints about this. 

The Repgows were demonstrably feudatories of the Archbishop of 
Magdeburg since 1159. They owned a house in the city as a fief, which 
belonged to the bishopric. Probably together with Count Hoyer of Falken-
stein, Eike is said to have stayed in the village of Salbke in 1233, one of 
the oldest settlements of the city of Magdeburg. 

The count is said to have been a trusted and valued person at the bishop’s 
court. At the time of the writing of the ‘Sachsenspiegel’ there was a close 
contact between Eike von Repgow and Hoyer von Falkenstein to the 
archbishop’s court, the count himself is described as feudal lord, patron 
or friend of the author. 

Due to the proximity to the bishop’s court, Repgow was able to in-
form himself extensively about the law of the city – the Magdeburg law 
is documented since the 10th century - and his work consequently shows 
a clear borrowing from this law. The Sachsenspiegel makes clear that 
Eike had considerable knowledge of canon law and the administration of 
the archbishopric.

In addition to the already mentioned question marks concerning Eike 
von Repgow’s life, it is not known whether he wrote his work ‘manually’ 
himself or dictated it to a scribe. The latter seems more likely, because 
the connection and the close link between reading and writing, which we 
take for granted today, did not exist at that time. At that time, handwrit-
ing was an art in itself, which had to be learned laboriously, mainly in 
monastery schools. By seeing manuscripts from the High Middle Ages, 
this becomes understandable. 

Moreover, in the Middle Ages it was not uncommon to dictate one’s 
knowledge, thoughts, etc.



In his work Eike von Repgow formulated for his time an astonishingly 
modern postulate for freedom: 

God created man in his own likeness and saved man, each 
and everry one with his martyrdom. The poor man as well as 
the rich one was dear to him, Therefore, do not be amazed 
that this book speaks so little about legal custom concerning 
unfree people because it is so multifarious that no one can 
cover it exhaustivelv. There are different laws for the unfree 
persons subordinate to each bishop, abbot, and abbess. I 
cannot report on it because when laws were first established, 
there was no unfree person. All people were free when our an-
cestors came here to this land. My mind cannot comprehend 
that one person could belong to another. Nor do we have any 
proof of this. Numerous people certainly are missing the truth 
when they claim that servitude began with Cain, who slew his 
brother. Cain’s kin were destroyed when the waters flooded 
the earth.
(Land Law, Book III, 43)

Maria Dobozy, p. 125









… temporally long and geographically 
widespread validity

The historian and jurist Wilfried Trusen (1924-1999), professor of Ger-
man and comparative legal history and canon law, states with regard to 
the connection of the Sachsenspiegel to Magdeburg law:

The Magdeburg aldermen, who were otherwise so sensitive 
to interpretations and influences from outside, immediately 
accepted the ‘Sachsenspiegel’ as their own law. This is aston-
ishing, and actually inexplicable if Eike von Repgow had not 
somehow been in contact with them, if his collection of laws 
had not had their full agreement, perhaps even had been cre-
ated on their co-initiative or had been formulated on the basis 
of the alderman see’s own legal records. 

Translated from Winfried Trusen

This even went so far as to identify the Sachsenspiegel and Magdeburg 
law with each other. In 1325, Johann von Buch (c. 1290–c. 1356), a 
judge, wrote a very important addendum (gloss) to the Sachsenspiegel:

... alliu meydeburgischem rechte, daz wir auch der sachsin 
spigel und ir privilegium heisin 

Translated:
 

... particularly Magdeburg law, which we also call Sachsen-
spiegel and her privilege.

Not only “von Buch” wrote a gloss (here in the meaning of explanatory 
and practical additions and explanations to Repgow’s work), there are 
numerous glosses to this book, some of which served the courts as a relief 
service. 

Yet, the Sachsenspiegel is not a law book in the current conventional 
sense. It is a written record of the customary law in force in Eike von 



Repgow’s area of life at the time, and it was often passed down mainly 
orally. He writes about this in the rhymed preface:

The medieval legal culture was basically oral. Although legal 
records were also created in the Germanic kingdoms at the 
turn from Late Antiquity to the Middle Ages, however they con-
tained only brief regulations for specific areas of legal coexis-
tence. The bulk of the norms to be observed were unwritten 
customary law, the contents of which were passed on orally 
from generation to generation. In the event of conflict, the rules 
of customary law had to prove their permanence in court.

This meant that law basically became visible to contem-
poraries only in the event of a dispute, because as long as 
the rules were complied, there was no reason to make their 
content transparent. Laymen, i.e. untrained jurists, were all 
involved in the administration of justice. They applied rules 
that they had learned from their fathers. Already due to the 
oral form of existence and transmission of law, the norms were 
territorially and locally very different. In addition, a person 
was born into a legal system and it stuck to him regardless of 
where he lived. 

Translated from Heiner Lück, p. 30



In part, this is also the law that he had practiced and perhaps created in 
his work as a juror, the law of the “good ancestors,” as he called it.

Besides the already mentioned Magdeburg law, many other custom-
ary laws come together in the book, such as those of the Franks, Slavs, 
Flemings who immigrated to Saxony, and that of the trade alliance of the 
Hanseatic cities.

The Sachsenspiegel influenced large parts of Europe, it found its way 
to Central and Southern Europe and as far as Eastern Europe: Poland, 
Bohemia, Slovakia, the Baltic States, Belarus, Ukraine. That it also 
found favor in Western Europe is proven by a translation of the work 
into late Middle Dutch; one of the published works in this language area 
is meaningfully called in Dutch: “Oude vaderlandse rechtsbronnen: De 
Saksenspiegel in Nederland” (Old patriotic legal sources: The Sachsen-
spiegel in the Netherlands).

The Sachsenspiegel became an exemplary model for numer-
ous other law books, such as the Augsburger Sachsenspie-
gel, Deutschenspiegel, Schwabenspiegel). Together with 
the Magdeburg City Law, it had an impact far into Eastern 
Europe (around Krakow, Lviv, Kiev, Minsk, Vilna, Riga, Reval, 
Thorn). Numerous Polish printed editions appeared in the 16th 
century. A Russian law book of the time was the “Russkaya 
Pravda” (Russian Truth [Law]), in England it was the “Tractates 
de legibus et consuetudinibus regni Angliae” (Tracts of Laws and 
Customs of England), and in Denmark the “liber legis Scaniae” 
(Book of the Law of Skåne) and the “Skänske Lov” (Schonian 
Law).

In the Kingdom of Prussia, the Sachsenspiegel was re-
placed in 1794 by the “Allgemeines Landrecht” (General Land 
Law) and in the Kingdom of Saxony by the “Sächsisches 
Bürgerliches Gesetzbuch” (Saxon Civil Code) of 1863. In An-
halt and Thuringia, it was not replaced until 1900 by the cur-
rent Civil Code for Germany.

Translated from 
https://www.slub-dresden.de/entdecken/handschriften/sachsenspiegel

https://www.slub-dresden.de/entdecken/handschriften/sachsenspiegel


There is no German law book that ever again achieved such a temporally 
long and geographically widespread validity – it retained its Europe-wide 
significance for over seven hundred years.  





Land law, feudal law and 
beautiful pictorial manuscripts

It is assumed, based on a passage in the rhymed preface of the book, that 
the Sachsenspiegel was first written in Latin and then, on the order or 
request of Count Hoyer von Falkenstein, a translation into Low German 
was written. However, this is also interpreted differently, in the sense that 
Eike first wanted to write it in Latin, then changed his mind because of 
the count’s request and formulated it directly in Low German:

In addition, the view exists that Eike von Repgow did not write the long 
rhymed preface himself completely as we know it now, later authors are 
supposed to have added parts. This would be possible, because neither a 
Latin nor a Low German original has survived. Only four partially gilded 



illustrated manuscripts have survived, which probably all go back to one 
and the same old master manuscript; therefore it should not be surprising 
that they are quite similar in content. They are named after their present 
place of storage:

• Dresden pictorial manuscript:  
This one contains the most and artistically most valuable pictorial 
scenes; 

• Heidelberg pictorial manuscript:  
This is the oldest, but most incomplete manuscript; 

• Oldenburg pictorial manuscript:  
This contains the most detailed text; 

• Wolfenbüttel pictorial manuscript:  
this is a younger sister manuscript of the Dresden one.

These four manuscripts have much in common but are not identical in 
content, their completeness varies, they were all made between 1295 and 
1371. 

The function of the pictures is to explain and specify the corresponding 
text sections.

The people depicted in the manuscripts are represented by means 
of stereotypes and thus their legal status becomes recognizable: For ex-
ample, the virgin wears her hair loose, whereas in the case of married 
women it is held together with a ribbon, the busker carries his instrument 
and typical busker’s clothing, widows are depicted with a veil, bishops 
with a crosier, builders have a straw hat on their heads, the (count’s) 
judge is drawn with a count’s hat and sword, and members of the beer 
guilds (one of the three lower free estates) are depicted with a beer vat. 

Furthermore, there are 341 manuscripts of the land law, the 1st part of 
Eike’s work, and 94 with the feudal law, the 2nd part. In addition, several 
fragments have been preserved. 





The Land law – This comprises the law of a larger dominion 
than a countryside and is the law of free people including the 
peasant. It governs land matters, inheritance, marriage, prop-
erty distribution and neighborhood matters, and an accumu-
lation of customary law. It also includes criminal law and the 
court system.

The feudal law – This is a separate part of the land law – be-
cause it was an important area of life in the Middle Ages – 
regulates the order of the nobility and the relations between 
the estates in the country, for example, the election of kings, 
feudal duties, and so on. It can be compared with today’s con-
stitutional law. 

In the Sachsenspiegel, the ‘service law’, the ‘court law’ and the ‘city law’ 
are not regulated, which led to ambiguities with the rise of the cities in 
the Middle Ages. Although the author addressed the incompleteness of 
his collection in the prologue and asked for the help of contemporaries 
because of its need for improvement, these central points were not added 
to the Sachsenspiegel.

The dictates of justice were designed according to life. Court hearings 
served as models. On the whole, these legal norms are expressive, de-
scriptive and pictorial. In part, solemn sentences and legal proverbs ap-
pear: 

Wer ouch erst zu der mulen kumt, der sal erst malen

Translated: 
He who also comes first to the mill, he shall grind first

And:
Wor zwene man ein erbe nemen sollen, der eldeste teile unde 
der iungere kise. 



Translated:
If two men are to get an inheritance, then the older divides it 
and the younger chooses (first).

Translated from https://dewiki.de/Lexikon/Sachsenspiegel

The Sachsenspiegel thus contains the law of several spheres of life. How-
ever, it is not really structured according to a clear system:

Legal norms of private law, criminal law, public law, and pro-
cedural law content alternate with each other in colorful alter-
nation, sometimes merging into each other. In between, often 
with only a few sentences, numerous individual matters are 
considered, such as legal questions concerning the village 
shepherd, neighbor law, road traffic law and more. For the 
justification of legal situations and postulates, not infrequently, 
and sometimes quite extensively, historical, biblical-historical 
or religious arguments are presented.

Translated from Walter Koschorrek

Shortly after 1300, a third part was added to the two parts of Eike von 
Repgows Sachsenspiegel.

In his prologue, Eike addresses himself in a religious reference directly 
to the group of addressees for whom he created his law book: Judges, 
jurors, and all those involved in the administration of justice: 

God is selven regt, darumme is eme regt lef, dor dat sen se 
sich alle vore, den en gherichte van godes halven bevolen si, 
dat se alle richten, alse godes torn unde sin gerichte genedi-
liken over se irgan mothe. 

Translated:
God is the right Himself, therefore right is dear to Him, there-
fore all who are commanded to judge by God should take care 
that they judge in such a way that God’s wrath and His judg-
ment may be merciful upon them.

Translated from Christa Bertelsmeier-Kierst

https://dewiki.de/Lexikon/Sachsenspiegel


Although the Sachsenspiegel is a legal book, it also gives us plenty of 
historical information:

He also used it to familiarize us with his environment. Perhaps 
it may sound exaggerated if I claim that the Sachsenspiegel 
also reveals to us a small history of customs of that time. 
There is talk of market and village, farm and hoof, mills and 
fields, plow and harrow, herd and shepherd, pitchfork and 
pigsty; Also alongside this we find mentioned chivalrous life: 
Castles, sword, shield and armor, war horse, tournament and 
duel. When reading the Sachsenspiegel, at least that’s how I 
felt, one is connected to a past world with problems amazingly 
similar to those of today, which reflect social life in an exciting 
and so true-to-life way. 

Translated from 
http://rechtsgeschichte-life.jura.uni-sb.de/Diederich_Repgow.htm

http://rechtsgeschichte-life.jura.uni-sb.de/Diederich_Repgow.htm








... some examples from 
the ‘Saxon Mirror’ ...

Tot nu toe hebben we het gehad over de Saksenspiegel en de schrijver 
ervan. So far we have told about the Sachsenspiegel and about its author. 
Now it is time to bring some examples from the book, mainly based on 
the text by Paul Kaller, who translated it into High German (see bibli-
ography), which in turn was here translated in English. These examples 
have not been reproduced completely unedited; some small changes have 
been made for a better understanding.

1st example

Land Law, Book I:
16. From Innate Right

No one can acquire any other right than that which is inherent 
in him. But if he spurns his right in court and claims another 
right for himself which he cannot prove, he loses both; [except 
the bondman who is set free, he receives the right of a free 
countryman]. 

If the child is free and genuine, he receives his father’s 
right. But if the father or the mother is a servant or a servant 
woman, the child shall receive such right as is natural to him. 

2nd example

Land Law, Book I:
39. Reoffender (recidivist): No admission to the oath

God’s judgment instead 

Those who have lost their right by robbery or by theft, if they 
are accused the second time (of) theft or robbery, they can-
not absolve themselves by their oath; they have the choice 
of three things: to carry the hot iron* or to reach into a boiling 



cauldron to the elbow or to defend themselves against a pro-
fessional fighter.

* The so-called “carrying the hot iron” is a legal custom that was al-
ready obsolete in the late Middle Ages, respectively a torture method, for 
punishment and establishing the truth. A red-hot iron must be carried with 
the bare hand over a distance of at least 6 steps. It was seen as a way of 
God’s judgment to prove the innocence or guilt of the accused by God’s 
intervention, that is, by a “miracle”, bringing the truth to light. Typically, 
the carrying of the hot iron was used for crimes of a material nature, such 
as theft or fraud, and then only for repeat offenders. It was not expected 
that the subject would not suffer any injuries, so a quick and clean healing 
of the inflicted wounds was sufficient as proof of innocence.

3rd example

Land Law, Book II:
51. From baking ovens, privy (toilet), pigsty, fire walls.

The oven and the privy and the pigsty shall be at three feet 
distance from the fence. 

Each man shall also cover his oven and wall so that sparks 
do not fly into another man’s yard to harm him. 

Privies facing another man’s yard must also be fenced in 
onto the ground.

4th example

Land Law, Book II:
56. Levee duty. From changes on the bank 

and in the bed of a river.

Those villages that lie by the water and have a dam to protect 
them from the flood, each village shall fortify its part of the dam 
from the flood. But if the flood comes and breaks the dam, and 
those who have their dwelling in that land are summoned with 



distressed and loud shouting to help to repair the dam; and 
whoever does not come and help has forfeited the property he 
has inside the dam-area. 

What the water washes away from the land is lost by him 
to whom the land belongs. But if it breaks and creates a new 
watercourse, he will loose nothing of his land.

5th example

Land Law, Book III:
3. Persons who should not be judged 

No woman who bears a living child shall be judged above skin 
and hair*. Neither shall one judge real fools and a feeble-mind-
ed man; but whom they harm, their legal guardian shall pay.

* A type of public punishment without hurting the body, which served to 
humiliate; the offender was tied to a stake (pillory) and thereupon the hair 
was cut off and the body was stroked with rods.

6th example

Landrecht, Buch III:
27. Von Kindern aus einer ungültigen Ehe 

If a man unknowingly takes in marriage a wife whom he may 
not have [in marriage], and begets children with her, they shall 
be justly divorced later; there shall be no harm to the children 
in their rights born before the divorce, nor to that to borne by 
the [pregnant] mother.

One more from the Land Law of the Sachsenspiegel is in the next illus-
tration...:







... the legal basis of the 
traveling musician

The Sachsenspiegel contains many kinds of law for many different groups 
of the society of that time. Here now, as an example, one of these groups 
and their rights is somewhat highlighted ...

It concerns freelance musicians, who in the 13th century were count-
ed among the larger group of buskers and the “Traveling People”. That is, 
musicians in service at the court of a nobleman or town musicians, such 
as minstrels, do not fall into this category; they had a higher status and 
also a regular income.

The group to which itinerant musicians belong is called buskers, 
“medieval German: spelüde”. In the narrower sense, they were actually 
just musicians: instrumental musicians, singers and actors and who also 
asked people to dance at folk festivals – entertainers.

In the broader sense, and so the term was also used in the Sachsen-
spiegel, it also included, for example, acrobats, jesters, magicians, story-
tellers and even (pseudo)-healers.

Nevertheless, among the traveling folk of the Middle Ages, the core 
troupe was made up of music-making people, and these were pipers, 
trumpeters, trombonists, shawm and bagpipe players, fiddlers, hurdy-
gurdy players, harp beaters, timpanists, drum beaters, singers and poets. 
In today’s terms, ‘traveling’ musicians were a marginal group in medieval 
society, providing amusement but personally kept at a distance. That was, 
because, they had a tramp-alike status and were considered not honest.

At the fairs of the Middle Ages, their appearance was part of 
the general event. Artistic and musical activities are usually 
mentioned in the same breath in reports from the 13th cen-
tury onwards, during which the number of buskers multiplied. 
Apparently, the performances, whatever their nature, were 
generally accompanied by music. “Feats such as balancing 
acts, acrobatic dances, and jerkish antics were usually accom-
panied by music.”

But not only joint performances of musicians and artists are 



recorded, rather the buskers of the Middle Ages often fulfilled 
several tasks in personal union. “Many of them were therefore 
not only masters on several instruments and completely at 
home in poetry, but were also skilled in acrobatic and gymnas-
tic arts of all kinds, farcical theatrical performances and many 
other things more (...).” 

Their manifestations were as diverse as their repertoire 
of various performances. Thus, in addition to musical perfor-
mance, dancing - usually to their own music - but also skills 
such as juggling, animal taming, magic tricks or tightrope 
walking belonged to the broad occupational profile of the 
busker. Only in rare cases did he work exclusively as a spe-
cialized musician. In addition, he usually mastered a number 
of other arts such as acrobatics, dance, sleight of hand, etc.: 
“Numerous pictorial testimonies refer (...) to activities as bear 
handlers, rope dancers, magicians, healers, jugglers, acrobats 
and quacks.” The buskers were therefore universal artists, but 
their main activity was making music.

Translated from Rüdiger Becker p. 31

The Sachsenspiegel says about this group: If someone is entitled to a 
‘reparation’ because of a suffered injustice, buskers receive only a pseu-
do-penance, and that is “the shadow of a man”.

To illustrate this in an example: After a physical attack has been 
suffered, the Saxon Mirror gives the busker only the right to obtain satis-
faction by striking the same hit on the shadow of his opponent, whereas 
anyone else may do so on the person himself. 

Unlike the musicians at noble courts or those in the service of 
cities who had a permanent job, buskers were counted among 
the “dishonest” and were, like all the “traveling people” honor-
less and lawless, which comes pretty close to the status of an 
outlaw. They were considered unfit to stand trial, and were not 
allowed to appear in law court either as plaintiffs or as wit-
nesses.

In addition, they were incapable of fealty, were not allowed 





to bear arms, and were not accepted by craft guilds.
Despite their precarious social situation, which often stood 

in stark contrast to the general popularity and use of their 
“services” by all social classes up to and including the clergy, 
according to the Sachsenspiegel, buskers were not subject to 
complete lawlessness:

“Even if a man is a busker or born out of wedlock, this does 
not make him the peer of a thief or a robber”. He was secured 
by other legal principles such as church laws or the “Public 
Peace” issued by the king or sovereign. Whoever “wounds or 
robs or kills a person incapable of law and breaks the peace 
on them, he shall be judged according to the Law of the King’s 
peace.” In the case of breach of the Public Peace, there was 
no need for a private suit, which was denied to the buskers.

If a busker or another person without rights was harmed, he 
was often only entitled to a mock fine, depending on the local 
law. Catalogs of fines depending on the social class of the in-
jured party can also be found in the Sachsenspiegel. Here it is 
stated: “Children of the clergy* and those born out of wedlock 
are given a cartload of hay as a penance, as much as two-
year-old oxen can draw. Buskers and all those who give them-
selves in serfdom are given the shadow of a man as penance.

Translated fromhttps://musikkoffer-sachsen-anhalt.de/musik-leben/spielleute-im-
sachsenspiegel/

* Since all priests had to be celibate at that time, ‘clerical children’ were automatically 
illegitimate; but since in the villages their father was usually known (and respected as a 
priest), they nevertheless enjoyed a special position. 
 
According to the Sachsenspiegel, the busker nevertheless does not be-
long to the lowest social groups. The Land Law states:

al si ok en man speleman oder unecht geboren, he n'is doch 
roveres noch deves genot nicht, alse men kempen op en 
leden moge

https://musikkoffer-sachsen-anhalt.de/musik-leben/spielleute


Translated

Even if a man is a busker or born out of wedlock, he is does 
not belong to the robbers and thieves against whom profes-
sional fighters are sent out. 

In addition, “traveling women” were not entirely without rights either, 
the Sachsenspiegel states that if a man rapes a ‘traveling woman’, that 
is, if he accompanies her without her consent, he can forfeit his life by 
doing so.





… does not accept wiseacres …
It was apparently clear to Eike von Repgow that the content of his 
Sachsenspiegel exposed him to attacks from those who either did not 
share his view of the law or (for whatever reason) did not want clear, un-
ambiguous rules of law. He certainly wants to face criticism, but does not 
accepts any reactions from smart-alecks, as he makes clear in his preface:

I am now a target similar to the deer
that the dogs bark at.
Whoever dislikes my teaching, contradict me,
as best he can.
But some believe to be a master in his space,
who would hardly remain a buster,
if he had to run with me around the race.

––––––––––––––––––––––––

And that is where ends this paper. Very much further information and 
subtleties of the law in the High Middle Ages exceeded the purpose of 
this small eBook. The following overview of the sources used can pro-
vide a lot more information, in particular, the beautiful German book 
by Heiner Lück “Der Sachsenspiegel - Das berühmteste Rechtsbuch des 
Mittelalters” may serve well - yet, that needs the ability to read German.

What follows are firstly the direct order links to the books pre-
sented at the ad pages. Then the overview of source citations, 
several with a few explanatory words.



Direct ordering links to the 
presented books

Direct order link for a copy of this book autographed and with a dedica-
tion by the author “Germanic Magic”:
https://hg-shop.eu/germanic-magic-2/

Direct order link for a copy of this book autographed and with a dedica-
tion by the author “At Elder Shrines”:
https://hg-shop.eu/at-elder-shrines/

Direct order link for a copy of this book autographed and with a dedica-
tion by the author “The Nerthus claim”:
https://hg-shop.eu/nerthus-en/

Direct order link for a copy of this book autographed and with a dedica-
tion by the author “Divine Messengers”:
https://hg-shop.eu/divine-messengers/

Direct order link for a copy of this book autographed and with a dedica-
tion by the author “The Mercury-Woden Complex”:
https://hg-shop.eu/mercury-woden/

All books written in English are put together at the small shop-site of 
the author Gunivortus Goos (previously GardenStone) and his wife 
Hannelore Goos, who is also an author, at:

https://hg-shop.eu/

Both authors offer only there the books the wrote themselves. Ordered 
books are autographed and contain a small dedication to the buyer.

https://hg-shop.eu/germanic


Sources 
Because Eike von Repgow’s Saxon Mirror is a ‘German’ book, almost all 
the sources consulted are also in German. Only some short commentaries 
to works and links below have been translated, the rest is remained in the 
original language. This applies to the books and articles and as well, with 
one exception, to the overview of websites.

1. Books and articles

Adolf Meyer,  Eike von Repgow – Verfasser des „Sachsenspiegels“. In: 
CZ (Cellische Zeitung), 13. Juni, 2010.

Christa Bertelsmeier-Kierst, Eike von Repgow: ‚Sachsenspiegel‘. In: 
Klassiker des Mittelalters, 2019, p. 59-82.

Cl. Freiherr von Schwerin, Sachsenspiegel, Landrecht, Stuttgart, 1977.

Dietlinde Munzel-Everling, Der Sachsenspiegel. Die Heidelberger Bil-
derhandschrift. Faksimile -  Transkription – Übersetzung – Bildbesch-
reibung. Interaktive CD-ROM, Heidelberg, 2009. 

The installation file for interactive use did not work under Win-
dows 10 and 11, but the many image files and PDF texts on 
the CD can be used without problems.

Friedrich Ebel, Sachsenspiegel. Landrecht und Lehnrecht, Stuttgart, 
1993.

Heiner Lück, (Hrsg.), Dresdner Sachsenspiegel. Vollständige Faksimile-
Ausgabe im Originalformat des Dresdner Sachsenspiegels Mscr. Dresd,. 
M 32 der Sächsischen Landesbibliothek - Staats- und Universitätsbiblio-
thek Dresden. Aufsätze und Untersuchungen, Graz, 2011. 

A great beautiful book with a lot of information about the 
Sachsenspiegel and its author, besides it offers a treasure of 
further historical information.



Heiner Lück „Der Sachsenspiegel“ – Das berühmteste Rechtsbuch des 
Mittelalters, 1. Ausgabe 2017, Sonderausgabe 2022, Darmstadt, 2022.

Dr. Karl Gustav Homeyer, Des Sachsenspiegels erster Theil, oder 
das Sächsische Recht. Nach der Berliner Handschrift V.J. 1369, dritte 
umgearbeitete Ausgabe, Berlin, 1861.

Frank-Michael Kaufmann und Peter Neumeister, Wege zur Edition der 
Sachsenspiegelglosse-Landrecht des Johann von Buch. In: Denkströme, 
Journal der Sächsischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, Heft 5, 2010, S. 
156-168.

Hans-Peter Schneider, Daz ein Recht mac vromen. Der Sachsenspiegel 
– ein Rechtsbuch von europäischem Rang. In: Wolfenbütteler Hefte 15, 
Wolfenbüttel 1994. 

Matthias Thiele, Der Sachsenspiegel. Deutsches Rechtsbuch des Mit-
telalalters. Seine Entstehung und Verbreitung in Europa. Examensarbeit, 
München, 2016 (GRIN Verlag).

Paul Kaller, Der Sachsenspiegel. Übersetzt und eingeleitet von Paul 
Kaller, Münchern, 2002.

A High German translation of the Sachsenspiegel.

Peter Landau,  Der Entstehungsort des Sachsenspiegels. Eike von Rep-
gow, Altzelle und die anglo-normannische Kanonistik. In: Deutsches Ar-
chiv 61, 2005, S. 73-101. 

Rüdiger Becker, Circusmusik in Deutschland. Ergebnisse musikwissen-
schaftlicher und musikpädagogischer Forschungen zu einer vergessenen 
Gattung. Inauguraldissertation zur Erlangung des Doktorgrades der Hu-
manwissenschaftlichen Fakultät der Universität zu Köln, 2008. 

Walter Koschorrek, Der Sachsenspiegel in Bildern. Aus der Heidelberger 
Bilderhandschrift, Frankfurt a.M., 1976.



Winfried Trusen: Die Rechtsspiegel und das Kaiserrecht. In: ZRG 102 
(1985), S. 12–59 

2. Websites

A website with background information and links to websites where the 
above mentioned illuminated manuscripts can be viewed as digital fac-
similes.
https://www.slub-dresden.de/entdecken/handschriften/sachsenspiegel

German Wikipedia Site about Eike von Repgow
https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eike_von_Repgow

English Wikipedia Site about Eike von Repgow
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eike_of_Repgow

Website with a laudation for Eike von Repgow by Mathilde Diederich 
(State Secretary in the Ministry of Justice of Saxony-Anhalt), held in 
1999.
http://rechtsgeschichte-life.jura.uni-sb.de/Diederich_Repgow.htm

Website containing Information about the Sachsenspiegel by Ruth Maria 
Hirschberg, January 2003.
http://www.brandenburg1260.de/sachsenspiegel.html

English Wikipedia-Site about the Sachsenspiegel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sachsenspiegel

Website of the CZ (Cellesche Zeitung) about Eike von Repgow from 
2010.
https://www.cz.de/Celle/Aus-der-Stadt/Celle-Stadt/Eike-von-Repgow-
Verfasser-des-Sachsenspiegels

Website with the Sachsenspiegel-Online Project.
https://www.sachsenspiegel-online.de/export/ssp/index.html 

https://www.slub-dresden.de/entdecken/handschriften/sachsenspiegel
https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eike_von_Repgow
https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eike_von_Repgow
http://rechtsgeschichte-life.jura.uni-sb.de/Diederich_Repgow.htm
http://www.brandenburg1260.de/sachsenspiegel.html
https://www.cz.de/Celle/Aus-der-Stadt/Celle-Stadt/Eike
https://www.sachsenspiegel-online.de/export/ssp/index.html


A page of the previous link is, for example::
https://www.sachsenspiegel-online.de/cms/meteor/jbrowser/index.
jsp?id=49

Website of the city of Magdeburg with the page: “Sachsenspiegel and 
Magdeburg Law”.
https://www.magdeburg.de/?object=tx,37.35515.1

Wikipedia Site about the term ‚edelfrei‘ (Free Noble).
https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edelfrei

Website of the village of Reppichau with information about the Sachsen-
spiegel and its author.
http://www.reppichau.de/index.php/de/

Website with the PDF-file “Die Spielleute nach spätmittellterlichen 
deutschen Rechtsquellen”, by Harald Lacina. A reading sample.
https://www.solivagus.de/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Leseprobe_HP_
Lacina.pdf

Website “Österreichisches Musiklexikon online” with an article about 
buskers.
https://www.musiklexikon.ac.at/ml/musik_S/Spielleute.xml

Website of the German „Mittelalter-Lexikon“ with a contribution about 
buskers.
https://www.mittelalter-lexikon.de/wiki/Spielleute

Website with the German PDF file “Der Entstehungsort des Sachsenspie-
gels Eike von Repgow, Altzelle und die anglo-normannische Kanonistik” 
(“The place of origin of the Sachsenspiegel Eike von Repgow, Altzelle 
and the Anglo-Norman canonics), by Peter Landau. Download is pos-
sible.
http://docplayer.org/32323923-Der-entstehungsort-des-sachsenspiegels-
eike-von-repgow-altzelle-und-die-anglo-normannische-kanonistik.html

https://www.sachsenspiegel-online.de/cms/meteor/jbrowser/index.jsp?id=49
https://www.sachsenspiegel-online.de/cms/meteor/jbrowser/index.jsp?id=49
https://www.magdeburg.de/?object=tx,37.35515.1
https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edelfrei
http://www.reppichau.de/index.php/de
https://www.solivagus.de/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Leseprobe_HP_Lacina.pdf
https://www.solivagus.de/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Leseprobe_HP_Lacina.pdf
https://www.musiklexikon.ac.at/ml/musik_S/Spielleute.xml
https://www.mittelalter-lexikon.de/wiki/Spielleute
http://docplayer.org/32323923-Der-entstehungsort-des-sachsenspiegels-eike-von-repgow-altzelle-und-die-anglo-normannische-kanonistik.html
http://docplayer.org/32323923-Der-entstehungsort-des-sachsenspiegels-eike-von-repgow-altzelle-und-die-anglo-normannische-kanonistik.html


Website where you can download the article “Eike von Repgow: 
‘Sachsenspiegel’” by Christa Bertelsmeier-Kirst from 2019 as a PDF.
https://www.amad.org/jspui/handle/123456789/109067?mode=full

Website where you can read in part the article “Der Sachsenspiegel.  
Deutsches Rechtsbuch des Mittelalters. Seine Entstehung und Verbrei-
tung in Europa” by Matthias Thiele (Examensarbeit, 2016) and the whole 
can be ordered against payment.
https://www.grin.com/document/341849

Website where you can read the article “Von der Gerichtslinde zum Hof-
gericht. Aspekte mittelalterlicher und frühneuzeitlicher Rechtsgeschichte 
im Raum zwischen Harz und Heide” can be read and downloaded as a 
PDF.
https://geschichtsverein-salzgitter.de/pdfs/symposien/160219sympo_
rep.pdf

On this Wikimedia Commons page you can download the book “Das 
Zeitbuch des Eike von Repgow”... in originally Low German language ... 
etc., by H.F. Massmann (editor) from 1857.
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:BLV_042_Das_Zeitbuch_
des_Eike_von_Repgow.pdf

Dutch website where a Middle Dutch translation and adaptation of the 
Sachspiegel can be read and downloaded as PDF. 
https://dbnl.org/tekst/_sak001saks02_01/index.php

Website with a short article “Der Sachsenspiegel” by Rudolf Dadder.
https://www.deutschland-lese.de/streifzuege/geschichtliches/der-
sachsenspiegel/

3. Illustraties

The references of the images are listed here in the order in which they are 
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https://www.grin.com/document/341849
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shown. Since this is an eBook, page numbers have been omitted.

Cover-background:
https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Datei:Seite_aus_der_Oldenburger_Bilder-
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