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It is ironic that the first modern monograph-length study of the
English Exchequer, that medieval English institution par excellence,
should be published by a German scholar as a version of her doctor-
al dissertation. In British medieval historiography the Exchequer is
nothing if not studied—many of the best medieval historians have
cut their teeth on it. Its records are the pipe rolls, those financial
accounts of allowances and debts paid and unpaid to the crown aris-
ing from its twice-yearly audits. these are are nothing if not well
used—a scholarly society exists for editing and publishing them. the
Exchequer’s principle ‘manual’, Richard of Ely’s so-called Dialogue of
the Exchequer, is nothing if not edited—it is the beneficiary of no
fewer than four modern editions or revisions (1902, 1950, 1983, 2007).
yet extraordinarily, despite this, the last dedicated monograph-
length study of the Exchequer is Reginald lane poole’s of 1912. It
could not be said that British medievalists have taken this massive
continuous run of records for granted precisely (there is a continuous
run from 1156  to 1832). But it might be said they have not stepped
back to focus on them en bloc as they could have done. today the
pipe rolls and Bishop Stubbs’s Select Charters from the Beginning to
1307 do not dominate twenty-first century university teaching of
British (English?) medieval history as much as in the twentieth, but it
is true that for advanced students of English government, those older
reference points and their successors remain basic givens in the his-
toriography. the Exchequer and its records are part of the landscape.
they are ‘rather like Vesuvius . . . a grand object, never quite inactive,
always plumed with smoke . . . but seldom in full-scale eruption’, as
R. W. Southern said of Magna Carta.1 this can make it hard to see the
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phenomenon in question afresh. Die Autonomie der Routine steps back
to take a fresh look at this historiographical Vesuvius.

If, however, it is ironic that the first study since poole’s should be
German, it is not at all unprecedented; indeed it is very fitting. One
of the most distinguished dedicated studies of the Exchequer was the
great Felix liebermann’s still valuable 1875 Einleitung.2 So if it is
striking that Kypta’s is the most modern dedicated study of the
Exchequer it is instructive for the following reasons. Much method-
ological water has flowed under the historiographical bridge since
poole, let alone liebermann, wrote. While it would be quite unfair to
suggest that approaches to the pipe rolls remain stuck in the 1920s, it
would be fair to say that approaches drawn from socio-evolutionary
theory, modern historical semantics, and systems theory have not
been applied to them before (though Kypta is not alone in approach-
ing the Exchequer from other instructive modern perspectives). as
this implies, Kypta brings to her analysis a historiographical Gestalt
quite distinct from most ‘indigenous’ anglophone specialists in
medieval English government. Her geographical and methodological
detachment from the established British historiography on medieval
government accordingly make her an interesting guide to it. For this
British reader, partly if not formatively brought up within the indige-
nous historiography, Kypta’s study is valuable and thought-provok-
ing. Even—especially—where I would not agree with some of her
stronger conclusions or methodological prescriptions, her account is
a very useful one when thinking more widely about medieval insti-
tutionalization. It would be interesting to apply it to other record
series, though difficult, as she points out, given the Sonderfall of
English material.

Her argument in essence is as follows. It is fundamentally mis-
taken to think of kings and high-level adminstrators as the guiding
hands and minds behind the innovative administrative develop-
ments of the Exchequer as a government department. (Kypta is bru-
tally dismissive of those who would argue this.) they played no such
role. their presence correlates with no discernible patterns or
changes in record-keeping practices. Rather, agency belongs anony-
mously to the humble clerks who, through their many, small, repeat-
ed actions and modifications, created the Exchequer-as-department,
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the unintended longer-term consequence of those same actions and
their development of the technical language needed to articulate it to
one another. Similar but autonomous patterns can be seen in record-
keeping elsewhere, suggesting wider social systems at work. this is
the autonomy of Kypta’s routine, which develops its own agency à la
genetic mutations which are at once random and preserved as a func-
tion of their fit within their environmental context. the pipe roll clerk
cannot see the pattern that his individual choices will retrospectively
develop into. His retention or amendation of particular scribal or oral
practices is rational in a limited way, but has no wider intentional
game. Because these practices are fluid, multiple, and composite, the
rules for playing the Exchequer’s game as one of its clerks cannot be
learnt from a rulebook. (the 1170s Dialogue of the Exchequer would be
inadequate for this purpose Kypta argues.) Rather, you could only
learn the game by playing it. Institutionalization starts here with the
development of a routinized technical language, which leads to
social differentiation between those who have and do not have that
language, which finally hardens into a process of institutionalization-
as-organization around those, by now, long-established practices. 

as this implies, the book interestingly applies practices of histori-
cal semantics as being developed by historians such as Bernhard
Jussen (her supervisor) and which themselves build on the
Begriffsgeschichte of Reinhart Koselleck (and others). It also draws on
organizational theory and ideas of socio-evolutionary thinking, a
field of growing activity, partly through such theorists as Niklas
luhmann, who have used it to explain the complexity of social sys-
tems, partly through historians such as W. G. Runciman, who are
exploring ways of doing history meaningfully with evolutionary
models of causal agency. Kypta’s argument is neatly aided by these
theories. agency is taken away from ‘big men’ and given to little
ones. Intention with a small ‘i’ is permitted (the accretion of fluid
clerical Exchequer practice over time) but teleology is thwarted
because there is no master plan. (‘let’s create a government depart-
ment called the Exchequer!’—Kypta is sharply critical of those who
assume an intentionally developing administrative process.)
Complexity is maintained precisely because of the absence of intru-
sive executive interventions: the system maintains itself. She is care-
ful not to fall into the trap of arguing that all evolutionary changes
improve the system’s efficiency, rather than (by definition) con-
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tributing to its reliability. She is interestingly sceptical about how
much technical semantic analysis can contribute to unearthing the
origins of Exchequer procedure. She is good on the social divisive-
ness of specialized knowledge—an unintended consequence, she
suggests—and good, too, on the self-legitimizing nature of a techni-
cal practice once established. Finally, Kypta elegantly ends by
angling her account of a depersonalized, routinized administrative
function which has decoupled itself from the king’s person alongside
narratives of the ‘emergence of the modern state’, narratives which
are ultimately circular and teleological. 

It is perhaps where analysis is pushed to wider forceful conclu-
sions that one might raise some questions, mainly because Kypta
appears to stress binary alternatives where I am not persuaded they
are necessary. I will pick out two. In both cases an effect of the analy-
sis is to produce a somewhat unpolitical picture, it seems to me, and
a somewhat idealized account of administration, even if that ideal-
ization is to do with the processes not purposes of administration.

One is in relation to the respective agency of routines and people.
One can see the attractiveness of socio-evolutionary theory in
explaining the non-linear but rational (small ‘r’) logic underpinning
the many changes in record-keeping across numerous fields. It
means one does not have to explain every single change every time
with reference to an individual’s purposeful intervention. It means
one can explain parallel but autonomous processes. More widely, it
indeed makes a great deal of sense to stress the importance of aggre-
gated routine-as-legitimacy in distinction to individuals’ assertion of
their own fiat. But I do not see that a wider individual intentionality
needed to be excluded as a consequence of asserting the importance of
routine-as-legitimacy. One does not have to go back to an old model
of kings or chancellors ‘running’ government to think that the self-
conscious, reflexive capacities of twelfth-century clerics, scribes (and,
why not, kings) reached beyond the very limited intentionality Kypta
is willing to concede. an awful lot of energy, effort (and money) was
being allocated by these regimes to functions that, on this account,
they were strikingly uncurious about. In this period any autonomous
routine is always executed by people. It seems more likely that a per-
fectly ‘automatic government’ devoid of reflexivity will be as hard
for humans to carry out as automatic writing is for writers trying to
escape their own self-consciousness. Richard of Ely includes some
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interesting comments in precisely this respect about Richard of
Ilchester’s meddling and unhelpful innovations. part of the attraction
of approaches such as luhmann’s is that they seek to defuse the need
to stress ‘big bangs’ at the supposed origins of practices, and hence
reduce the need to attribute significant agency to individuals.
Notwithstanding the sophisticated ways we can attempt this defu-
sion, the question persists for me about the role of humans in decid-
ing that accounting action ‘x’ should take place, and then deciding to
repeat it, and to repeat it, and to repeat it, and to repeat it—or not.
perhaps this is the incorrigible, irreducible, deluded humanist in me.
(I think Kypta would say so and it is part of my point that ultimate-
ly some historians may disagree with her on philosophical grounds.)

In the second case one might wonder whether Kypta is warrant-
ed to see accounting as pure routine, devoid of ritual, ceremony,
meaning—and politics—beyond the functional division of labour
and formal process that is played out in the accounting process. Is rit-
ual as polarized from routine as Kypta argues? Is the king’s general
absence from accounting practices also a sharp distancing of govern-
ment from monarchy? On the one hand one would need to square
this with the very ambiguous nature of what someone like Walter
Map has to say about the anything but routinized, anything but
depersonalized angevin court more widely. One could argue that
Map ostensibly exempts the Exchequer from the court’s murkiness,
yet Map only goes on to stress Henry II’s watchful presence there, an
irony which actually only deepens the murk. likewise, if being an
Exchequer clerk was as straightforwardly pragmatic as Kypta sug-
gests, would such a clerk either need or be persuaded by Richard of
Ely’s elaborate intellectualized dialogue instructing them on the habi-
tus necessary to carry it off, as she suggests? On the other hand, one
might contrast Kypta’s description of accounting as purely account-
ing with the ‘play’, ritual, and politics that a historian like Olivier
Mattéoni has found in later medieval French accounting where one
might have expected such procedures to be more ‘bureaucratic’.3

an interesting comparison to think with here is the papal curia. It
fits with some but perhaps not all of Kypta’s analysis. take thomas
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of Marlborough’s account of bringing a case at Innocent III’s curia. It
conforms to a description of the on-going volatility of practice-based
knowledge (thomas has to keep up with a changing legal environ-
ment and an unclear set of protocols). But this need to engage with
that mutability does not preclude ‘static’ booklearning (thomas goes
to Bologna for a crash-course in Roman and canon law to prepare
himself for his case). Nor does the need to know the Roman rules of
the game,  at every level,  result in a depersonalized environment
(here are bribes, fainting fits, misjudging an audience, acerbic papal
put-downs).

the importance of these questions and the chewiness of Kypta’s
answers is an indication of the usefulness of her enterprise, even
where one does not necessarily agree. the British Middle ages are
too interesting and weird to be left to British historians, much as the
German Middle ages are too interesting and weird to be left to
German historians. there is a very great value to be brought to a par-
ticular, technical, and sometimes introverted historiography by a
skilled ‘outsider’s’ reading of its material. It makes the Heimisch
unheimlich and for historians this is always instructive, even if not
always comfortable. literate in but not a simple product of a histori-
ographical tradition, such historians are able to bring questions and
perspectives to bear that are harder to form within the tradition itself.
a great virtue of Kypta’s work is that she does not take the field’s
indigenous historiographical assumptions for granted and asks
sharp questions that have not been asked often enough in British his-
toriography. precisely because such historiography is not compara-
tive enough, often those questions have not been asked. It is very
instructive to have them asked here. 

Histories of instititional, organizational, and constitutional prac-
tices were once enthroned at the top of our historiographical hierar-
chies. pushed from that pedestal they have dwelt in rather reduced
circumstances within some increasingly shabby rooms of Clio’s man-
sion for decades now. the critical interdisciplinary approaches that
dominated European historiography after the Second World War
could not see their way clear to give new and better accounts of these
once canonical subjects. One can now see, however, particularly in
British, French, and German historiographies, new, stimulating, and
important accounts of these phenomena being offered by a range of
young historians. Kypta’s is one of these and historians of adminis-
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tration—English or otherwise, medieval or otherwise—will profit
from it. It will make them think.

JOHN SaBapatHy is a lecturer in Medieval History at University
College london.  His book  Officers and Accountability in Medieval
England, 1170–1300 (2014), a study of English officers in a European
context, was awarded the Royal Historical Society’s Whitfield prize
for 2015. He is currently working on a history of thirteenth-century
Europe, The Cultivation of Christendom, a volume in the new Oxford
History of Medieval Europe.
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