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Preface

It was around five years ago that we all first met together in Helsinki and later
Ghent to discuss our mutual proposal to edit a volume, the first of its kind on an
international scale, introducing a ‘canon’ of legal works that have most influenced
Western legal culture and that best represent the legal literature genres of the
periods covering its development. We envisaged it providing a resource for
researchers working in various fields, such as law, legal history, general history,
book history, history of mentalities, communications sciences, and law and litera-
ture as well as something that students and practitioners interested in learning about
the roots of their trade would equally find stimulating and invaluable.

Since we could not hope to complete such an undertaking on our own we first
needed to enlist the support of a scientific committee comprising eleven distin-
guished European and American legal historians, who together with the editors
would form the steering group of the project. Prof. Martin Avenarius (University of
Cologne), Prof. Emanuele Conte (University of Roma Tre), Prof. Gero Dolezalek
(University of Aberdeen), Prof. Thomas Duve (University of Frankfurt, Director
of the Max-Planck-Institut für europäische Rechtsgeschichte), Prof. Jean-Louis
Halpérin (École Normale Supérieure, Paris), Prof. em. António Manuel Hespanha
(New University of Lisbon), Prof. Dirk Heirbaut (Ghent University), Prof Michael
Lobban (London School of Economics), Prof. Aniceto Masferrer (University of
Valencia), Prof. Dag Michalsen (University of Oslo), Prof. Matthew Mirow
(Florida International University, Miami) and Prof. Peter Oestmann (University of
Münster) kindly agreed to serve and we are sincerely grateful for their generous
time and input. Convening in Lille, the committee was responsible for drawing up a
long list of key books that made the law and for suggesting a bank of potential
contributors who could write the individual entries. The criteria for the entries were
themselves the subject of much debate and suitably honed to provide a template for
each contributor to write to.

While recognising the cosmopolitan and multilingual background of both legal
book authors and contributors, we considered it crucial for the volume to be in
English and for the focus not to be on the legal authors as such (other than a brief
biography), but their prime contribution to the field. The significance of each book
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was to be measured not only from today’s point of view (influenced by hindsight
and posterity) but also its contemporary significance. We also wanted the project to
be more than a compilation of book entries: so in addition to individual articles on
the works chosen, the tome includes general introductory articles on the different
genres of legal literature, treating their subject not from a national but a more global
angle, including not only Europe but also the Americas and other colonial outposts
of former imperial powers.

As the completed entries emerged so too did further editorial headaches, but we
soldiered on and refined the volume during successive plenary meetings in Ghent,
Exeter, Oslo and Oxford and via that invaluable tool of the modern communications
revolution, email, and working closely with our publishers, Springer, have finally
brought this massive undertaking to fruition. In addition to our dedicated team of
119 contributors, we are indebted to a number of institutions for their financial
support and administrative assistance which we gratefully acknowledge here: the
Academy of Finland, CNRS France, the Finnish Cultural Foundation, Ghent
University, University of Exeter, University of Helsinki and University of Lille.

We would also like to thank Dr. Naoko Seriu (formerly University of Lille) for
coordinating the first period of our activities, as well as Prof. Anne Simonin of the
Maison Française in Oxford and Prof. Dag Michalsen of the University of Oslo for
hosting one of our meetings.

Summer 2016 Serge Dauchy, CNRS – University of Lille
Georges Martyn, Ghent University

Anthony Musson, University of Exeter
Heikki Pihlajamäki, University of Helsinki

Alain Wijffels, Universities of Leiden
Leuven & Louvain-la-Neuve, CNRS – University of Lille
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