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Andreas Fahrmeir seeks thematic unity by asking each author to 
focus on the relation ship between Germany and global his tory. This 
task is more pre cisely speci fied as con sider ing how a German event 
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This is an impossible book to review. It consists of 177 short essays 
by 172 histor ians. It ranges from the pre historic (Homo heidel berg ensis, 
c.400,000 years ago) to 2020 (the Covid-19 pan demic and the new Berlin 
air port). Many sub jects and types of histor ical writing are repre sented.

The book is divided into six chronologically ordered sec tions. 
Most essays are identi fied by a year and subject—for example, ‘1454’ 
is about Guten berg and the Euro pean innov ation of print ing. This 
appar ent pre cision can be mis lead ing, as the year in ques tion is often 
chosen to sig nify the start of a longer pro cess. Thus the essay ‘789’, on 
the begin nings of German-language litera ture, refers to the dating of a 
list of German words prob ably used to help nov ices learn to read the 
Bible in Latin. The essay then goes on to consider German-language 
texts until well into the thirteenth century.

The first section—‘Avant la lettre’—contains seven essays from 
‘400,000 bce’ to ‘540 CE’. The medi eval sec tion (‘700’ to ‘1462’) has 
seven teen ‘year’ essays and four on regions (Poland, Bo hemia, Italy, 
and Bur gundy). The early modern sec tion (‘1502’ to ‘1784’) con sists 
of twenty-four essays, one of them on a region (Alsace). The long 
nine teenth century (‘1792’ to ‘1911’) com prises forty-one ‘year’ essays, 
plus one on Aus tria. The fifth sec tion covers the era of the world wars 
(‘1913’ to ‘1949’) in forty essays. The final sec tion (‘1950’ to ‘2020’) 
has forty-three essays. The editor writes a short intro duction to each 
sec tion. Apart from the usual notes on con tribu tors and in dexes of 
per sons and facts, there is a useful list of place names, register ing the 
point that these change over time. 
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has a global impact, or how a global event has a German impact. 
In add ition to such con nected history, some authors focus on com-
para tive history with Germany as one case. The closer we get to our 
global ized pres ent, the greater the ten dency to write trans national his-
tory which merges rather than dis tinguishes between the German and 
the global. These are not mutu ally ex clusive ap proaches, but one or 
an other shapes the indi vidual essays. Fahrmeir dis avows origin ality 
for this book, refer ring to some earlier publi cations as models. Espe-
cially rele vant appears to be His toire mon diale de la France, edited by 
Patrick Boucheron.1

The intellectual challenges are considerable and change over time. 
For the first sec tion, as the title ‘Avant la lettre’ makes clear, there is no 
con temporary mean ing to the terms ‘Ger many’ and ‘world’. Cer tainly 
this is the case for pre historic Heidel berg Man, skel etons of people 
who died vio lently around 5000 bce in ‘Swabia’, and a bronze disc 
depict ing the heavens found in Saxony-Anhalt and dated about 1700 
bce. One might ques tion the rele vance of the sec tion title to the next 
essay on the Battle of the Teuto burg Forest of 9 ce. The Roman sources 
on this de struction of three legions use the words ‘Germania’ and 
‘Germani’ to label where this battle took place and to name the vic-
tors. How ever, the in habit ants of that region would never have used 
these Latin terms them selves. Uwe Walther also ques tions the argu-
ment, sketched out about a cen tury later by Tacitus, that this battle 
sig nalled the end of Roman im perial am bitions in ‘Ger many’. Tacitus’ 
por trayal of the ‘Germans’ as a dis tinct soci ety, cul ture, and eth nicity 
was in voked cen turies later to sup port national ist histor ical ac counts 
of the event.

From the medieval period notions of German and Ger many multi-
ply and become more promin ent, as shown by essays on sub jects 
such as Charle magne and the origins of German-language litera ture. 
Essays on the Cru sades and em bassies to and from Charle magne 
relate Ger many to the world beyond. How ever, while this sec tion has 
four ‘region’ essays on Poland, Bo hemia, Italy, and Bur gundy, it does 
not have one on Germany.
1 Patrick Boucheron (ed.), Histoire mondiale de la France (Paris, 2016), now 
avail able in English as Patrick Boucheron and Stéphane Gerson (eds.), France 
in the World: A New Global History (New York, 2019).
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By the late medieval period there is an abundant dis course indi-
cating dis tinctions and con nections between Ger many and the 
world—so much so that some essays do not see the need to make 
ex plicit the con ceptual nature of such dis tinctions and con nections. 
Albrecht Dürer (‘1505’) was a German artist who travelled widely and 
had a ‘global’ repu tation. Johannes Guten berg (‘1454’) was a German 
printer and his innov ation quickly trans formed communi cations 
across Europe. It would appear that all one needs to do is narrate the 
essen tials of these par ticu lar biog raphies.

However, this can involve a problem atic jump from indi vidual 
Ger mans to Germany. To take a later example about which I know 
more, Claudia Schnur mann’s fascin ating essay (‘1825’) on three Ham-
burg mer chant broth ers, the Oppenheimers, details how they made 
success ful careers in South Amer ica and the Carib bean. The global 
aspect is clear: the broth ers inter married with Spanish-origin settler 
elites, moved into bank ing, plant ation agri culture, and slave trading, 
and ex tended their deal ings into the USA. Clearly they were German. 
How ever, German national ists at the time criticized Hamburg as ein 
Stück Eng lands—a piece of Eng land. The brothers looked ‘out’ to the 
world rather than ‘in’ to Ger many. Their facil ity in Eng lish and Span-
ish was more import ant for their busi ness careers than their native 
German. Still, the dis tinction between the na tional and the global 
be comes more ex plicit from the late eight eenth century, first and 
fore most in such cul tural spheres as litera ture and edu cation. The 
Oppenheimers, though global polit ical and eco nomic actors, sent 
their chil dren home for school ing—some thing im probable just a cen-
tury earlier. 

The subsequent growth of nationalism—framed also as polit-
ical and eco nomic ideol ogies—and then the for mation of a German 
nation-state in 1871 fused differ ent na tional notions in par ticu lar ways, 
equating Ger many as one state and body of cit izens with Ger many as 
one soci ety and one cul ture, then going on to show how Germans thus 
under stood en gaged in vari ous relation ships (con flict, co-operation, 
and ex change) with the world.  As indi cated with the Battle of the 
Teuto burg Forest, such notions were pro jected upon earlier times, 
marginal izing other mean ings. The historio graphical shifts involved 
are considered in various stimulating essays. 
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For example, Steffen Patzold on feudalism (‘700’) notes that this 
began as a tem poral concept with Europe-wide appli cation. Nine-
teenth-cen tury histori ography pro jected upon it a German mean ing. 
Late twen tieth-cen tury histori ography has sub jected that na tional 
per spective to sus tained criti cism. Many other essays cri tique such 
pro jections of national (ist) histori ography, as upon the Battle of the 
Teuto burg Forest or Luther and the ‘German’ Refor mation. Con-
tribu tors face the chal lenge of taking on board the changing nature of 
histor ical writing as well as pre sent ing a par ticu lar account of a past 
event.

Taking up this challenge means that many of the essays on the 
pre-nationalist period seek to dis play the changing and differ-
ent mean ings of Ger many and the world. The notion of the world 
becomes clearer from the late fif teenth cen tury with the dis covery 
of the ‘new’ world to set against the ‘old’ one. ‘Ger many’, how ever, 
lacks stable and linked polit ical, eco nomic, and cul tural mean ings 
until much later. This has impli cations for how we under stand indi-
vidual ‘Germans’. Johann Sebastian Bach in his own time was not 
re garded as a German com poser; indeed, there was no notion of 
German music to set against those of Italian and French music. The 
essay by Barbara Beuys on Maria Merian (‘1689’), who travelled to 
South Amer ica and pub lished a major study on its cater pillars, is as 
much about Merian the Calvin ist and the import ance of her stay in 
Amster dam before going out to the new Dutch territory of Suri nam, 
as it is about Merian the German. How far the same point can be 
made for Germans treated as groups is inter est ing to consider. Early 
German emi gration to North Amer ica, for ex ample, might better be 
de scribed as Prot est ant than German, with shared re ligion proving 
cru cial for relation ships with Eng lish, Scot tish, Welsh, and Dutch 
settlers. 

This starts to change as concepts of German and Ger many are 
elabor ated and set against those of the world. One per spective is to 
see the world as active and Ger many as pas sive. This was ob vious for 
the Thirty Years War as foreign armies (including that of the Habs-
burgs) devas tated the German lands. This theme is re flected later 
in essays such as that by Michael Stolleis on the intro duction of the 
French civil code—named after Napo leon—into German states. Some 
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Germans re jected this as a foreign im position, but others wel comed 
the chance to emulate a more modern and rational world. 

Increasingly such connections and their different valu ations be-
come cen tral. By the mid nine teenth century Ger many is presented 
more and more as the poten tial and then the actual active agent—one 
which takes what it wants from the world and im proves upon it. By 
1900 the Germany/world dis tinction is very clear and the accent is 
firmly on German agency. Many of the essays now deal with topics 
in volving Germans moving beyond Ger many and im posing them-
selves upon the world (mass emi gration, colo nial projects, German 
ad vances in Europe from 1914 to 1918, Nazism and German expan-
sion and de struction). At other times the balance re verses as the world 
moves into Ger many (post-1918 defeat, Allied occu pation from 1945, 
Mar shall Plan, the Cold War div ision of the world and of Germany). 

After 1945, and especially after re unification in 1991, many essays 
tend to be about Germans or Ger many as one aspect of a global 
process (world eco nomic crises, World Cup foot ball suc cesses, Ger-
many in the Euro pean Union, refu gee crises, the cur rent pan demic). 
Other essays com pare how Ger many and other coun tries deal with 
issues—for ex ample, the differ ences between France and Ger many on 
the appro priate eco nomic and fiscal pol icies to pursue in the Euro pean 
Union. These trans national and com para tive histor ical ap proaches are 
usually fascin ating and inform ative but often lack the illumin ating 
focus pro vided by the editor’s guide line of connect ing a German to a 
global moment, some times re vising what has usually been told as a 
German story.

Thus the essay ‘1909’ by Margit Szöllösi-Janze on Fritz Haber 
and his inven tion of syn thetic ammo nia clev erly un packs the global 
dimen sions of what is fre quently pre sented as an achieve ment of 
German science and genius, showing how Haber shared more gen-
eral con cerns about feed ing Euro peans in the future and drew upon 
inter national science net works. Frank Uekötter (‘2011’) traces the con-
nection between the nuclear accident at Fuku shima and the specific ally 
German way, both before and after that inci dent, of moving against 
and then away from nuclear energy generation.

In the space available I can mention only a handful of the essays. 
Further more, one can think of many other rele vant topics. Indeed, so 

book reviews



87

vast are the pos sibilities that any set of contributions must appear as 
an arbitrary selection. As it is, Fahrmeir is to be congrat ulated on the 
qual ity and quantity of contributions commissioned. 

I began by observing that my task is an impossible one. It is also 
an im possible book to read, if by that we mean start ing at the begin-
ning and pro ceed ing on to the end. (Only a duti ful re viewer would do 
such a thing!) Rather it is a book into which one should dip. Readers 
might find most stimu lating the essays on sub jects about which they 
know the least, espe cially as authors must spend some of their scarce 
words on back ground infor mation before pro viding a short riff on the 
Germany/global theme. I would also sug gest read ing to gether essays 
on differ ent periods which ex plore simi lar kinds of his tory—polit ical, 
eco nomic, liter ary, or mili tary. This would show how change over 
time trans forms what we mean by ‘state’, ‘music’, or ‘travel’, as well 
as by ‘Ger many’ and ‘world’. For example, it is salu tary to compare 
Michael Stolleis on the imposition of the Code Napoléon with Dieter 
Grimm’s essay on the ways newly in depend ent states have drawn 
in spir ation from the current German con sti tution (‘Basic Law’) and 
con sti tutional court. Used in such ways, the book will provide the 
reader with endlessly stimu lating information and perspectives.
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