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FASCISM AND FINANCE: 
ECONOMIC POPULISM IN INTER-WAR EUROPE

AlexAnder nützenAdel

In 1931 Germany experienced the worst banking crisis in its his tory. 
One of the largest German banks, the Darm städter und National bank 
(Danat), filed for in solv ency and the entire finan cial system col lapsed 
within a few weeks. A bank ing panic broke out on 13 July and banks 
closed for three weeks. Inter national in vestors with drew their loans, 
the German gover nment had to sus pend inter national pay ments, and 
the major banks were tem porarily national ized.1

On 7 August—only a few days after the bank panic—the German 
chan cellor Hein rich Brüning travel led to Rome, where he met with Ben-
ito Musso lini and other fas cist lead ers. Symbol ically, this was a highly 
signifi cant event, as it was the first state visit of a German chan cellor 
to the Duce. The meet ing gener ated huge—and mostly posi tive—pub-
licity in Ger many and Italy, as well as in the inter national press. The 
New York Times associ ated Brüning’s visit to Rome with a ‘feel ing of 
opti mism’, and Musso lini was ex pected to use the meet ing ‘to bring up 
his aspir ation to take a lead ing role in re covery from de pression’.2 

Brüning was deeply impressed by the Italian dictator, espe cially 
by his eco nomic expert ise. He noted in his diary that the Duce was 

This is the lightly revised text of my Gerda Henkel Lecture, held at the GHIL 
on 24 Novem ber 2021. Johanna Bieder mann, Eva-Maria Kaiser, Hanna-
Sophie Klasing, and Tobias Scheib pro vided valu able re search assist ance. I 
am greatly indebted to Felix Römer for his critical comments

1 For a detailed account of the German banking crisis, see Karl E. Born, Die 
Deutsche Bankenkrise 1931: Finanzen und Politik (Munich, 1967).
2 New York Times, 7 Aug. 1931, 10.

ARTICLES



4

par ticu larly well in formed about all eco nomic matters and could 
read ily cite stat istics on trade, un employment, and finance.3 Dis-
cussions re volved around bi lateral prefer ence treat ies and other 
mea sures against the de pression. Musso lini prom ised Brüning that 
he would sup port Ger many’s aspir ations to estab lish a customs 
union with Aus tria in the face of resist ance from the French govern-
ment. It was also agreed that Italy, which was itself in the pro cess of 
national izing its bank ing system, would send eco nomic ad visers to 
Ger many.4 Highly satis fied, Brüning re turned to Berlin. Five years 
before the Axis be tween Germany and Italy was sealed, an in formal 
rap proche ment had begun to take shape in the field of eco nomic 
policy.5

The question of whether and how eco nomic factors con trib uted 
to the rise of fas cism is as old as fas cism itself. In the view of con-
temporary Marx ists, fas cism was noth ing more than the prod uct of 
the crises of finan cial capital ism. While this linear causal ity has been 
re jected by most histor ians, cul tural and social his tory has domin ated 
re search for many decades.6 Only re cently have eco nomic histor ians 
re directed their atten tion to the Great De pression and its polit ical 
effects, often in spired by the finan cial crisis of 2008 and the search for 

3 Heinrich Brüning, Memoiren 1918–1934 (Stuttgart, 1970), 355–7; see also 
Wolf gang Schieder, Mythos Musso lini: Deutsche in Audi enz beim Duce (Munich, 
2013), 161–2 and 247–8.
4 See report by Foreign Minister Julius Curtius, Nr. 440: ‘Minister besprechung 
vom 10. August 1931, 11 Uhr’, in Tilman Koops (ed.), Akten der Reichs kanzlei: 
Weimarer Republik. Die Kabinette Brüning I und II (1930–1932), 3 vols. (Boppard 
am Rhein, 1982–90), vol. ii: 1. März 1931 bis 10. Oktober 1931 (1982), 1546–52; 
see also Julius Curtius, Sechs Jahre Minister der deutschen Republik (Heidel berg, 
1948), 222–5. 
5 Per Tiedtke, Germany, Italy and the International Economy 1929–1936: Co-
Operation or Rivalries at Times of Crisis? (Marburg, 2016); on the evo lution of 
the Axis, see Jens Petersen, Hitler–Mussolini: Die Ent stehung der Achse Berlin–
Rom, 1933–1936 (Tübingen, 1973); Christian Goeschel, Musso lini and Hitler: 
The Forging of the Fascist Alliance (New Haven, 2018).
6 See e.g. Devin O. Pendas, Mark Roseman, and Richard F. Wetzell (eds.), 
Beyond the Racial State: Re think ing Nazi Ger many (Cam bridge, 2017); Martina 
Kessel, Gewalt und Gelächter: ‘Deutsch sein’ 1914–1945 (Stutt gart, 2019); Michael 
Wildt, Die Ambivalenz des Volkes: Der National sozialismus als Gesell schafts-
geschichte (Berlin, 2019).

Articles



5

histor ical com parisons.7 How ever, most studies have been con fined 
to indi vidual nation states, focus ing primar ily on Ger many.8 Others 
have used very large com para tive data sets on elec tions, strikes, or 
street pro tests to meas ure the effects of eco nomic shocks on polit ical 
polar ization. In par ticu lar, right-wing popu list move ments and par-
ties gain sup port after eco nomic crises.9 While the cor rel ation be tween 
eco nomic dis tress and polit ical extrem ism is statistic ally signifi cant 
over the course of the twen tieth cen tury, the explana tory value of 
these stud ies is often limited. What we learn from them is that eco-
nomic crises do lead to polit ical extrem ism, but it re mains un clear 
why and how this happens, espe cially in the case of finan cial crises.

This article argues that Euro pean right-wing popu list move ments 
drew heavily on eco nomic con flicts and finan cial shocks and success-
fully ad dressed rising distri butional cleav ages and creditor–debitor 
con flicts on both a na tional and inter national level.10 More over, popu-
list govern ments had a last ing effect in that they shaped the finan cial 
reforms imple mented in most coun tries from the 1930s. This means 
that eco nomic popu lism is not only a short-term reaction to eco nomic 
and finan cial crisis, but often en genders a long-term transform ation of 
polit ical in sti tutions.

Historians have rarely referred to the concept of popu lism when 
ana lysing the rise of fas cism, even though Pierre Rosan vallon has 
char acter ized the twen tieth cen tury as a ‘cen tury of popu lism’.11 And 
yet this con cept pro vides con sider able ana lytical value, espe cially for 
the inter-war period. While the com para tive study of fas cism often 

7 See e.g. Johannes Bähr and Bernd Rudolph, Finanzkrisen: 1931 und 2008 
(Munich, 2011); Barry Eichen green, Hall of Mirrors: The Great De pression, The 
Great Re cession, and the Uses—and Misuses—of History (New York, 2015).
8 Tobias Straumann, 1931: Debt, Crisis, and the Rise of Hitler (Oxford, 2019).
9 See e.g. Manuel Funke, Moritz Schularick, and Christoph Trebesch, ‘Going 
to Ex tremes: Politics after Financial Crises, 1870–2014’, Euro pean Eco nomic 
Review, 88 (2016), 227–60.
10 For a general assessment, see Jeffry Frieden, ‘The Political Economy of 
Adjust ment and Re balancing’, Jour nal of Inter national Money and Finance, 52 
(2015), 4–14.
11 Pierre Rosanvallon, Le siècle du populisme: Histoire, théorie, critique (Paris, 
2020); see also Barry Eichen green, The Popu list Temp tation: Eco nomic Griev ance 
and Polit ical Reaction in the Modern Era (Oxford, 2018). 
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oper ates within a narrow frame work of de fining a ‘fas cist mini mum’,12 
popu lism is a more open con cept. Rogers Bru baker has argued that 
the term ‘popu lism’ not only de scribes an empir ical phenom enon, but 
is also a useful ana lytical category.13 It pro vides a power ful con cept 
with which to ex plore the erosion of dem ocracy and the emer gence 
of authori tarian—but not neces sarily fas cist—rule after 1918. It also 
helps us to better under stand why some coun tries resisted fas cist 
dictator ship, while others did not. 

The following analysis focuses on four societies with differ ent 
polit ical tra jectories: Italy, Ger many, France, and Brit ain. The ana-
lytical frame work is both com para tive and trans national. Even though 
popu lism ap pealed to na tional auton omy, it had a strong cross-border 
dy namic. Popu lism was a highly con tagious phenom enon.

There is no general consensus about the exact mean ing of eco-
nomic popu lism. In stead of a single defin ition, I shall high light 
four distinct ive feat ures that char acter ized eco nomic popu lism in 
inter-war Europe. The first elem ent refers to Cas Mudde’s in fluen-
tial theory that popu lists claim to speak (and act) on behalf of ‘the 
people’, who are set against mostly lib eral elites and main stream 
polit icians.14 Accord ing to this narra tive, the ‘people’ are hard-
working and suffer from eco nomic dis tress, while the elites are 
self-serving and cor rupt. This dichot omy between ‘the people’ and 
‘the elites’ as two homo genous groups can be inter preted as a sim-
plistic yet effect ive way to frame rising in equality and distri butional 
con flicts within soci eties. This ver tical an tagon ism is often accom-
panied by a hori zontal oppos ition be tween ‘the people at home’ and 
ex ternal forces. As I will argue, eco nomic popu lism takes the most 
rad ical forms when agi tation com bines both dimen sions—the ver-
tical and the hori zontal. 

The second elem ent is pro tection ism. National ist cam paigns dir-
ected against foreign trade, immi gration, or cap ital mobil ity were not 
only fre quently com bined with nativ ist ideolo gies, but also ex tended 

12 Roger Eatwell, ‘On Defining the “Fascist Minimum”: The Central ity of 
Ideol ogy‘, Jour nal of Polit ical Ideol ogies, 1/3 (1996), 303–19.
13 Rogers Brubaker, ‘Why Populism?’, Theory and Society, 46/5 (2017), 357–85.
14 Cas Mudde, Populist Radical Right Parties in Europe (Cambridge, 2007).
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to pro tection ist notions of social wel fare.15 Na tional Social ism in 
Ger many is a case in point. As one of the most rad ical vari ants of 
eco nomic popu lism, it blended social pro tection of the ‘people’s com-
munity’ (Volks gemein schaft) with visions of eco nomic autarky.16

The third distinct ive fea ture is a rhet oric of crisis and na tional 
de cline. Popu lists drama tize exist ing eco nomic prob lems and frame 
them in larger narra tives of na tional de cline and social de gener ation.17 
Re demp tion is pos sible, the argu ment goes, but it re quires revo lution-
ary changes and extra ordinary meas ures. Com plex causal ities, as in 
the case of finan cial crises, are fre quently ex plained with refer ence to 
conspir acy theor ies or by blaming ethnic or re ligious minor ities. Eco-
nomic narra tives are a cru cial elem ent of popu list propa ganda, and 
their suc cess often depends on new forms of media com muni cation. 

The fourth element of eco nomic popu lism is the authori tarian 
use of tech nocracy.18 In oppos ition, popu lists typ ically accuse demo-
cratic in sti tutions like parlia ments and elected govern ments of being 
too weak to solve ser ious eco nomic prob lems effect ively. But once 
in power, they com bine charis matic dictator ship with techno cratic 
govern ment. This in cludes the system atic strengthen ing of exist ing 
in sti tutions, such as central banks or minis tries, in combin ation with 
com prehen sive eco nomic plan ning and regu lation.

This classification is, of course, an ideal type, and not all popu list 
move ments exhibit all four elem ents in the same way. How ever, the 
classifi cation is useful to under stand the common ideo logical pat terns 
and eco nomic prac tices of popu list move ments and regimes during 

15 Dani Rodrik, ‘Populism and the Economics of Globalization’, Jour nal of 
Inter national Busi ness Policy, 1/1–2 (2018), 12–33; Philip Manow, ‘Welche Rolle 
spielen Wohl fahrts staat lich keit und Global isierung für die Aus prägungen 
des Popu lismus?’, Totalitar ismus und Demokratie, 17/1 (2020), 35–44.
16 For the concept of the Volks gemeinschaft, see Frank Bajohr and Michael 
Wildt (eds.), Volks gemeinschaft: Neue Forschungen zur Gesell schaft des National-
sozialismus (Frank furt am Main, 2009); Michael Wildt, Die Ambivalenz des 
Volkes: Der National sozialismus als Gesellschafts geschichte (Berlin, 2019).
17 Mark Elchardus, ‘Declinism and Populism’, Clingendael Spectator, 71/3 
(2017), 1–10.
18 Christopher Bickerton and Carlo Invernizzi Accetti, ‘Populism and Tech-
nocracy: Opposites or Complements?’, Crit ical Review of Inter national Social and 
Polit ical Philosophy, 20/2 (2017), 186–206.
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the inter-war years. The following article is divided into three parts. 
It starts with a short ana lysis of the finan cial con flicts in Europe after 
the First World War and their radical izing effects. The second part 
dis cusses the ques tion of finan cial sover eignty and how the fas cist 
eco nomic system in Italy served as a model for popu list move ments 
across Europe. The third part ex plores the impact of popu list regimes 
on finan cial and monet ary reforms during the 1930s and 1940s. 

Finance, Debt, and Distributional Conflicts after the First World War

The post-war economic crisis had not been pre dicted by con-
temporary eco nomic experts. It came as a huge shock and in creased 
exist ing social ten sions and polit ical con flicts. All four coun tries under 
dis cussion faced mas sive public debt, along with high in flation, for-
eign ac count def icits, and the con stant erosion of their cur rencies.19 
The situ ation was worst in Ger many, where the ques tion of for eign 
debts was aggra vated by the high burden of repar ations. In his book 
The Eco nomic Con sequences of the Peace (1919), John May nard Keynes 
had pre dicted the radical izing effect of the Treaty of Ver sailles.20 The 
finan cial burden of the repar ations was aggra vated by the fact that 
no last ing settle ment was reached be tween Ger many and the Allies.21 
For right-wing popu list move ments in Ger many, this turned out to 
be a gift, as they could blame for eign powers for the harsh terms im-
posed on them. For German govern ments, the so-called ‘Ver sailles 
diktat’ was a fre quently used tool for divert ing atten tion from their 
own polit ical failures.

Yet for the victors of the war too, the Treaty of Ver sailles was a polit-
ical burden, as the finan cial com pen sation was con sidered in adequate 
and gave rise to in ternal polit ical con flict and social unrest. Strikes and 
revo lution ary fer ment broke out almost every where. In a cer tain sense, 

19 See Charles H. Feinstein, Peter Temin, and Gianni Toniolo, The Euro pean 
Econ omy between the Wars (Oxford, 1997), 18–53.
20 John Maynard Keynes, The Economic Consequences of the Peace (London, 
1919).
21 Sally Marks, ‘Mistakes and Myths: The Allies, Germany, and the Ver sailles 
Treaty, 1918–1921’, Journal of Modern History, 85/3 (2013), 632–59.
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the post-war Euro pean crisis can be inter preted as a distri butional con-
flict that assumed both na tional and inter national dimen sions.22 At its 
heart, this was a struggle over the ques tion of who should pay for the 
war, and any solu tion would in evit ably have con sequences for how the 
costs were shared among the popu lation. For govern ments, in flation 
was a popu lar instru ment for re ducing debt, but it had signifi cant re-
distri butional effects. At the na tional level, the fierce inter national 
con flicts over repar ations were bound up with accus ations that cer-
tain social groups had profited from the war while ordin ary people 
had been fight ing in the trenches. Con dem nation of war time profit eers 
affected all coun tries, though it was par ticu larly severe in Ger many and 
led to a new wave of anti semitic cam paigns.23

In all four coun tries, the post-war eco nomic and social crisis led 
to a per ception of de cline, while ex posure to ex ternal forces seemed 
to reduce the polit ical auton omy of na tional govern ments. Shrink ing 
competitive ness, de clining ex ports, and nega tive bal ances of pay ments 
created a sense of crisis and ex ternal depend ency. This was a par ticu-
larly bitter ex peri ence for Brit ain and France, where fall ing ex ports 
were accom panied by a rela tive de cline of their finan cial cen tres.24 The 
French bank ing sector had al ready been fading in import ance for some 
time, but this trend was now becoming more appar ent. In Britain, the 
de cline was crit ical as London’s pos ition as a global finan cial hub had 
largely depended on trade finance, which col lapsed with the out break 
of the war. Anti-colonial move ments were also chal lenging Brit ain’s 
pos ition in the inter national system. Al though finan cial activ ities in 
the City of London grad ually re covered during the 1920s, they never 
re turned to previous levels. Many inter national banks closed their 
London branches during the war and did not return after wards.
22 Charles S. Maier, ‘Die deutsche Inflation als Verteilungskonflikt: Soziale 
Ursachen und Aus wirkungen im inter nationalen Ver gleich’, in Otto Busch 
and Gerald Feldman (eds.), Histor ische Prozesse der deutschen In flation 1914 bis 
1924 (Berlin, 1978), 329–42.
23 Martin H. Geyer, ‘Contested Narratives of the Weimar Republic: The Case 
of the “Kutisker–Barmat Scandal” ’, in Kathleen Canning, Kerstin Barndt, 
and Kristin McGuire (eds.), Weimar Publics—Weimar Subjects: Re think ing the 
Weimar Republic (New York, 2010), 211–35. 
24 See Youssef Cassis and Eric Bussière (eds.), London and Paris as Inter national 
Finan cial Centres in the Twentieth Century (Oxford, 2005).

economic populism in inter-wAr europe
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In Italy, the post-war crisis was even worse. In 1918 Italy had 
one of the high est in flation rates in Europe, a soar ing public debt, 
and stag nating wages, which led to major social unrest.25 In 1921 a 
severe crisis un folded in the Italian bank ing sector when the Banca 
Italiana di Sconto—one of the coun try’s most import ant indus trial 
banks—became in solv ent, trigger ing a major de fault of the Ital ian 
finan cial system. The bankruptcy had huge poli tical effects as the 
Banca Italiana di Sconto had been heavily in volved in war finance 
and had close ties to high polit ical circles, as well as to the arma ments 
com pany Ansaldo.26 The bank was accused of lining its pockets during 
the war while hun dreds of thou sands of Ital ians starved to death or 
were hunkered down in tren ches for the father land. More over, the 
bank’s in solv ency now threat ened to wipe out the savings of mil lions 
of Ital ians. Man agers and polit ical leaders were accused of share price 
manipu lation and de layed filing of bank ruptcy. The epi sode played 
into the hands of Musso lini, as the Ital ian public grew con vinced that 
the old lib eral elite sur round ing Prime Minis ter Fran cesco Nitti had 
failed polit ically and was mired in cor ruption. 

Financial conflicts also shaped inter national diplo macy after the 
First World War. Here once again, the ques tion of how to re-establish 
the inter national order was highly contro versial. On the one hand, 
it was appar ent that the in formal system of co-operation that had 
domin ated inter national finance before 1914 could not be re stored. 
On the other, the new in sti tutions around the League of Nations 
were too weak to create a new and power ful system of global finan-
cial govern ance. While scholars such as Patricia Clavin have re visited 
the role of the League of Nations, from the con temporary per spective 
at least the League’s limit ations cannot be ig nored.27 Hardly any of 
the recommend ations made by the League’s Eco nomic and Finan cial 
Organ ization (founded in 1920) had the de sired effects. One ex ample 

25 Sabrina Leo, ‘Il sistema finanziario della prima guerra mondiale tra debiti 
di guerra e riparazioni’, Eunomia: Rivista semestrale di Storia e Polit ica Inter-
nazionali, 4/2 (2015), 77–100.
26 Anna Maria Falchero, La Banca italiana di sconto, 1914–1921: Sette anni di 
guerra (Milan, 1990).
27 Patricia Clavin, Securing the World Economy: The Reinvention of the League of 
Nations, 1920–1946 (Oxford, 2013).
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was a com mission estab lished in 1920 under the leader ship of the 
Dutch banker ter Meulen, which sought to intro duce an inter national 
credit scheme as a new basis for trade finance. In the UK in par ticu lar 
there were high expect ations for the scheme, which led to all the more 
dis appoint ment when it failed.28

One of the paradox ical effects of this initia tive was that inter national 
col labor ation in creased on the level of in formal net works. Pri vate 
actors, and espe cially bankers, played a key part in this. Bank dir ectors 
had al ready ex panded the scope of their public engage ment during the 
war, when they acted as finan cial experts and man agers of the war time 
econ omy in many coun tries. A few, such as Karl Helfferich, a dir ector 
of Deutsche Bank, were even ap pointed to polit ical office. After 1918, 
bankers repre sented their govern ments in the import ant Finan cial 
Com mission of the Ver sailles Treaty negoti ations, such as Carl Melchior 
on the German side; Melchior also became the German govern ment’s 
key ad viser in sub sequent repar ation negoti ations.29 In 1926 he was ap-
pointed as the German represen tative to the League of Nations Finan cial 
Commit tee, and from 1931 he served as a board member of the Bank 
for Inter national Settle ments in Basel. Another example was Carl Berg-
mann, a former dir ector of Deutsche Bank, who became the German 
represen tative to the Ver sailles Repar ations Com mission and head of 
the War Burdens Com mission.30 Inter national finan cial ex perts gained 
con sider able import ance in the repar ation settle ments. For in stance, the 
Dawes Commit tee in cluded many high-profile figures of finance, such 
as Émile Francqui, a promin ent Belgian banker; Josiah Stamp, a dir-
ector at the Bank of Eng land; and Jean Parmentier, the French in spector 
gen eral of finance.31 Their expert ise allowed them to become import ant 

28 Jamieson G. Myles, ‘Steering the Wheels of Commerce: State and Enter-
prise in Inter national Trade Finance, 1914–1929’ (Ph.D. thesis, Uni versity of 
Geneva, 2021), 101–41.
29 Melchior continued to have close relations with Keynes. See John May nard 
Keynes, Two Memoirs: Dr. Melchior, A Defeated Enemy, and My Early Beliefs 
(London, 1949).
30 Werner Plumpe, Alexander Nützenadel, and Catherine Schenk, Deutsche 
Bank: The Global Hausbank 1870–2020 (London, 2020), 262–3.
31 Robert Yee, ‘Reparations Revisited: The Role of Economic Ad visers in 
Re form ing German Cen tral Bank ing and Public Finance’, Finan cial His tory 
Review, 27/1 (2020), 45–72.
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ad visers of na tional govern ments, but even more import ant were their 
inter national net works, which allowed com muni cation when of ficial 
diplo matic chan nels were blocked. For a polit ically iso lated country 
like Ger many, these inter national con tacts were an in dispens able asset. 
Yet these activ ities also fuelled popu lar dis trust of the inter national 
finan cial establish ment, which was por trayed as a small wealthy elite 
pur suing its own agenda in stead of common na tional inter ests.

To many observers, it seemed as if financial actors were grow ing 
more and more power ful. Not only did bankers play an import ant 
public role, but banks too seemed to gain more market power as a con-
sequence of con cen tration through vari ous mergers and acqui sitions 
during and after the war.32 Many com mercial banks were trans formed 
into vast finan cial con glomer ates. Con cen tration was a re sponse to 
shrink ing profit ability, a prob lem that had become par ticu larly acute 
during the era of in flation. Never theless, the over all im pression was 
that banks were gain ing increas ing in flu ence in all spheres of the econ-
omy. This was exacer bated by the fact that large com mercial banks, 
espe cially in Ger many and Italy, but also in France, were ac quiring 
substan tial indus trial hold ings. 

At the same time, the international exposure of banks in creased 
due to high bal ance of pay ment def icits and a rise in inter national 
lend ing in the pri vate sector. The bulk of inter national credit was 
short-term, which made finan cial markets more vola tile.33 While this 
stimu lated the eco nomic re covery of the Golden Twen ties, it also in-
creased ex posure to inter national finan cial in vestors. On the eve of 
the Great De pression, 40 per cent of the funds held by German banks 
were for eign, most of them short-term loans. More over, before the re-
establish ment of the gold stand ard in the mid 1920s, arbi trage and 
specu lation on cur rency markets were highly attract ive.34 
32 Manfred Pohl, Konzentration im deutschen Bankwesen (1948–1980) (Frank furt 
am Main, 1982), 285–357; Eugene Nelson White, ‘The Merger Move ment in 
Bank ing, 1919–1933’, Jour nal of Eco nomic His tory, 45/2 (1985), 285–91.
33 Olivier Accominotti and Barry Eichengreen, ‘The Mother of All Sudden 
Stops: Cap ital Flows and Reversals in Europe, 1919–1932’, Eco nomic His tory 
Review, 69/2 (2016), 469–92.
34 Charles H. Feinstein and Katherine Watson, ‘Private Inter national Cap ital 
Flows in Europe in the Inter-War Period‘, in Charles H. Fein stein (ed.), Bank-
ing, Cur rency, and Finance in Europe between the Wars (Oxford, 1995), 94–130.
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To conclude, the inter-war period did not mark the end of finan-
cial global ization. On the con trary, it saw an in crease in global cap ital 
mobil ity and finan cial inter mediation through banks and other finan-
cial actors.

In Quest of Financial Sovereignty: The Fascist Model

As global finance soared, demands for monet ary and finan cial sover-
eignty gained in import ance. In all Euro pean coun tries, the return to 
gold cur rency was seen as an essen tial step in this dir ection. Before 
1914, the gold stand ard had been an instru ment to facili tate inter-
national trade and finance, but now it became a project of na tional 
auton omy and finan cial in depend ence.35 

These populist demands were loudest in fascist Italy. In the 
summer of 1925 Musso lini launched the ‘Battle for Grain’ as a large 
popu list cam paign to make Italy in depend ent of for eign im ports.36 The 
goal was to stimu late do mestic wheat pro duction by intro ducing high 
tariff walls, thus re moving the coun try’s depend ency on imports. The 
aut arky cam paign was not de signed solely to pre pare for a pos sible 
future war, but also to reduce Italy’s nega tive bal ance of pay ments. 
Ironic ally, the return to the gold stand ard re quired huge in jections 
of ex ternal cap ital primar ily from loans pro vided by US banks, com-
bined with a pro gramme of de flation through wage cuts and price 
con trols.37 Musso lini announced his new pro gramme in a bel liger ent 
speech on 18 August 1926:

35 Barry Eichengreen, Golden Fetters: The Gold Standard and the Great De pression, 
1919–1939 (Oxford, 1992).
36 Alexander Nützenadel, ‘Dictating Food: Autarchy, Food Provision, and 
Con sumer Polit ics in Fas cist Italy, 1922–1943’, in Flemming Just and Frank 
Trent mann (eds.), Food and Conflict in Europe in the Age of the Two World Wars 
(Basing stoke, 2006), 88–108.
37 Roland Sarti, ‘Mussolini and the Italian Industrial Leadership in the Battle 
of the Lira 1925–1927’, Past & Present, 47 (1970), 97–112; Michael Behnen, 
‘Dollars für Musso lini: Ameri kanischer Cor porate Liberal ism und Fasch-
ismus 1922–1933’, in Jörg Nagler (ed.), Nationale und inter nationale Per spek tiven 
ameri kanischer Geschichte: Fest schrift für Peter Schäfer zum 70. Geburtstag (Frank-
furt am Main, 2002), 135–55.
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I will never inflict on this wonderful people of Italy, who have 
worked like heroes and suffered like saints for four years, the 
moral shame and eco nomic catas trophe of the fail ure of the lira. 
The fas cist regime will resist with all its power the at tempts 
by hos tile finan cial powers to bleed it dry, and is deter mined 
to crush them when they are de tected within. The fas cist 
regime is pre pared . . . to make all the neces sary sacri fices. But 
our lira, which repre sents the symbol of the nation, the sign 
of our wealth, the fruit of our work, our efforts, our sacri fices, 
our tears, our blood, must be de fended and will be de fended. 
When I go out among the people, the people who really work, I 
feel that by speak ing like this I per fectly inter pret their feel ings, 
their aspir ations, and their will.38

The return to the gold standard was coupled with exten sive 
regu lation of the pri vate bank ing sector. As early as 1925, the fas cist 
govern ment passed a law placing the stock market under its con trol. 
The Banca d’Italia was national ized in 1926 and granted a mon opoly 
on issu ing bank notes. In the same year, the pri vate com mercial banks 
were placed under the super vision of the Banca d’Italia and a mini-
mum reserve require ment was imposed. The regime also intro duced 
in sur ance to pro tect bank de posits. The fol low ing years saw fur ther 
regu lations. In 1931 the indus trial hold ings of the major com mercial 
banks were split off into a state-run hold ing com pany. The large com-
mercial banks were national ized, and a fur ther strength en ing of the 
Banca d’Italia as a note-issuing and super visory in sti tution fol lowed 
in 1936.39

Italy’s return to the gold standard and the finan cial reforms that its 
govern ment em barked upon in 1926 met with wide spread ap proval 
abroad. Musso lini was praised for his vigor ous ap proach not only in 
right-wing, national ist circles, but also by many lib erals and con serva-
tives. In France, Italy’s pro gramme of cur rency national ism seemed 

38 Benito Mussolini, Opera omnia di Benito Mussolini, ed. Edoardo Susmel and 
Duilio Susmel, 44 vols. (Florence and Rome, 1951–80), xxii. 197 (trans lation 
my own).
39 Alfredo Gigliobianco, Claire Giordano, and Gianni Toniolo, ‘Innovation 
and Regulation in the Wake of Financial Crises in Italy (1880s–1930s)’, in 
Alfredo Giglio bianco and Gianni Toniolo (eds.), Financial Market Regu lation in 
the Wake of Financial Crises: The Historical Experience (Rome, 2009), 45–74.
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to strengthen the con serva tive govern ment under Ray mond Poin caré 
in its own at tempts to return to the gold stand ard. For Poin caré, in-
voking the threat of cur rency de preci ation and cap ital flight was a 
strat egy to curb the rad ical forces in his union nationale coalition.40

Political conflicts about the return to pre-war gold parity also arose 
in Brit ain, which ex peri enced a wave of strikes and street pro tests after 
1925. Con serva tives such as Win ston Church ill praised Musso lini’s 
authori tarian pro gramme of finan cial and monet ary stabil ization. 
Church ill, who had over seen the return to the gold stand ard as 
chancel lor of the Ex chequer, visited Musso lini in early 1927. On this 
occa sion, he cele brated the Duce for his ‘struggle against the bestial 
appe tites and pas sions of Lenin ism’ and ap plauded his efforts ‘to 
main tain a strict and safer stand ard of Italian finance’.41

Churchill’s admiration for Mussolini is well known.42 But Church-
ill was not alone; in fact, he repre sented a grow ing group of ad mirers 
of Musso lini among con serva tive and right-wing polit icians in Brit-
ain.43 One example was Lord Rother mere, the founder of the Daily 
Mail and owner of a huge newspaper empire with mil lions of readers. 
Rother mere was a pio neer of the popu lar press in Brit ain, and he used 
his media out lets for crude popu list cam paigns which centred on 
eco nomic con flicts and na tional rival ries. Rother mere blamed Brit ish 
polit icians for ig noring the deep eco nomic crisis and the rela tive de-
cline of Brit ish in dus tries com pared to the rest of the world. ‘How are 
we faring in the Eco nomic War which is now upon us?’ he asked in an 
art icle pub lished in Febru ary 1928.44 The answer seemed to be simple: 
‘In evit ably one turns to wards the ex ample of Italy, which has emerged 

40 Kenneth Mouré, The Gold Standard Illusion: France, the Bank of France, and the 
Inter national Gold Standard, 1914–1939 (Oxford, 2002), 114.
41 ‘Mr. Churchill on Fascism’, The Times, 21 Jan. 1927.
42 See Geoffrey Wheatcroft, Churchill’s Shadow: The Life and Afterlife of Win ston 
Church ill (New York, 2021).
43 See Martin Pugh, ‘Hurrah for the Blackshirts!’ Fascists and Fas cism in Brit ain 
be tween the Wars (London, 2006), 5; Bern hard Dietz, Neo-Tories: The Revolt of 
Brit ish Con serva tives against Dem ocracy and Polit ical Modern ity (1929–1939), trans. 
Ian Cope stake (London, 2018); Anna Lena Kocks, Gesellig keit ver ein nahmen: 
Jugend und Freizeit als Agitations felder des italien ischen und brit ischen Fasch ismus 
(Darmstadt, 2021), 127–30.
44 Lord Rothermere, ‘Do We Need a Mussolini?’, Sunday Pictorial, 28 Feb. 1926, 8.
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from a pos ition of im pend ing ruin and is to-day eco nomic ally the 
most pro gressive nation in Europe—thanks to the genius of one man.’ 
How ever, Rother mere was scep tical about im port ing fas cism to Brit-
ain. Be sides the fact that ‘no man with the neces sary qual ities has yet 
ap peared on the polit ical hori zon . . . auto cratic con trol vested in one 
person has always been repug nant to the Brit ish people’. As an alter-
native, Rother mere pro posed the in sti tution of a ‘Commit tee of Three’ 
in vested with ‘plenary powers’. The remit of this triumvir ate was to 
be re stricted to eco nomic policy, and their members should have no 
‘polit ical entangle ments’.45 For this office, Rother mere recom mended 
estab lished fig ures from the cor porate world, such as the chair man of 
Im perial Air ways Eric Geddes, or Reginald McKenna from Mid land 
Bank.

Rothermere’s proposal was unsuccessful, but it is evi dence of a 
new popu list tone that entered the British debate on eco nomic policy. 
In 1929 Rother mere once again used his media empire to sup port the 
Empire Free Trade Cru sade founded by Lord Beaver brook, an other 
news paper mag nate. The initia tive aimed to create a trade zone for 
the Brit ish Empire that was to be pro tected from the rest of the world 
by a high tariff wall—an idea analo gous to the preferen tial trade zones 
estab lished by Italy and Ger many after the Great De pression.46

Such positive responses to authoritarian models of eco nomic 
organ ization were not limited to right-wing polit ical figures. Cor-
porat ist ideas, for ex ample, at tracted con sider able atten tion even in 
the Labour Party and the Trades Union Con gress, as the Brit ish left 
sought in spir ation for new con cepts of eco nomic plan ning and in dus-
trial modern ization.47 Flirt ing with Ital ian fas cism did not neces sarily 
mean a whole sale import of the system to Brit ain. Many moder ate 
Tories, such as the young Harold Mac millan, re jected Musso lini and 

45 Ibid.  46 Jerry M. Calton, ‘Beaverbrook’s Split Imperial Person-
ality: Canada, Brit ain, and the Empire Free Trade Move ment of 1929–1931’, 
The Histor ian, 37/1 (1974), 26–45, at 37; on Lord Rother mere’s sup port for the 
Brit ish Union of Fas cists, see Pugh, ‘Hurrah for the Blackshirts!’, 140, 149–50.
47 L. P. Carpenter, ‘Corporatism in Britain 1930–45’, Journal of Con temporary 
His tory, 11/1 (1976), 3–25; Valerio Torreggiani, ‘To wards an Orderly Soci ety: 
Capital ist Plan ning and Corporatist Ideology in Britain in the Great Slump 
(1931–1934)’, Journal of European Economic History, 1 (2016), 67–97.
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his brutal regime while being in trigued by fas cist cor porat ism and 
eco nomic plan ning. Mac millan worked and pub lished con stantly on 
cor porat ist themes, start ing with his book on In dus try and the State 
(1927).48 Other promin ent ad mirers in cluded Basil Blackett, a dir-
ector of the Bank of Eng land; Arthur Salter, the former head of the 
Eco nomic and Finan cial Organ ization of the League of Nations; and 
Lord Melchett, the chair man of Im perial Chem ical In dus tries, who 
pro posed a Na tional In dus trial Coun cil in spired by fas cist eco nomic 
organ izations. All these figures were scep tical that trad itional in sti-
tutions would be able to solve the mount ing eco nomic prob lems and 
social con flicts. Parlia ments were seen as lacking the neces sary eco-
nomic expert ise and the will to take de cisive action.

A similar interest in fascist Italy existed in almost every Euro pean 
coun try after the onset of the Great De pression.49 As in the UK, these 
dis cussions were not limited to the vari ous fas cist or rad ical right-
wing move ments. More over, fas cists out side Italy often sought to set 
them selves apart and em phasized their ideo logical original ity and 
polit ical in depend ence. Oswald Mosley, the founder of the Brit ish 
Union of Fas cists, argued for cor porat ist ideas and in creased state 
con trol over the econ omy in his 1932 mani festo The Greater Brit ain. But 
in stead of defer ring to Musso lini, he claimed these eco nomic ideas as 
his own: ‘We seek to organ ise the Modern Move ment in this coun try 
by British methods in a form which is suit able to and char acter istic 
of Great Brit ain. We are essen tially a na tional move ment, and if our 
policy could be summar ised in two words, they would be “Brit ain 
First” ’.50 Simi larly, in inter-war Ger many, the rising Nazi move ment 
dis played an ambiva lent atti tude to wards Ital ian fas cism by in sist-
ing on the original ity of its own eco nomic pro gramme. Even though 

48 Valerio Torreggiani, ‘The Making of Harold Macmillan’s Third Way in 
Inter war Brit ain (1924–1935)’, in Alessandro Salvador and Anders Kjøst vedt 
(eds.), New Political Ideas in the Aftermath of the Great War (Cham, 2017), 67–85. 
49 António Costa Pinto, ‘Fascism, Corporatism and the Crafting of Authori tarian 
In sti tutions in Inter-War Euro pean Dictator ships’, in id. and Aris totle Kallis (eds.), 
Re think ing Fas cism and Dictator ship in Europe (Basing stoke, 2014), 87–117.
50 Oswald Mosley, The Greater Britain (London, 1932), 19; see also Gary Love, 
‘ “What’s the Big Idea?” Oswald Mosley, the British Union of Fas cists and 
Generic Fascism’, Journal of Contemporary History, 42/3 (2007), 447–68.
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many Nazis con sidered the Duce to be a nat ural ally, ideo logical and 
polit ical rival ries re mained con sider able even after 1933.51

However, in Germany too, interest in Ital ian fas cism in creased 
notice ably during the Great De pression. One of the most active 
ad vocates of the Italian dictator ship was Erwin von Beckerath, an emi-
nent pro fessor of eco nomics at the Uni versity of Co logne. Beckerath 
wrote sev eral books on Ital ian fas cism, organ ized lec tures and con-
ferences with German and Ital ian scholars, and finally founded a 
depart ment of cor porat ist stud ies at the Petrarca Insti tute in Co logne 
in Novem ber 1933. Beckerath’s sym pathy for Musso lini was driven 
by the expect ation that Na tional Social ism would eventu ally drop its 
revo lution ary eco nomic pro gramme and follow the more moder ate 
path of Ital ian fas cism.52

In German banking, interest in Italy was strongly motiv ated by 
con cerns about the con sequences for pri vate owner ship of a pos-
sible Hitler govern ment. A cause for con cern were rad ical Nazi party 
represen tatives such as Gott fried Feder, who de manded the end of 
‘inter est slavery’ to the large com mercial banks. Feder claimed that 
the national ization of the banks in the summer of 1931 should not 
be limited to a period of crisis, but made perma nent.53 For Feder and 
other Nazi ideol ogists, the savings and co-operative banks repre-
sented the genu ine and healthy German trad ition of bank ing, while 
the large com mercial banks stood for ‘inter nationalist’ and Jewish 
in flu ences on finance. In the wake of the bank ing crisis, anti semitic 
cam paigns targeted large com mercial banks, blaming the crash 
on the over-representation of Jewish man agers and their allegedly 

51 See Goeschel, Mussolini and Hitler.
52 Wolfgang Schieder, ‘Das italienische Experiment: Der Faschismus als 
Vor bild in der Krise der Weimarer Repub lik’, Histor ische Zeit schrift, 262/1 
(1996), 73–125; id., ‘Fasch ismus für Deutsch land: Erwin von Beckerath und 
das Italien Musso linis’, in Christian Jansen, Lutz Niet hammer, and Bernd 
Weis brod (eds.), Von der Auf gabe der Frei heit: Polit ische Ver antwort ung und 
bürger liche Gesell schaft im 19. und 20. Jahr hundert. Fest schrift für Hans Mommsen 
zum 5. November 1995 (Berlin, 1995), 267–83.
53 Addresses by Wilhelm Keppler and Gottfried Feder at the meet ing of the 
Investi gation Commit tee on 6 Septem ber 1933 in Deutsches Reich: Unter-
suchungs auschuss für das Bank wesen 1933, Unter suchung des Bank wesens 
1933, 2 vols. (Berlin, 1933–4), vol. i. pt. i. 12–19.
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cosmo politan ideas. Eco nomic anti semitism had a long trad ition in 
Ger many, but after the fail ure of the Danat under the leadership of 
Jakob Gold schmidt in 1931, Nazi propa ganda was success ful in link-
ing anti semitism to finan cial speculation and mis manage ment.54 This 
propa ganda seemed all the more plaus ible as Gold schmidt stood 
accused not only of risky invest ments and lax credit prac tices, but also 
of ac count ing fraud. Simi larly, the largest German bank, the Deutsche 
Bank und Disconto-Gesellschaft, came under public attack after a 
series of finan cial scan dals and mis invest ments. Fur ther out rage was 
caused by Deutsche Bank’s re fusal to partici pate in a bank ing con-
sortium to rescue the Danat.55 The fact that the German tax payer had 
to foot an enor mous bill for bank bail outs while the govern ment cut 
the wages of civil ser vants and bene fits for job less workers in creased 
the gen eral feel ing that the burden of the crisis was being distrib uted 
un equally. This senti ment was fuelled by the Nazi propa ganda ma-
chine. The huge elect oral suc cess of the NSDAP in July 1932 was, as 
we know from var ious ana lyses of na tional and re gional elec tions, 
strongly in flu enced by the bank ing crisis and its polar izing polit ical 
and socio-economic effects.56

Financial Regulation in Times of Populism

What impact did populism have on monetary and bank ing reforms 
during the 1930s and 1940s? In Ger many, al though most members of 
the eco nomic elite under estimated Hitler’s radical ism and vio lence, 
their pre diction that the new regime would sooner or later adopt a 
more moder ate stance in eco nomic policy proved to be right. Hitler 
called the former presi dent of the Reichs bank, Hjalmar Schacht, 
back into office. Schacht—who in 1934 also became Reich minis ter 

54 See Martin H. Geyer, ‘What Crisis? Speculation, Corruption, and the State 
of Emer gency during the Great De pression’, Bulletin of the German Historical 
Institute Washing ton DC, 55 (2014), 9–35.
55 Plumpe, Nützenadel, and Schenk, Deutsche Bank, 293–5.
56 Sebastian Doerr, Stefan Gissler, José-Luis Peydró, et al., ‘Finan cial Crises 
and Polit ical Radical ization: How Fail ing Banks Paved Hitler’s Path to Power’, 
BIS Work ing Papers, 978 (2021).
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of eco nomics—was well-known for opposing the national ization of 
com mercial banks. Schacht set the tone for the in quiry com mission 
estab lished in summer 1933 to dis cuss the causes of the bank ing crisis 
and the re organization of the German finan cial system.57

In its final report, the commission partly echoed the national ist and 
racist per spectives of the Nazi pro gramme in arguing that German 
banks were sound, and that their main prob lems were caused by ex-
ternal forces, in cluding the high repar ation costs and the with drawal 
of for eign credits. Further more, the report en dorsed the exist ing bank-
ing system, with its mix ture of pri vate com mercial houses and public 
and savings banks. While Jewish bank dir ectors were dis missed and 
Jewish owners ex propri ated under Aryan ization laws, all banks that 
had been placed under state owner ship after 1931 were re privatized 
by 1936.58 Clearly, Schacht and other Nazi leaders shared a belief in 
the con tinued exist ence of a pri vate bank ing system as an import ant 
tool for financing re armament and organ izing the monet ary side of 
war fare.59 At the same time, the Bank Act of 1934 and the Stock Cor-
por ation Act of 1937 created a com prehen sive legal frame work with 
which to con trol the entire finan cial and cor porate sector.60

Remarkably, there were substan tial similar ities to the bank ing 
reform initi ated by the fas cist govern ment in Italy in 1926. Liquid-
ity rules and re serve require ments were intro duced to enforce the 
stabil ity of the finan cial sector. Establish ing new banks or sub sidiaries 
re quired govern ment ap proval, and com petition within the bank-
ing sector was sup pressed by the intro duction of fixed inter est rates 
and pro visions. State con trol was gener ally intensi fied, and was 
exer cised by the Reichs bank, the bank ing com missioner, and a new 

57 Christopher Kopper, Zwischen Markt wirtschaft und Dirig ismus: Banken politik 
im ‘Dritten Reich’ 1933–1939 (Bonn, 1995), 86–112.
58 Dieter Ziegler, ‘After the Crisis: Nationalisation and Re-Privatization of 
the German Great Banks 1931–1937’, Jahrbuch für Wirtschafts geschichte, 52/2 
(2011), 55–73.
59 On Schacht, see Christopher Kopper, Hjalmar Schacht: Aufstieg und Fall von 
Hitlers mächtigstem Bankier (Munich, 2006).
60 Johannes Bähr, ‘Modernes Bankrecht und dirigistische Kapital lenkung: 
Zur Steuerung der Ebenen im Finanz sektor des “Dritten Reichs” ’, in Dieter 
Gose winkel (ed.), Wirtschafts kontrolle und Recht in der national sozialist ischen 
Diktatur (Frankfurt am Main, 2005), 199–223.
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con trol board.61 All in all, legal regu lation of finance in Nazi Ger many 
was based on rigor ous state con trol, but uni versal bank ing was not 
touched—unlike in Italy, where a separ ation had been intro duced 
be tween bank ing and in dus try, and be tween short- and long-term 
credit. Con vergence of regu lation did not neces sarily mean that both 
coun tries followed exactly the same path.

Although France and Britain also faced severe eco nomic prob-
lems after 1929, the shock waves of the Wall Street crash were less 
severe than in Ger many and Italy. In Brit ain, where gold parity was 
aban doned in Septem ber 1931, output fell by 6 per cent be tween 1929 
and 1932, while Ger many saw a fall of more than 30 per cent during 
the same period. Brit ain also ex peri enced almost no bank fail ures in 
the inter-war period. Liquidity-to-capital ratios re mained stable, and 
credit banks did not engage in risky credit prac tices, as they did in 
Ger many.62 Indeed, most Brit ish polit icians agreed that the coun try’s 
eco nomic prob lems were rooted mainly in the in dus trial sector and in 
de clining exports rather than in finance. The Mac millan Commit tee 
on Finance and In dus try, formed in 1929 to in quire into the causes 
of the de pression, criti cized the banks not for their gen eral busi ness 
prac tices, but only for their lack of engage ment in financing in dus-
try, while Keynes in par ticu lar ques tioned the Bank of Eng land’s 
re luctance to enforce macro economic stabil ization. As a con sequence 
of the Mac millan report, a spe cial in sti tution was created to finance 
medium and small busi nesses, but inter-war Britain re mained almost 
en tirely free of formal bank ing regu lation. It was not until 1946 that 
the Bank of Eng land was nation alized and moder ate super vision of 
com mercial banks was intro duced.63

The French banking system, unlike Britain’s, was geared to wards 
the Ital ian model. Like Italy, France main tained the gold stand ard 
61 Theo Balderston, ‘German Banking between the Wars: The Crisis of the 
Credit Banks’, Business History Review, 65/3 (1991), 554–605, at 588.
62 H. W. Richardson, ‘The Economic Significance of the Depression in Brit ain’, 
Jour nal of Con temporary History, 4/4 (1969), 3–19; Patrick K. O’Brien, ‘Brit ain’s 
Econ omy be tween the Wars: A Survey of a Counter-Revolution in Eco nomic 
His tory’, Past & Present, 115 (1987), 107–30; Steven N. Broadberry, The Brit ish 
Econ omy between the Wars: A Macroeconomic Survey (Oxford, 1986).
63 Christos Hadjiemmanuil, ‘Banking Regulation and the Bank of Eng land: Dis-
cretion and Remedies’ (Ph.D. thesis, University College London, 1996), 24–5.

economic populism in inter-wAr europe



22

until 1936, and the Banque de France pur sued a strict course of monet-
ary stabil ity. How ever, the pri vate banks were less affected by the 
crisis than those in Ger many or Italy. Only small, re gional banks went 
bank rupt, and there were no mas sive bank panics or with drawals of 
for eign credit. More import ant was a flight to safety from com mercial 
to do mestic savings banks.64 As the Banque de France had accumu-
lated huge gold re serves, no for eign cur rency crisis oc curred like that 
in Ger many. The eco nomic down turn was less severe, even though it 
lasted longer. The Banque de France and the con serva tive govern ment 
were criti cized for their monet ary ortho doxy and their re luctance to 
fight the crisis. Popu list cam paigns were waged both by rad ical right-
wing groups, such as the Croix-de-Feu, and by the rad ical left, lead ing 
to street pro tests and vio lent con flicts—espe cially in the wake of the 
polit ical scan dal around the Jewish finan cier Alex andre Stavisky, 
which led to rumours of a right-wing coup d’ état.65 Popu list criti cism 
was dir ected not only at Stavisky and other bankers, but also at the 
Banque de France, which was still under pri vate owner ship, and the 
en suing cam paigns popular ized tropes like that of the 200 familles—a 
small elite which allegedly con trolled both the pri vate econ omy and 
the monet ary system, and which strictly opposed de valuation for sel-
fish motives. Eco nomic anti semitism had a long-standing trad ition 
in France, but the en during eco nomic crisis and in ternal polit ical 
polar ization triggered a new wave of anti semitic propa ganda from 
the right-wing press, espe cially after the elect oral vic tory of the left-
wing Popu lar Front in May 1936. In the follow ing years, con tinu ous 
anti semitic cam paigns attacked the new prime minister Léon Blum, a 
Jewish social ist, along with other polit icians and public figures from 
finance and banking.66

64 Patrice Baubeau, Eric Monet, Angelo Riva, et al., ‘Flight-to-Safety and 
the Credit Crunch: A New His tory of the Bank ing Crises in France during 
the Great De pression’, Eco nomic His tory Review, 74/1 (2021), 223–50; see also 
Jacques Marseille, ‘Les origines “inopportunes” de la crise de 1929 en France’, 
Revue éco nomique, 31/4 (1980), 648–84; Michel Lescure, ‘Banking in France in 
the Inter-War Period’, in Feinstein (ed.), Banking, 315–36.
65 See Paul Jankowski, Stavisky: A Confidence Man in the Republic of Virtue 
(Ithaca, NY, 2002).
66 Julian Jackson, The Politics of Depression in France 1932–1936 (Cam bridge, 
2002), esp. 99, 126, and 182; Jean-Marc Dreyfus, ‘Banquiers et finan ciers juifs 
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The transform ation of the French monet ary and bank ing system 
started in 1936 under Blum’s Popu lar Front regime. The coun try 
finally left the gold stand ard and de valued the franc, while an act 
passed on 24 July 1936 gave the govern ment the power to inter vene 
dir ectly in the manage ment of the Banque de France. Pro posals for 
further regu lation of com mercial banks were contro versially dis-
cussed in the new National Economic Council. While one group 
pre ferred to national ize the bank ing system, others favoured a cor-
porat ist system based on a cer tain degree of auton omy for the banks. 
The Bank Act was post poned sev eral times and finally im posed under 
pres sure from the German occu pation author ities in June 1941.67 The 
German mili tary ad minis tration ap pointed a com missioner to con trol 
the Banque de France and the pri vate banks, but left the implemen-
tation of monet ary and finan cial policy to the French in sti tutions. The 
willing ness of the Vichy regime to col labor ate with the Nazis and 
to trans fer enor mous finan cial re sources to the war ma chine of the 
Reich was the price for main tain ing a cer tain level of auton omy.68 As a 
result, the Germans did not change the legal and in sti tutional frame-
work created in France after 1936. The post-war govern ment under 
Charles de Gaulle pre served most of the war time regu lations and con-
tinued the reforms by national izing the Banque de France to gether 
with the major com mercial banks. The transform ation of the French 
monet ary and finan cial system between 1936 and 1945 was an import-
ant pre requisite for the plan ification éco nomique (eco nomic plan ning) 
estab lished during the post-war era.69

de 1929 à 1962: Tran sitions et ruptures’, Archives Juives, 29/2 (1996), 83–99; 
Ralph Schor, L’anti sémitisme en France pendant les années trente: Prélude à Vichy 
(Brussels, 1992).
67 Claire Andrieu, ‘Genèse de la loi du 13 juin 1941, première loi bancaire fran-
çaise (septembre 1940–septembre 1941)’, Revue Historique, 269/2 (1983), 385–97.
68 See Filippo Occhino, Kim Oosterlinck, and Eugene N. White, ‘How Occu-
pied France Financed its own Exploitation in World War II’, Ameri can Eco nomic 
Review, 97/2, (2007), 295–9. 
69 See Eric Monnet, Controlling Credit: Central Banking and the Planned Econ omy 
in Post war France, 1948–1973 (Cambridge, 2018). 
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Conclusion

To conclude, I will high light four major findings of this re search, 
which will also enable com para tive per spectives on the pres ent.

First, domestic and inter national con flicts over finan cial and monet-
ary policy in creased dramatic ally during the inter-war era and gave 
birth to ex treme popu list move ments and parties. Popu lists success-
fully ad dressed eco nomic misery, social dis parities, and monet ary 
in stability. They framed eco nomic crises in over arch ing narra tives of 
na tional decline, global depend ence, and a loss of eco nomic sover-
eignty. In this context, the crash of 1931 was the ‘per fect storm’ (to 
borrow a meta phor used by Rogers Bru baker with refer ence to the 
finan cial crisis of 2008).70 Still, his tory teaches us that there is no linear 
causal ity be tween finan cial shocks and the rise of popu list move-
ments. Popu lism is more than just a styl istic reper toire that can be 
activ ated when ever the moment seems right. Neither can we ex plain 
popu lism—as pro posed by some econ omists—using a simple model 
of supply and demand, in which demand is deter mined by ex posure 
to for eign trade shocks or rising social in security, and supply depends 
on the exist ence of charis matic leaders and popu list ideol ogies.71 From 
the com para tive studies of de Brom head, Eichen green, and O’Rourke 
we know that the cumu lative effects of persist ent or re cur rent eco-
nomic re cessions were more signifi cant for right-wing voting pat terns 
than indi vidual eco nomic shocks.72 This means that past ex peri ences 
and long-term cul tural shifts are key factors in ex plain ing popu lism. 
While this find ing should motiv ate more inter disciplinary re search at 
the inter section of eco nomic and cul tural his tory, it has far-reaching 
impli cations for the under standing of popu lism in the pres ent. The 
bad news may be that popu lism will not dis appear when the eco-
nomic situ ation im proves, as it is deeply rooted in our culture.

70 Brubaker, ‘Why Populism?’, 369.
71 See e.g. Luigi Guiso, Helio Herrera, Massomo Morelli, et al., ‘Demand and 
Supply of Popu lism’, EIEF Working Papers Series, 17/03 (2017), at [http://
www.eief.it/files/2017/02/wp-173.pdf], accessed 7 Feb. 2022.
72 Alan de Bromhead, Barry Eichengreen, and Kevin H. O’Rourke, ‘Polit ical 
Extrem ism in the 1920s and 1930s: Do German Lessons General ize?’, Jour nal of 
Eco nomic History, 73/2 (2013), 371–406.
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Second, populism is characterized by a com plex inter play be-
tween the anti-global agendas of popu list move ments on the one 
hand, and their inter national trans mission on the other. The ex ample 
of Ital ian fas cism and its impact on popu list finan cial and monet ary 
agendas in other Euro pean coun tries is a case in point, demon strating 
how popu list move ments are em bedded in trans national pro cesses. 
More import ant than in ternal ex changes be tween the vari ous fas cist 
move ments and regimes is the ques tion of how these trans national in-
flu ences reached beyond ex treme right-wing polit ical groups to shape 
even ‘main stream’ polit ical agendas. Again, it is import ant to exam ine 
spe cific polit ical prac tices rather than just look ing at ideo logical pro-
grammes and ex changes.

Third, populist ideas spread to most Euro pean coun tries from 
the 1920s, but their polit ical impact varied. Ger many and Italy were 
most strongly affected, while in France, left-wing popu lism proved 
more power ful than the right-wing vari ants.73 How ever, during the 
1930s, France ex peri enced a con vergence of these popu list move-
ments and their social and eco nomic demands. As Michel Winock 
has argued, a ‘popu list syn thesis [syn thèse popu liste]’ char acter ized 
the coun try’s polit ical evo lution in the wake of the de pression.74 Brit-
ain is an interest ing ex ample of a coun try where eco nomic popu lism 
hardly trans lated into ex treme voting pat terns and party struc tures. 
As vocifer ous as Mosley’s Union of Fas cists was, it re mained a tiny 
group com pared to right-wing move ments in Ger many, Italy, and 
many other Euro pean coun tries.75 One stand ard explan ation lies in 
the fact that Brit ain left the gold stand ard rela tively early and was 
able to pursue more expan sive fiscal and monet ary policies.76 Per-
haps of equal import ance was the strat egy adopted by the na tional 
73 Marc Lazar, ‘Du populisme à gauche: Les cas français et italien’, Vingtième 
Siècle: Revue d’histoire, 56 (1997), 121–31.
74 Michel Winock, ‘Populismes français’, Vingtième Siècle: Revue d’histoire, 56 
(1997), 77–91, esp. 84–5.
75 See Mike Cronin (ed.), The Failure of British Fascism: The Far Right and the 
Fight for Polit ical Recog nition (Basing stoke, 1996); John Stevenson, ‘Con serva-
tism and the Fail ure of Fas cism in Inter war Brit ain’, in Martin Blink horn (ed.), 
Fas cists and Con serva tives: The Rad ical Right and the Establish ment in Twentieth-
Century Europe (London, 2012), 270–88.
76 See e.g. Eichengreen, Populist Temptation, 73–88.
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govern ments after 1931 to inte grate popu list demands into the polit-
ical main stream.

Fourth, populism was not only a protest move ment or a de-
structive polit ical force, but also created new instru ments of state 
inter vention into the econ omy. While most polit ical scien tists agree 
that anti-institutionalism is a key fea ture of present-day popu lism, this 
assump tion must be ques tioned from the per spective of the inter-war 
ex peri ence. Once in power, popu list regimes pursue a techno cratic 
agenda and create legal and bureau cratic in sti tutions that last for a 
long time. These transform ations are often a com promise be tween 
popu list claims and more tech nical require ments, as the finan cial and 
monet ary reforms of the 1930s and 1940s show.

All four countries provide good examples of techno cratic path 
depend ency that reached far beyond the caesura of 1945. For Ger-
many, Albrecht Ritschl has pointed to the ‘long shadow’ of the 
Third Reich, arguing that Hjalmar Schacht was more import ant for 
the design of the social market econ omy than Ludwig Erhard.77 It is 
cer tainly true that the Bank Act of 1934 was adopted by the Fed eral 
Repub lic with only mar ginal changes. In the case of Italy and France, 
the leg acies of the 1930s and 1940s are even more signifi cant, as bank-
ing regu lations and monet ary regimes created in this period re mained 
effect ive until the 1980s. Even though bank ing regu lation in Brit ain 
re mained less in sti tutional ized, tenden cies to wards more super vision 
and co-ordination through the Bank of Eng land also existed there.

On the inter national level, one of the most far-reaching con-
sequences of these in sti tutional con tinu ities was the fact that finan cial 
regu lation gener ally re mained the pre serve of the nation state until 
the 1980s. From a histor ical per spective, the mani fold impli cations of 
these con tinu ities remain a puzzle, and this should inspire more com-
para tive re search. The histor ical entangle ment of fas cism and finance 
may pro vide a clue to better under stand these long-term tra jectories 
in twentieth-century Europe.

77 Albrecht Ritschl, ‘Der lange Schatten Hjalmar Schachts: Zu den lang fristigen 
Wirk ungen des Dritten Reichs auf die Wirtschafts ordnung Deutsch lands seit 
dem Kriege’, Jahrbuch für Wirtschaftsgeschichte, 45/2 (2004), 245–8.
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EFFICIENT AND WISE? ELDERLY ABBOTS IN 
ENGLISH BENEDICTINE MONASTERIES IN THE 

FOURTEENTH AND FIFTEENTH CENTURIES: 
THE CASE OF ST ALBANS ABBEY

ÉlisA mAntienne

I. Introduction

From May 1366 onwards, Thomas de la Mare, abbot of St Albans, 
regu larly excused him self from Parlia ment due to infirm ity caused 
by ill ness and old age.1 He was then in his fif ties, weakened by the 
plague he had con tracted at the begin ning of the 1360s.2 His case is 
ex ceptional because his chan cery kept writing such letters for thirty 
years until his death at the age of 87 in 1396.3 During all these years, 
St Albans Abbey, one of the big gest monas teries in England, had an 
abbot who felt old and ill enough to use it as an excuse not to go to 
Parlia ment. It was not always the case that old age was associ ated 
with ill ness and in capacity; indeed, it cannot be summar ized solely 
as a bodily con dition as it is also a ‘social and be havioral syn drome’, 
depend ent not only on one’s phys ical con dition, but also on the per-
ceptions held by the person in ques tion and their entourage.4

Much has been written in histori ography about the per ception 
of old age and cycles of life in the Middle Ages, and how it varied 

Many thanks to Mirjam Brusius, Stephan Bruhn, Marcus Meer, and Michael 
Schaich for their help ful com ments, and to Jozef van der Voort and Angela 
Davies for their help with translations and with editing this text.

1 The National Archives, Kew (hereafter TNA), SC 10/29 1423, proxy letter 
from St Albans Abbey, 26 Apr. 1366; Phil Bradford and Alison McHardy 
(eds.), Proctors for Parliament: Clergy, Community and Politics, c.1248–1539, 2 
vols. (Woodbridge, 2017–18).
2 James G. Clark (ed.) and David Preest (trans.), The Deeds of the Abbots of St 
Albans: Gesta abbatum monasterii Sancti Albani (Woodbridge, 2019), 913. 
3 David M. Smith, Vera C. M. London, David Knowles, et al. (eds.), The Heads 
of Religious Houses: England and Wales (Cambridge, 2001–8), vol. iii: 1377–1540 
(2008), 62–3. 
4 Joel T. Rosenthal, Old Age in Late Medieval England (Philadelphia, 1996), 1. 
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depend ing on social groups, the period con cerned, and the con text.5 
Whereas legally old age often started be tween 60 and 70, this gen-
eral ten dency must be juxta posed with demo graphic studies and the 
speci ficities of some pro fessions, or the fulfil ment of duties for a com-
munity, such as in monas tic or royal offices.6 For in stance, abbots were 
in most cases elected in their forties or fifties.7 This could seem a rather 
ad vanced age when we con sider that in pre modern Eng land, the aver-
age life expect ancy of a 25-year-old was around 50 to 55.8 Thanks to 
better living con ditions, how ever, and because they often lived apart 
from the com munity, a privil ege that de creased the risk of in fection 
during epidemics, abbots had a higher life expect ancy than the rest 
of the com munity. Hence, there were two kinds of ‘eld erly abbots’: 
first, those who had been elected as young, mid-career monks and 
who out lived the rest of the com munity, and second, abbots elected in 
their old age. Com pared to the gen eral popu lation of Eng land, 50 was 
an advanced age, but among abbots—pro vided they were healthy—it 
was not con sidered par ticu larly old.

The literature on the demo graphic and social aspects of old age 
is exten sive, but eld erly members of the church have not re ceived as 
much atten tion as they deserve, espe cially members of monas tic com-
munities.9 In Bene dictine houses, arrange ments for the care of ill and 

5 See e.g. Shulamith Shahar, Growing Old in the Middle Ages: ‘Winter Clothes us 
in Shadow and Pain’ (London, 1997), 12–35; Isabelle Cochelin and Karen Smyth 
(eds.), Medieval Life Cycles: Continuity and Change (Turnhout, 2013). 
6 For broader reflections on this subject, see Pat Thane, Old Age in Eng lish His-
tory: Past Ex peri ences, Present Issues (Oxford, 2000), 24–7. 
7 Martin Heale, The Abbots and Priors of Late Medieval and Reformation Eng land 
(Oxford, 2016), 45–8. 
8 See Shahar, Growing Old, 32 (on the general population); Alan J. Piper, ‘The 
Monks of Durham and Pat terns of Activity in Old Age’, in Caroline M. Barron 
and Jenny Stratford (eds.), The Church and Learn ing in Later Medi eval Soci ety: 
Essays in Honour of R. B. Dobson (Donington, 2002), 51–63; John Hatcher, Alan 
J. Piper, and David Stone, ‘Monas tic Mortal ity: Durham Priory, 1395–1529’, 
Eco nomic His tory Review, 59/4 (2006), 667–87; and Barbara Harvey, Living and 
Dying in Eng land, 1100–1540: The Monas tic Experience (Oxford, 1993), 127–9, 
142–4. 
9 On priests and clerics, see Kirsi Salonen, ‘What Happened to Aged Priests in 
the Late Middle Ages?’, in Christian Krötzl and Katariina Musta kallio (eds.), 
On Old Age: Approach ing Death in An tiquity and the Middle Ages (Turn hout, 
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eld erly monks were recorded in custom aries, stat utes of the order, or 
chap ter ordin ances; they exempted the ill and infirm from fulfil ling 
their duties and allo cated them a spe cial place, often in the in firm-
ary.10 When too old or too ill to rule, abbots and priors enjoyed simi lar 
bene fits. Some of them were allowed to resign, as has been dis cussed 
in studies of Bene dictine and Cister cian com munities.11 Al though old 
age does not neces sarily go hand in hand with dis ease, dis ability, and 
senil ity, the prob ability of such prob lems arising in creases with age. 
This art icle is a study of old age as a time of greater risk of abba tial 
in capacity. It sheds light on how re ligious com munities assessed such 
situ ations, and how they were handled when the time came.

The rich documentation avail able for the Bene dictine com  munity 
of St Albans makes it a pertin ent case study for the follow ing reasons. 
Part one of this art icle dis cusses the narra tives and ar chival traces 
that sur vive from this major Eng lish house, which offer evi dence of 
what it meant for a monas tery to have an eld erly abbot. This was the 

2011), 183–96 and Nicholas Orme, ‘Suffer ings of the Clergy: Ill ness and Old 
Age in Exeter Dio cese, 1300–1540’, in Margaret Pelling and Richard M. Smith 
(eds.), Life, Death and the Elderly: Historical Perspectives (London, 1991), 52–61.
10 See e.g. William Abel Pantin, Docu ments Illus trating the Activ ities of the 
Gen eral and Pro vincial Chap ters of the Eng lish Black Monks 1215–1540, 3 vols. 
(London, 1931–7), vol. i. 81–2, vol. ii. 48–9, 86; Richard B. Dobson, Durham 
Priory, 1400–1450 (Cam bridge, 1973), 78; Harvey, Living and Dying, 87–88; 
Riccardo Cristiani, ‘Inte gration and Marginal ization: Deal ing with the Sick in 
Eleventh-Century Cluny’, in Susan Boynton and Isabelle Cochelin (eds.), From 
Dead of Night to End of the Day: The Medi eval Customs of Cluny (Turn hout, 2005), 
287–95, at 292–3; and Joan Greatrex, The Eng lish Bene dictine Cath edral Prior ies: 
Rule and Prac tice, c.1270–1420 (Oxford, 2011), e.g. 290–2 on epis copal visit ation 
as an occa sion to remind the priors of cath edral prior ies of their duties by 
the sick. For a sum mary of the issue, see Elma Brenner, ‘The Med ical Role of 
Monas teries in the Latin West, c.1050–1300’, in Alison I. Beach and Isabelle 
Cochelin (eds.), The Cam bridge His tory of Medieval Monasti cism in the Latin West 
(Cam bridge, 2020), 865–81. 
11 Greatrex, The English Bene dictine Cathedral Priories, 297–8; Martin Heale, 
‘ “For the Solace of their Ad vanced Years”: The Retire ment of Monas tic Su-
periors in Late Medi eval Eng land’, Jour nal of Medi eval Monas tic Studies, 8 
(2019), 143–67; id., Abbots and Priors, 98–9; Dobson, Durham Priory, 110–13; and 
Amelia Kennedy, ‘ “Do Not Relin quish your Off spring”: Changing Cister cian 
Atti tudes Toward Older Abbots and Abba tial Retire ment in High Medi eval 
Europe’, Radical His tory Review, 139 (2021), 123–44. 
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case at St Albans for most of the late four teenth and early fif teenth 
centuries. Though not framed as a weak ness in monas tic dis courses, 
old age repre sented a time of poten tial prob lems for the monas tery. 
The second part ad dresses one such prob lem: old age is often accom-
panied by ill ness and senil ity, and both these weak nesses could be 
danger ous if they were in correctly handled by the monas tic su perior 
and his entou rage. The third part argues that—at least in the larger 
monas teries—the prob lem raised by an abbot’s ill ness and old age was 
not so much the lack of a super visor to ensure the smooth run ning of 
the abbey, but the lack of a represen tative to defend its inter ests.

II. Old Age among Abbots in St Albans: Discourses and Facts

St Albans Abbey had been a great centre of chronicle-writing since 
the time of Roger of Wendover and Matthew Paris in the thir teenth 
cen tury. During the four teenth and fif teenth cen turies, two major 
figures emerge: the pre centor Thomas Walsing ham and the abbot 
John Whet ham stede.12 Some testi monies of life in the com munity of 
St Albans and on the abbots sur vive in the historio graphical works of 
these authors, and in those of other less well-known or anonym ous 
monks. The scarce refer ences to the ad vanced age of the abbots in 
these narra tives show that it was not openly ad dressed as a problem 
in the do mestic texts.

Thomas de La Mare, John Moot, John Whethamstede: Three elderly abbots

Thomas de la Mare was around 40 at the time of his election in 1349, 
but, as men tioned in the intro duction, he was ill and quickly came 
to be pre sented as old in the sources.13 One can only guess at John 

12 C. Esther Hodge, ‘The Abbey of St Albans under John of Whet ham stede’ 
(Ph.D. thesis, Uni versity of Man chester, 1933); Richard Vaughan, Matthew 
Paris (Cam bridge, 1958); James G. Clark, A Monas tic Re naissance at St Albans: 
Thomas Walsing ham and his Circle, c.1350–1440 (Oxford, 2004). 
13 James G. Clark, ‘Mare, Thomas de la (c.1309–1396), abbot of St Albans’, in 
Oxford Diction ary of Na tional Biog raphy (Oxford, 2004–), online edition accessed 
30 Oct. 2021 (here after ODNB). 
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Moot’s age when he replaced de la Mare in 1396 and died of pleur-
isy in 1401.14 By the time he was elected, he had occu pied vari ous 
offices in the monas tery over the pre vious forty years, which means 
he could have been 60, if not older. He had been cellarer during 
the 1350s, before assum ing the office of prior from the 1360s.15 The 
ac count of his elec tion does not men tion his age, only his great ex-
peri ence in spirit ual and tem poral matters.16 After his death, two 
young abbots were elected: William Hey worth, who re signed in 
1420 to become bishop of Cov entry and Lich field, and his suc cessor 
John Whet ham stede, who was not yet 30 at the time of his elec tion. 
He re signed in 1440. When his second abbacy began in 1452, he was 
around 60, and he ruled the monas tery until his death in 1465.17

In each of these examples, old age was prob ably per ceived in very 
differ ent ways. The age and health of John Moot are not men tioned 
in the monas tic sources we have except for his last and sudden ill-
ness, whereas Thomas de la Mare had been seri ously ill for thirty 
years—his poor health is a leit motiv in the chron icle of his abbacy—
and John Whet ham stede was infirm for the last decade of his second 
abbacy and regu larly re ferred to his own phys ical con dition in his 
regis ter.18 How ever, he does not ex plicitly allude to the prob lems 
his age raised for the monas tery, which is only logical if we con-
sider that he was the author of the narra tive. The case of the Deeds of 

14 Henry T. Riley (ed.), Gesta abbatum monasterii S. Albani, 3 vols. (London, 
1867–9), iii. 451. The trans lation of the Gesta abbatum by David Preest in Deeds 
of the Abbots does not cover John Moot’s abbacy. 
15 Ada Levett, Studies in Manorial History (Oxford, 1938), 167–8. The proxy 
letters from series SC 10 in the National Archives further narrow down the 
dates given by Levett, as John Moot is men tioned as prior in the letter dated 
May 1366 (SC 10/29 1423). It is pos sible that his nom ination as prior followed 
the de terior ation of Thomas de la Mare’s health after the Second Pesti lence at 
the begin ning of the 1360s.
16 Riley (ed.), Gesta abbatum, iii. 432. 
17 James G. Clark, ‘Whet ham stede [Bostock], John (c.1392–1465), scholar and 
abbot of St Albans’, in ODNB; Smith (ed.), Heads of Religious Houses, 63. 
18 Henry T. Riley (ed.), Registra quorundam abbatum monas terii S. Albani, qui 
saeculo XVmo floruere, 2 vols. (London, 1872–3), i. 322, 420, 473. John Whet ham-
stede person ally over saw the writing of the vari ous ac counts of his abba cies; 
see David R. Howlett, ‘Studies in the Works of John Whet ham stede’ (Ph.D. 
thesis, University of Oxford, 1975).
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the Abbots of St Albans is more compli cated. This do mestic chron icle 
was com piled from vari ous other chron icles by Thomas Walsing-
ham during Thomas de la Mare’s abbacy. Walsing ham’s text ends in 
1381, but the chron icle was taken up by other monks, who com piled 
a con tinu ation of de la Mare’s abbacy along with narra tives about his 
suc cessors John Moot and Wil liam Hey worth.19 Though the authors 
of the con tinu ation are gener ally full of praise for Thomas de la Mare, 
both he and John Moot are occasion ally criti cized in these texts. Had 
their old age been a real prob lem for the monas tery, there fore, the 
chron iclers would have prob ably dis cussed it more than they did.20

Even though elderly abbots were a real ity in St Albans, few docu-
ments pro duced at the abbey during this time men tion the sub ject. 
Neither the rule of St Bene dict nor other Bene dictine con sti tutions 
con tain much about the ques tion of old monks; the rule of Bene dict 
merely states that it may be adapted to chil dren and aged monks 
(chapter 37).21 In St Albans, an ordin ance was passed under Abbot 
Roger de Norton (in office 1263–91) so that old priors who ‘could 
not any longer prop erly attend to their spirit ual and tem poral duties 
should be called back to live in their mother house, like knights who 
had done their ser vice’.22 Decades later, the con sti tutions of Thomas de 
la Mare men tioned the ques tion of age in a very differ ent con text: he 
for bade eld erly monks from study ing phil osophy in Oxford be cause 
they were less able to learn:

Likewise, although old age flourishes in wisdom and is vener-
able, as [old people] are how ever gener ally more obtuse than 

19 Thomas Walsingham compiled the Deeds from the abbacy of Hugh de 
Evers den until the death of Thomas de la Mare. The attri bution of the con tinu-
ation of de la Mare’s life is un certain. James G. Clark, ‘Thomas Walsing ham 
Re considered: Books and Learn ing at Late-Medieval St. Albans’, Specu lum, 
77/3 (2002), 832–60, at 844–6; Clark (ed.) and Preest (trans.), Deeds of the 
Abbots, 16–21, 759–931. 
20 The continuation has a more ‘partisan tone’ than the text by Thomas de la 
Mare (Clark (ed.) and Preest (trans.), Deeds of the Abbots, 16), but its author 
is pre pared to ‘record his failures as well’ (ibid. 925). These failures are not 
attributed to old age; see Riley (ed.), Gesta abbatum, iii. 416–19.
21 Shahar, Growing Old, 103–5.
22 Clark (ed.) and Preest (trans.), Deeds of the Abbots, 527–8. 
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the young in intel lectual matters, and less able when it comes 
to the study of phil osophy . . . we decide that in the future, 
men of great age will not be sent to the Studium to study 
phil osophy.23 

More import ant than this dimin ished capacity for learn ing, an eld-
erly abbot brought with him the pros pect of an abba tial va cancy. The 
prob lems of these periods of tran sition be tween two abbots are dis-
cussed at length in the do mestic narra tives, but did not pre vent the 
monks from taking the risk of elect ing old men to lead the com munity. 
In 1235, for example, John de Hert ford could not travel to Rome to have 
the pope con firm his recent elec tion in person ‘because of his old age 
and bodily weak ness and the dangers of the jour neys’.24 In an add ition 
to Matthew Paris’s con tem porary chron icle, the fourteenth-century 
chron icler Thomas Walsing ham de scribes how John de Hert ford was 
mocked in Hert ford and St Albans for ‘riding like an old man’ on his 
way to the monas tery: ‘ “Look at that!” they cried. “That old man, who 
is al ready worn out, thinks he will be abbot.” ’25 Did Walsing ham add 
this part to Matthew Paris’s narra tive be cause of a par ticu lar inter est 
in the ques tion of the abbot’s age? The answer is un clear; the story 
aims to under score de Hert ford’s virtue, and the ques tion of old age is 
ancil lary to the chron icler’s pur pose. The abbot’s age is not men tioned 
again in the narra tive, and he is praised for his abbacy, which lasted 
twenty-eight years. How ever, such a long term of office was the ex-
ception, not the rule. Before we con sider the pos sible dif ficulties that 
could arise under the rule of an eld erly abbot, we must first exam ine 
the risk of recur ring va cancies.
23 Riley (ed.), Gesta abbatum, ii. 463: ‘Item, cum licet se sapientia vigeat, et 
vener abilis sit sen ectus, sunt tamen com muniter in genii ob tusioris quam 
juvenes, et at stud endum in phil osophicis minus apti . . . statu imus ut futuris 
tem poribus senes in aetate pro vecti pro phil osophia addis cenda ad Studium 
non mittantur.’ (Translation my own; this passage is not translated in Clark 
(ed.) and Preest (trans.), Deeds of the Abbots.)
24 Clark (ed.) and Preest (trans.), Deeds of the Abbots, 437. He was prob ably 
‘past middle age’ at the time of his elec tion (ibid. 437 n. 18). See also Riley 
(ed.), Gesta abbatum, i. 312. 
25 Clark (ed.) and Preest (trans.), Deeds of the Abbots, 446; Richard Vaughan, 
‘The Elec tion of Abbots at St Albans in the Thirteenth and Four teenth Cen-
turies’, Pro ceedings of the Cambridge Antiquarian Society, 47 (1954), 1–12, at 3. 
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Abbatial vacancy

Due to John Moot’s advanced age at the time of his elec tion in 1396, 
the abba tial seat became empty again just five years later, in 1401. 
This was a burden for the monas tery. During the inter regnum, 
numer ous finan cial levies were taken from the abbey, not least be-
cause per mission to hold an elec tion (congé d’élire) had to be ob tained 
from the king, just as the new abbot needed to be con firmed by the 
pope.26 The jour ney to Rome was a source of consider able ex pense, 
and the monas tery was de prived of its leader for sev eral weeks.27 The 
abbots tried to limit these burdens: Thomas de la Mare secured an 
import ant char ter from the king that lessened the con sequences of 
va cancy for the monas tery by con vert ing the large fees paid to the 
crown during va cancies into a regu lar annual sum. The char ter also 
stated that ‘the prior and the con vent should have and hold the tenure 
of the abbey, that is, of all its temporal ities’, and gave the prior and 
the monks full powers of adminis tration over the monas tery (with 
some ex ceptions).28 De la Mare obtained from the pope the privil ege 
of not having to travel to Rome to con firm his elec tion (for which the 

26 Vaughan, ‘The Election of Abbots at St Albans’, 5–8. 
27 John de Berkhamsted was the first newly elected abbot of St Albans to 
travel to Rome in 1290; the pre vious abbots sent proc tors in stead. This obli-
gation for abbots of exempt houses to travel to Rome dated back to the Fourth 
Lat eran Coun cil; see ibid. 7. On the ex penses in curred by Thomas de la Mare, 
see Clark (ed.) and Preest (trans.), Deeds of the Abbots, 776–7. 
28 Quoted from ibid. 887; see also Calen dar of the Patent Rolls Pre served in the 
Public Record Office, pt. v: Rich ard II, 6 vols. (London, 1895–1909), vol. vi: 
1396–1399 (1909), 545. Thomas Walsing ham con sidered the char ter import ant 
enough to repro duce its whole con tent in the gen eral chron icles; see Wendy 
Childs, John Taylor, and Leslie Wat kiss (eds.), The St Albans Chron icle: The 
Chron ica Maiora of Thomas Walsing ham, 2 vols. (Oxford, 2003–11), i. 378–81. 
The char ter is not re ferred to in the main ver sion of the Deeds of the Abbots, 
and only the con tinu ation men tions the commu tation of the thou sand marks 
pay able for each va cancy to a yearly pay ment of fifty marks. Per haps we can 
ex plain this lack of inter est through the con ditions sur round ing the chron-
icle’s compil ation. The Deeds of the Abbots stops with the narra tive of the 1381 
revolt, so the com piler may have chosen to omit cer tain details from the year 
1380 in favour of nar rating at length the spec tacu lar events that happened in 
the monas tery and its vicinity.
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monas tery had to pay the pope the annual sum of twenty marks).29 
Thanks to this, the suc cession of va cancies in 1396–1401 may have 
been less expen sive for the monas tery.

Even with these pre cautions, how ever, the new abbot had to spend 
a great deal on his in stal lation, as im plied in this passage from the 
chron icle of William Hey worth’s abbacy: ‘to avoid the costs in curred 
by newly ap pointed digni taries, he left the monas tery for some time’.30 
More over, there was always a risk that ex ternal parties would try to 
take advan tage of gaps in abba tial power at the ex pense of the abbey. 
During Thomas de la Mare’s ill ness, when there was a risk that the 
abba tial seat would fall vacant, rumours circu lated that the pope in-
tended to ap point some one close to the Roman Curia as head of the 
monas tery; and fifty years later, some royal ser vants tried to take 
advan tage of the va cancy pre ceding John Whet ham stede’s second 
elec tion.31

Reasons to elect an elderly abbot

Despite the burdens that the death of an abbot and the sub sequent va-
cancy of power placed on a monas tery, it is pos sible that the char ters 
and privil eges bought by Thomas de la Mare removed any poten-
tial preju dices against the elec tion of John Moot, an ex peri enced but 
al ready old man. His exten sive ex peri ence is pre sented as an asset, 
and a prior was made abbot in one third of the elec tions held in thir-
teenth and fourteenth-century St Albans.32 Forty years later, when 
the monks chose to elect another old man (though prob ably not quite 

29 Clark (ed.) and Preest (trans.), Deeds of the Abbots, 887; quoted in Riley (ed.), 
Registra, i. 78. 
30 Riley (ed.), Gesta abbatum, iii. 494: ‘ad evitandum sumptus qui noviter 
in dignitate constitutis evenire solent, monasterium per aliquod tempus 
deseruit.’ (Translation my own.)
31 Clark (ed.) and Preest (trans.), Deeds of the Abbots, 929: ‘This was done 
to avoid what usually happens when death is dis covered to be immi nent, 
namely even the good people making light of the matter, and the bad ones 
too freely making havoc of the goods and the rights of the monas tery.’ See 
also Riley (ed.), Registra, i. 78. 
32 Riley (ed.), Gesta abbatum, iii. 432; Clark (ed.) and Preest (trans.), Deeds of the 
Abbots, 928–9; Vaughan, ‘Election of Abbots at St Albans’, 5.
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as old as John Moot), they knew that he had ex peri ence not only as 
obedi entiary, but also as an abbot. Even so, there seem to have been 
dis cussions sur round ing his elec tion, as Whet ham stede was not the 
only can didate.33

A comparison can be made with the pat terns of elec tion in an other 
Bene dictine establish ment: the Cath edral Priory of Durham, whose 
priors were usually past 50 at the time of their elec tion be tween 1351 
and 1478.34 One pos sible explan ation is that the prob lems en countered 
during va cancies of the priory were smaller than those of an abbey. 
Unlike at St Albans, the elec tion was not sub ject to papal or royal 
ap proval, leading to consider able savings in time and money. More-
over, the dis putes be tween the bishop of Durham and the chap ter 
at the begin ning of the four teenth century were laid to rest, and the 
powers of the cus todian of the priory ap pointed by the bishop were 
limited during the four teenth cen tury. Even though inter regna were 
a danger ous time for the com munity be cause of ex ternal pres sure on 
their tem poral and spirit ual rights, elect ing a new head of the com-
munity seems to have been easier than at St Albans.35 The pro spect 
of regu lar va cancies was not such a prob lem, and so older, more ex-
peri enced monks were chosen, whereas the monks of St Albans seem 
to have pre ferred younger abbots such as William Hey worth or John 
Whet ham stede (during his first term) after two con secu tive eld erly 
abbots. However, the ac counts of abba tial elec tions in St Albans give 
very few details con cern ing age as a reason for the choice of abbot. 
When age is men tioned, it is not gener ally com mented upon, as we 
saw in the ac count of John de Hert ford’s elec tion men tioned earlier. 
One ex ception is the de scrip tion of John Whet ham stede’s second elec-
tion, when the prior ad dressed the monks with these words:

indeed, there is no equal battle, where the minor ity struggle 
against the major ity . . . where the young start a fight against 
the old; or the ignorant against the wise. They are indeed older 
than you, they are wiser than you, they are three times more 

33 Riley (ed.), Registra, i. 5–9. 
34 Dobson, Durham Priory, 89 (incl. n. 2). The prior John Wessing ton (in office 
1416–46) was 45 at the time of his elec tion and appears to have been young 
com pared to his predecessors and successors.       35 Ibid. 82–4. 
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than you, and there fore with all their strength, in matters con-
cern ing elec tion, they are mightier than you.36

An old abbot was expected to have ex peri ence and wisdom, and 
this was par ticu larly valued in 1452 after the disas trous abbacy of 
John Stoke.37 Al though the chron iclers of St Albans never ex plicitly 
pre sent old age as a burden for the monas tery, alter native views 
can be found in narra tives from other Bene dictine houses. Jocelin of 
Brakelond wrote about the dis cussions that took place before the elec-
tion of Abbot Samson of Bury St Edmunds (1182). Every monk had 
a differ ent opin ion about what the pro file of the next abbot should 
be, and age was taken into ac count: ‘One man . . . was ex cluded from 
consider ation by some of our senior monks on the grounds that he 
was a junior. The young monks said that the senior monks were eld-
erly and infirm, and in capable of govern ing the abbey.’38 In the end, 
how ever, an eld erly monk was elected, and the chron icler stressed the 
ex peri ence and wisdom that come with old age.

III. Ill and Senile Abbots

Though not always well documented, dis ability and senil ity were 
prob ably common among abbots and priors. When they list the situ-
ations in which abbots were exempted from some of their duties, the 
thirteenth-century stat utes of the Black Monks men tion first phys-
ical infirm ity and weak ness, and then the needs of the monas tery’s 
adminis tration.39 Indeed, only a minor ity of monas tic su periors 

36 Riley (ed.), Registra, i. 9: ‘non enim est pugna aequalis, ubi pauci dimicant 
contra plures; satisque de raro subsequitur victoria, ubi juvenes certamen 
ineunt contra senes, aut inscii adversus sapientes. Sunt enim seniores vobis, 
sunt sapientiores vobis, sunt in triplo plures vobis, et propterea ex omni bus 
viribus, quod actum electionis, vobis potiores.’ (Translation my own.)
37 Clark, ‘Whethamstede [Bostock], John’.
38 Jocelin of Brakelond, Chronicle of the Abbey of Bury St Edmunds, trans. Diana 
Green way and Jane Sayers (Oxford, 1989), 11–14 (quotation at 14). Samson 
was 47 at the time of his elec tion (ibid. 36). See also Antonia Grans den, 
‘Samson (1135–1211), abbot of Bury St Edmunds’, in ODNB. 
39 Pantin, Chapters of the English Black Monks, i. 9, 35, 65, 232.
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resigned in late medi eval Eng land, and this de cision was not an easy 
one. Atti tudes to resig nation could vary: there were no pro visions 
for this in the Bene dictine rule, and some monks con sidered it a neg-
lect of duty. This point of view was shared by the chron icler Thomas 
Walsing ham in St Albans, who dis approved of Abbot Thomas de la 
Mare’s attempt to resign.40 Hence, even a very weak abbot could stay 
in office for months or years, waiting for his death or a resig nation. 
In the case of Prior John Wessing ton of Durham, for example, it took 
six years before he decided to resign. Wessing ton even dis cussed his 
health in his own letters; how ever, it was not pre sented as the immedi-
ate reason for the change in leader ship of the priory, as sug gested by 
Richard Dobson.41 In St Albans, too, men tions of phys ical dis ability 
and senil ity are fre quent, but rarely ex plicitly re ferred to as a prob lem 
by the chron iclers. Rather, they concur with the model of ‘virtu ous 
aging’ that Amelia Ken nedy describes in the case of Cister cian abbots, 
with the abbot pro viding both ‘spirit ual guid ance’ for the com munity 
and a model of virtu ous suffer ing and death.42

Attitudes to illness 

Old age proved to be more problem atic when abbots were ill. Be cause 
of his health prob lems, Thomas de la Mare con sidered him self old 
from the begin ning of his time as abbot. At the end of the 1350s he 
wanted to resign and serve God as a mere monk, ‘asking for no more 
than any ordin ary brother, despite his lengthy labours, his old age 
and his former high pos ition’.43 A few years later, during the Second 
Pesti lence, he was pros trated by plague and suf fered pain ful ulcers, 

40 Heale, ‘ “For the Solace of their Advanced Years” ’, 144–5 n. 11 and 150. See 
also Kennedy, ‘ “Do Not Relinquish your Offspring” ’, 128–33 on the situ ation 
in the twelfth-century Cister cian order. She argues here that the order’s view 
on resig nation evolved in the thir teenth cen tury because of the ‘growth and 
bureaucrat ization’ of the order: in capable abbots were more fre quently asked 
to step down (ibid. 126). 
41 Dobson, Durham Priory, 111. 
42 Kennedy, ‘ “Do Not Relinquish your Offspring” ’, 126.
43 Clark (ed.) and Preest (trans.), Deeds of the Abbots, 796; he was then around 
50. He had already fallen ill during his journey to Rome at the time of his elec-
tion; this may be a sequel to that episode. 

elderly ABBots in english Benedictine monAsteries



40

fevers, and other symp toms.44 His weak ness in creased consider ably 
during the last seven years of his life: he was virtu ally para lysed, and 
his ill ness and infirm ity are de scribed at length and in detail using 
phrases borrowed from martyr dom narra tives.45 A simi lar level of 
detail is given by John Whet ham stede when he de scribes his own 
bodily con dition at the time of his second elec tion: ‘colic and stones, 
in contin ence and kidney dis ease, old age and senil ity’.46

Both narra tives convey the idea of strength, as the abbots’ suffer-
ings did not pre vent them from carry ing out their duties at least until 
the last few months of their lives, as in the case of de la Mare.47 On 
the con trary, the author of the con tinu ation of the Deeds of the Abbots 
even managed to find some advan tages for the abbey: ‘Even in his 
great weak ness he [Thomas de la Mare] made his monks . . . still more 
loyal and hard-working . . . and all the nobles showed him greater 
good will than when he was in his usual vigor ous health.’48 It is dif-
ficult to know whether or how the abbot’s state of health con trib uted 
to a change in the nobil ity’s atti tude to wards him. Vari ous noble men 
visited the abbot on his death bed, and numer ous entries are re corded 
in the abbey’s Book of Bene factors from the 1370s on wards.49 As James 
Clark has shown, the abbacy of Thomas de la Mare co incided with an 
effort to at tract lay people to join the abbey, espe cially noble men, and 
the re vival of the frater nity of St Albans was one way to achieve this.50 

44 Ibid. 913, 929.     45 Ibid. 913, 928–31. 
46 Riley (ed.), Registra, i. 9: ‘dictumque patrem, quamvis multum renitentem, 
multa que etiam, ac multi faria, videlicet colicam et calculum, diampnem et 
nephresium, senectam et senium, diemque dierum instantem novissimum, pro 
se in suam excusationem opponentem, nihilominus rursus eligerent’ (I have 
trans lated the em phasized text above). On the uses of the word senium and the 
con nection between age and mental decline, see Shahar, Growing Old, 16–18, 39. 
47 Clark (ed.) and Preest (trans.), Deeds of the Abbots, 913–15.       48 Ibid. 922.
49 Ibid.; British Library, Cotton MS Nero D VII, Bene factors’ Book of St Albans 
Abbey; James. G. Clark, ‘Monas tic Con fraternity in Medi eval Eng land: The 
Evi dence from the St Albans Abbey Liber Bene factorum’, in Emilia Jamroziak 
and Janet E. Burton (eds.), Re ligious and Laity in West ern Europe, 1000–1400: 
Inter action, Negotiation, and Power (Turnhout, 2007), 315–31. 
50 James G. Clark, ‘Selling the Holy Places: Monastic Efforts to Win Back the 
People in Fifteenth-Century England’, in Tim J. Thornton (ed.), Social Atti tudes 
and Polit ical Struc tures in the Fifteenth Century (Stroud, 2001), 13–32. 
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However, this phenom enon cannot be dir ectly attrib uted to Thomas 
de la Mare’s old age as a number of motives led nobles to apply for the 
privil ege of frater nity, such as the pres tige of the monas tery or their 
de votion to the abbey’s patron saint.

Whereas direct proof of people’s good will towards Thomas de la 
Mare is dif ficult to find, some indi viduals tried to take advan tage of 
the abbot’s ill ness to the detri ment of the monas tery. In the late 1370s 
a suit was brought by the monas tery against John Chil tern, a neigh-
bour and rela tive of Thomas de la Mare who had occu pied a manor 
and some tene ments that be longed to the monas tery, but re fused to 
pay the annual sum he owed.51 In the narra tive of this pro tracted con-
flict, which started in the 1360s, the out lawed Chil tern is said to have 
returned to Eng land from exile in order to stage a counter-attack, taking 
advan tage of the pas sage of time and the deaths of some import ant 
allies of the abbot.52 De la Mare fought back, taking Chil tern to court 
over unpaid debt. To avoid having to pay, Chil tern lied and pre tended 
that the abbot was dead. ‘Al though then greatly debili tated by sick ness’, 
Thomas de la Mare had to be carried on a litter to London to defend his 
case before the Common Bench and to prove that he was still alive.53 
This ex ample stresses the strength and cour age of an abbot who de-
fended the rights of his com munity for as long as he physic ally could, 
and who carried out his duties despite his suffer ings.54 Simi lar remarks 
are to be found in John Whet ham stede’s regis ter in 1456: the abbot was 
unwell, and his state of health seems to have worsened the follow ing 
year. None theless, he  pe titioned Henry VI to secure the dona tions the 
abbey received from the king. Unlike Thomas de la Mare, he did not 
travel to London in person, dele gating the case first to the prior and 
then to an other represen tative in the capital. How ever, he pros ecuted 
the long and arduous matter until its end, just as de la Mare had done.55

51 Clark (ed.) and Preest (trans.), Deeds of the Abbots, 808–12. 
52 Ibid. 811: ‘So seeing that the abbot was now destitute of friends or over-
come by old age, he determined to return.’
53 Ibid.    54 Ibid. 913. 
55 Riley (ed.), Registra, 256, 264–5. In this narrative, Whetham stede is deter-
mined to re solve the matter des pite his old age and ill ness. In 1460, he was 
still active in defend ing the inter ests of the monas tery; when letters were no 
longer sufficient, he sent represen tatives (ibid. 357–9). 
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The importance of virtue and good counsel 

The chron icles of the abba cies of de la Mare and Whet ham stede stress 
the strength and cour age of the abbots, who are held up as ex amples 
for others.56 Their virtue not only helped them to endure un bearable 
ill ness, but also pre vented them from becom ing a burden to the other 
monks even when they were ill or senile, like de la Mare. In his case, 
old age was indeed associ ated with the loss of intel lectual capaci ties 
and a return to the ‘state of inno cence’, to quote the author of the con-
tinu ation of the Deeds of the Abbots:

By now God’s soldier had served his time. He was worn out, 
even senile, emptied of strength and feeling by his crippling 
ill nesses, and indeed reduced to the state of inno cence and 
there fore depend ent on the care and advice of others.57 

The second defence against illness and senility was good coun sel, 
as the ex ample of Thomas de la Mare under lines. The abbot was well 
cared for—in the first in stance by God, but also by the monks and 
espe cially the prior, to whom he trans ferred the adminis tration of the 
monas tery when he became too old and too ill.58 This is a cru cial point: 
an old leader was not a prob lem as long as he was not senile (which 
does not seem to have been the case for de la Mare until 1394), and 
when senil ity came, he needed good coun sel. However, the chron-
icler of John Moot’s abbacy pre sents a less idyllic image of the trans fer 
of power between de la Mare and Moot: Moot ‘deceit fully stole the 
govern ment and the tutel age from him [de la Mare] and from the 
whole monas tery, and for two years, while he [de la Mare] was still 
alive, he [Moot] adminis trated in accord ance with his own will.’59 De 
la Mare’s main counsel lor there fore did not seem so self less to some 
of the monks.

56 Clark (ed.) and Preest (trans.), Deeds of the Abbots, 913: ‘he con tinued tire-
lessly to care for the monas tery which was his task and repeatedly by his 
ex ample to stir up others, even the indolent, to do the same.’ 
57 Ibid. 908.    58 Ibid. 909.
59 Riley (ed.), Gesta abbatum, iii. 463: ‘regimen seu tutelam ipsius et totius 
monasterii cautelose surripuit, et pro libito suae voluntatis, ipso vivente, per 
biennium ministravit.’ (Translation my own.)
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The importance of virtue and good counsel in govern ment more 
gener ally, and not only in case of monas tic adminis tration, is re vealed 
in Thomas Walsing ham’s de piction of the last years of King Edward III 
(r. 1327–77). In the narra tive for 1376–7, the old king is repre sented as 
weak ened, senile, poorly ad vised by syco phants, and blinded by his 
love for his mis tress Alice Perrers. The gen eral im pression is one of 
a glori ous king who had been able to exer cise self-control through-
out most of his life, but who sub mitted to excess—notably carnal 
excess—in his final years.60 The result for the chron icler is that ‘as 
he moved towards old age and went down the sky to his sunset, the 
happy events were grad ually driven out by his sins and grew fewer, 
while many un fortunate and un lucky dis asters mush roomed in their 
place.’61 There is a resem blance between monas tic and royal power: 
in the hands of a senile man, power could result in catas trophe when 
the ruler and his entou rage lacked virtue and were no longer able to 
re strain their pas sions. Next, we must go beyond the chron icles and 
exam ine the ar chives in order to see the real ity of life at a monas tery 
under the control of an old and pos sibly senile abbot. 

IV. Administering the Monastery under an Incapable Abbot 

When the head of a religious house was no longer able to carry out his 
duties, the situ ation could be handled in various ways, and the abbot 
or prior in ques tion could be allowed (or asked) to resign. Epis copal 
visit ations were occa sions when prob lems in the adminis tration of a 
com munity could be pointed out; when these prob lems were attrib uted 
to the in ability of the abbot, bishops could act as decision-makers.62 In 
some other cases, co adjutors could be ap pointed. St Albans is a case 
apart: it belonged to the category of monas teries exempted from the 
bishop’s juris diction. No epis copal visit ation could remark on the 

60 James G. Clark (ed.) and David Preest (trans.), The Chronica Maiora of 
Thomas Walsing ham, 1376–1422 (Woodbridge, 2005), 32–3.  Ibid. 33. 
62 See e.g. Greatrex, The English Benedictine Cathedral Priories, 298 on the resig-
nation of the arch bishop of Ely during a visit ation by Arch bishop Arundel 
in 1401. In the Bene dictine order, the visit ations made by other abbots of the 
order were also an occasion to point out failings. 
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prob lems raised by the adminis tration of an in capable abbot.63 In this 
case, a pro gressive in ternal dele gation of power took place in for mally 
at first, before being made of ficial by privil eges ac quired dir ectly from 
the pope and the king. These in ternal arrange ments were not enough to 
pre vent the con sequences that the long-term ab sence of the abbot could 
have for the com munity and for the monas tery’s place in the realm.

 
The delegation of power

In the largest houses, the abbot was the master of a com munity whose 
daily adminis tration was handled by numer ous lay and monas-
tic officers. Some of these were obedi entiaries, who were granted 
manors to cover the costs of their office.64 They were chosen by the 
abbot, who symbol ically gave them the keys of their office. So much 
for the theory; in prac tice, officers oper ated largely in depend ently, 
had their own staff, and were account able to the whole chap ter. The 
ill ness or senil ity of the abbot does not there fore seem to have been 
a major prob lem for the run ning of the com munity. More over, even 
when they were healthy, abbots were often away, whether taking care 
of the busi ness of the monas tery, attend ing royal or ec clesi astical con-
vocations, or visiting one of their manors.65

In case of the death, illness, or ab sence of the abbot, the prior of the 
monas tery (or the sub prior in case of a priory) gener ally took the lead 
and ad ministered the com munity.66 What might have started out as a 
tem porary solu tion turned into a long-term situ ation during Thomas 
de la Mare’s abbacy. His infirm ity lasted for decades, mean ing that 

63 On external control of a religious house, see e.g. Alastair Dobie, Account ing 
at Durham Cath edral Priory: Manage ment and Control of a Major Ec clesi astical Cor-
por ation, 1083–1539 (Basing stoke, 2015). 
64 Riley (ed.), Gesta abbatum, iii. 425, 480. On Benedictine officers and obedi-
entiaries, see Greatrex, The English Bene dictine Cath edral Prior ies, 160–236; 
Barbara Harvey, The Obedi entiaries of West minster Abbey and their Finan cial 
Records, c.1275–1540 (Wood bridge, 2002); and Dobie, Account ing at Durham 
Cath edral Priory, 28. 
65 David Knowles, The Re ligious Orders in England, 3 vols. (Cam bridge, 1948–
59), vol. ii: The End of the Middle Ages (1955), 252–3; Heale, Abbots and Priors, 
59–61, 155 ff. 
66 Dobson, Durham Priory, 83. 
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the power and in fluence of Prior John Moot grew consider ably, and 
the con tinu ation of the Deeds of the Abbots ex plicitly de scribes some 
of the privil eges and posses sions re stored under de la Mare’s abbacy 
through the prior’s actions.67 The same chron icler explains that when 
de la Mare became too ill,

he handed over, accord ing to his wishes formed long ago in 
the days of his health, the tem poral and the spirit ual care of the 
monas tery, with the ap proval and at the urging of the monks, 
to his pupil, the prior John Moot, who was the lead ing can-
didate be cause of his ex peri ence and hard work in most of the 
in ternal and ex ternal major offices.68 

This tran sition was probably made easier by an import ant privil ege 
ob tained from Pope Boni face IX in 1394, during de la Mare’s infirm-
ity.69 It stated that when abbots of St Albans were ill or absent, priors 
could ab solve the monks, admit novices, and exer cise the abbot’s full 
juris diction over spirit ual and tem poral matters, among other things. 
This privil ege, ob tained two years before de la Mare’s death, cost more 
than a thou sand marks. The trouble and ex pense gone to in order to 
obtain such a right implies that abba tial ill ness and senil ity had been 
a prob lem at times in the past. Indeed, some of the abbot’s powers 
could not easily be trans ferred to others; there were both legal and 
tacit limits to the dele gation of his author ity. De la Mare was not ex-
pected to resign, so other expedi ents had to be found. This expan sion 
of the prior’s role in cases of abba tial in capacity was at first a tem-
porary answer to the par ticu lar situ ation of Abbot de la Mare, but it 
became perman ent with this papal docu ment.

However, the office of prior was not the only one to be affected by 
the abbot’s situ ation. The regis ter of Thomas de la Mare, com piled by 

67 Clark (ed.) and Preest (trans.), Deeds of the Abbots, 909 (manor of 
Westwick–Gorham). 
68 Ibid. 928–9. The date of this delegation of power is not pre cisely known. It 
might have been after 1394, or perhaps in the very last weeks of de la Mare’s 
life. See also Riley (ed.), Gesta abbatum, iii. 463. 
69 William Henry Bliss, J. A. Twemlow, Michael J. Haren, et al. (eds.), Calen dar 
of Entries in the Papal Regis ters relating to Great Britain and Ire land: Papal Letters, 
20 vols. (London and Dublin, 1893–), vol. iv: 1362–1404 (1902), 500 (2 Oct. 1394).
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his chap lain William Winters hill, bears wit ness to the many occa sions 
on which abbots could desig nate proxies, name attor neys, and ap-
point procur ators.70 Tem plates of proc tors’ letters were copied into the 
regis ter for spe cific situ ations in which the abbot could not com plete 
his duties: collect ing taxes, attend ing as semblies, and so on. Among all 
these many formu laries, the ‘parlia mentary proxy’ can be singled out.71 
This excuses the abbot from attend ing Parlia ment and gives the names 
of three people (in this case a monk, a clerk, and a layman) desig nated 
to attend in place of the abbot, who was sum moned by the king to sit in 
this as sembly as a Lord Spirit ual.72 The docu ments con cern ing St Albans 
in the Na tional Ar chives series SC 10 indicate that Thomas de la Mare 
used these letters on a regu lar basis. As men tioned in the intro duction, 
from May 1366 he sent letters ex cusing his ab sence due to ill ness and 
infirm ity: ‘re strained because of numer ous weak nesses in my body and 
in conveni ences that come with old age and that are grow ing daily, I am 
unable to attend in person.’73 This became a stand ard formu lation and 
was copied in most of the letters sent after 1366.74

70 Cambridge University Library, Ms. Ee 4 20. Other letters of proxy can be 
found in British Library, Harley MS 602 (known as the regis ter of John Moot). 
On the ques tion of represen tation, see Anton-Hermann Chroust, ‘Legal Pro-
fession during the Middle Ages: The Emer gence of the Eng lish Lawyer Prior 
to 1400’, Notre Dame Law Review, 32/1 (1956), 85–140; Laurent Mayali, ‘Pro-
cureurs et représentation en droit canonique médiéval’, Mélanges de l’école 
fran çaise de Rome: Moyen Âge, 114/1 (2002), 41–57. 
71 Cambridge University Library, Ms. Ee 4 20, fo. 93r. 
72 On these letters and how they were used, see Bradford and McHardy (eds.), 
Proc tors for Parliament.
73 TNA, SC 10/29 1423: ‘multiplicibus corporis mei debilitatibus et in comodis 
michi ex senio contingentibus et in dies excrescentibus detentus personal iter 
interesse nequeo.’ (Translation my own.) Proxy letters from Abbot de la Mare 
survive for the parlia ments of 1352, 1353, 1354, 1355, 1362, 1366, 1371, 1372 
(Feb.), 1373, 1377 (Jan. and Oct.), 1378, 1379, 1380 (Jan.), 1382, 1383 (Oct.), 1384 
(Nov.), 1385, 1386, 1388 (Feb.), 1391, 1393, 1394, and 1395 (TNA, SC 10/25 
1246; 10/26 1266, 1281; 10/27 1310; 10/28 1376; 10/29 1423, 1436; 10/30 1471; 
10/31 1506, 1536; 10/32 1571B, 1589, 1595; 10/33 1632; 10/34 1697; 10/35 1712, 
1732; 10/36 1761, 1780, 1799; 10/37 1849; 10/38 1889; and 10/39 1903, 1938). 
74 The register of Abbot de la Mare was compiled at the end of the 1380s, and 
the letter copied in it as a tem plate is held in the Na tional Ar chives, SC 10/36 
1761 (parliament of 1385), with an explanation that the same phrasing would 
be used in subsequent letters. 
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The consequences of these absences are difficult to prove. As was 
the case for many re ligious houses whose su periors could not or did 
not want to attend Parlia ment, the monas tery was still repre sented by 
many re liable proc tors.75 Most of them were chosen from the abbey’s 
cel larers, priors, and lay offi cers.76 How ever, it is pos sible that de la 
Mare’s long ill ness re sulted in a loss of pres tige for the monas tery, or 
at least a re duction in import ance com pared to other Eng lish houses. 
When de la Mare’s suc cessor at tended Parlia ment for the first time in 
1397, his prece dence over the other abbots had been ‘usurped’ by the 
abbot of West minster ‘because of the ab sence for more than a decade 
of Lord Thomas, the last abbot, owing to bad health, infirm ity, and old 
age.’77 John Moot had to fight to re cover this lost status, and it seems 
that he at tended every parlia mentary session until the end of his own 
abbacy. Despite his efforts, this privil ege had been eroded under his 
pre decessor and was lost by his suc cessor William Hey worth.78 This 
was not a prob lem faced by all monas teries, how ever; it was spe cific 
to St Albans be cause of its coveted place in the in sti tution of Parlia-
ment and the author ity claimed by its abbots.

A fragile authority outside the monastery?

Although the internal adminis tration of the monas tery could be man-
aged des pite the phys ical or intel lectual in capacity of the abbot, there 

75 Bradford and McHardy (eds.), Proctors for Parliament. 
76 Élisa Mantienne, ‘Auteurs, compilateurs, administrateurs: Les moines de 
Saint-Albans et le pouvoir, années 1350–années 1440’ (Ph.D. thesis, Uni versité 
de Lorraine, 2019), 52–4, 70–8, 503–18. 
77 Henry T. Riley (ed.), Annales monasterii S. Albani, a Johanne Amundes ham, 
mon acho, ut videtur, conscripti, A.D. 1421–1440, 2 vols. (London, 1870–1), i. 415: 
‘per absentiam decennalem amplius Domini Thomae Abbatis ultimi, prop ter 
cor por is invalitudinem, impotentiam, et senium.’ (Translation my own.)
78 Parliaments of Jan. and Sept. 1397, 1399, and 1401; on the last three of these 
occa sions, his pres ence is at tested by his nom ination as trier of pe titions in 
the rolls of Parlia ment. See the rele vant records on the web site The Parlia-
ment Rolls of Medi eval Eng land (PROME), at [http://www.sd-editions.com/
PROME/home.html], ac cessed 14 Jan. 2022. Moot and Hey worth lost their 
place in Parlia ment; see Riley (ed.), Annales monas terii, i. 414–7 and id. (ed.), 
Gesta abbatum, iii. 435. 
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were real prob lems when it came to matters of author ity and represen-
tation, at least for the greater houses. Heads of com munities like St 
Albans were import ant figures in England, and their pres ence in 
Parlia ment was one aspect of this. Thomas de la Mare was sum moned 
to royal coun cils during the 1350s and 1360s, and he pre sided (with 
other abbots) over the chap ters of the Bene dictine monks through out 
the 1360s. We have to wait until 1429 before we see an other abbot of 
St Albans in this office.79 Although he had been en trusted with cer tain 
mis sions by the king and the Bene dictine order, after the 1370s his 
grow ing in ability to travel prob ably re duced the number of re sponsi-
bilities he was given. During de la Mare’s abbacy, St Albans Abbey may 
have lost some in fluence because he could not main tain his pos ition 
in major in sti tutions or be pres ent in person at royal and ec clesi astical 
as semblies or at court.80 The monas tery re mained import ant from an 
intel lectual point of view thanks to the other monks, espe cially uni-
versity monks.81 Hence, the prob lems raised by de la Mare’s old age 
were not in surmount able, but they slowly re duced the pos ition of 
the monas tery in public life in the con text of both the com petition be-
tween the great Bene dictine houses of Eng land and the de clin ing role 
of abbots in the cen tral govern ment of the realm as they were re placed 
by skilled clerks.82

79 William A. Pantin, ‘The General and Provincial Chapters of the Eng lish 
Black Monks, 1215–1540’, Trans actions of the Royal Historical Society, 10 (1927), 
195–263, at 252–4. 
80 The late medieval period in England coincided with renewed atten tion 
to the self-represen tation of abbots. In order to display his full author ity, an 
abbot had to attend in person the vari ous as semblies he was sum moned to. 
His status was thus dimin ished when repre sented by proxies, even when he 
dele gated his full power to them. On the ques tion of the self-represen tation of 
abbots, see Martin Heale, ‘Mitres and Arms: Aspects of the Self-Representation 
of the Monas tic Su perior in Late Medi eval Eng land’, in Anne Müller and 
Karen Stöber (eds.), Self-Represen tation of Medi eval Re ligious Com munities: The 
British Isles in Con text (Berlin, 2009), 99–124. 
81 Clark, Monastic Renaissance. 
82 Benjamin Thompson and Jacques Verger, ‘Church and State, Clerks and 
Grad uates’, in Chris topher Fletcher, Jean-Philippe Genet, and John Watts 
(eds.), Govern ment and Polit ical Life in England and France, c.1300–c.1500 (Cam-
bridge, 2015), 183–216; Heale, Abbots and Priors, 204–5, 212–26. 
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Fifty years after the death of Abbot de la Mare, his case can be 
com pared to John Whet ham stede’s second term. From the late 1450s 
Whet ham stede was seri ously ill, but he con tinued to defend the inter-
ests of the abbey, super vising matters from the monas tery and send ing 
represen tatives to London because of his old age.83 This some times led 
to com pli cations. In 1461, when he sought to defend the abbey’s rights 
to the priory of St Andrew’s in Pem broke, his arch deacon repre sented 
him in Parlia ment. As the abbot was ‘old, and be cause of old age and 
ill ness, was not in phys ical con dition to be pres ent in Parlia ment’, 
the arch deacon had to ad dress the chan cellor for per mission to inter-
cede with the king on the abbot’s behalf.84 Eventu ally, Whet ham stede 
became so ill that he could no longer re ceive vis itors to the monas tery 
(appar ently unlike Thomas de la Mare)—even royal vis itors in some 
cases. In 1459, when Henry VI visited the abbey, Whet ham stede was 
absent ‘because of lan guor and old age’ and his prior had to take his 
place.85

When we turn to ec clesi astical re lations, we see a con trast with 
the numer ous legacies of Whet ham stede’s first abbacy. The abbot who 
had helped Henry V reform the Bene dictine orders in the 1420s and 
who was a member of the dele gation to the Council of Pavia–Siena 
(1423–4) does not appear in the list of prel ates and nobles accompany-
ing the em bassy sent by the king to the Coun cil of Mantua.86 Many 
other factors might ex plain this, but the narra tives from the regis ter 
sug gest that per sonal meet ings with members of the royal govern ment 
or other ec clesi astics became rarer and rarer as the abbot grew older. 
It is dif ficult to pre cisely assess an abbot’s loss of in fluence. Fewer 
visits are re corded to the abbot and to his monas tery and fewer people 
entered the frater nity, yet these may also be false im pressions arising 
from a lack of sources. More over, not every change that affected the 

83 Clark, ‘Whethamstede [Bostock], John’; Riley (ed.), Registra, 416. 
84 Riley (ed.), Registra, 417: ‘senis, et prae senior, ac etiam morbo, in Parlia-
mento adesse non valentis’. (Translation my own.)
85 Ibid. 324: ‘propter languorem and senium’. In 1461 the abbot met the king 
in a very differ ent context: Whet ham stede appeared in person to beg for pro-
tection against plunderers during the Wars of the Roses (ibid. 394). 
86 Ibid. 332. The council was summoned in response to the capture of Con-
stan tinople by the Ottomans in 1453.
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monas tery can be attrib uted to the phys ical con dition of the abbot: 
Whet ham stede’s second abbacy took place in a very differ ent polit ical 
and ec clesi astical con text from his first. Hence, one cannot con clude 
that St Albans was affected by a struc tural prob lem cre ated by the in-
capacity of some of its abbots. Unique to St Albans was the dur ation of 
Abbot de la Mare’s poor health over sev eral decades. The com munity 
con tinued to be repre sented ex ternally during this long period, but 
only by people of in ferior rank, such as clerks or monks.

V. Conclusion

This article has presented a case study of a great monas tery which 
could afford to elect eld erly abbots in order to bene fit from their ex-
peri ence and matur ity, des pite the associ ated risks of ill ness, senil ity, 
and immi nent death, along with the result ant prob lems created by 
an abbatial vacancy. Meas ures had to be taken in the event that the 
abbot was unable to rule, and also after his death, in order to ensure 
a smooth tran sition of power. The adminis tration of the com munity 
could con tinue under an in capable abbot, but the monas tery’s ex-
ternal re lations might be affected. This was espe cially the case when 
a monas tery claimed a special place in the ranks of English re ligious 
houses. How ever, it is dif ficult to deter mine the impact of this on the 
rank and pres tige of the house com pared to other ex ternal factors.

Whereas discourses about old age and ar chival evi dence are often 
studied separ ately in histori ography, the rich documen tation that sur-
vives for St Albans allows these two aspects to be brought to gether. 
Both in theory and in prac tice at St Albans Abbey, the old age of the 
monas tic su perior and the dis abilities and dis eases that often ensued 
were not a major prob lem for the monas tery. Each re ligious com-
munity had its own way of deal ing with these situ ations, and what 
made St Albans unique was its status as an exempt monas tery, which 
pre vented bishops from inter vening and enabled the com munity to 
adapt to the new situ ation without much ex ternal input.

However, further cases need to be exam ined in order to under-
stand if there were common trends in the way elderly su periors 
were han dled in the Bene dictine order, as has been done by Amelia 
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Kennedy in her work on Cister cians.87 The rule of St Bene dict does 
not ad dress the ques tion of ageing abbots, but the close con nections 
between Bene dictine monas teries, the visit ations, and the fre quent 
con vening of chap ters of the order could lead us to think that there 
were common pat terns in deal ing with in capacity among heads of 
re ligious houses. As we have seen here, there were many ways to 
tackle the prob lem, and al though ex amples of resig nation tend to be 
better re searched, the case of St Albans pro vides an ex ample of an 
alter native, less spec tacu lar way of adapt ing to the ill ness and senil-
ity of abbots. 

Providing a new angle from which to exam ine the differ ences be-
tween the houses in a re ligious order, the study of old age also helps us 
ex plore the struc tures of monas tic com munities in greater depth. Abbots 
(and priors) are well-known figures in histori ography, and some have 
been studied in detail, but the con nections between them and the rest 
of the com munity are some times hard to cap ture.88 The abbot held a 
spe cial place within the monas tery: he was the well spring of author ity 
and the ex ternal represen tative of the house. These spe cial roles made 
him both a key member of the com munity and at the same time separ-
ate from it, often with his own ser vants and his own lodg ings. To study 
what hap pened when he was no longer able to govern, along with the 
con sequences of this for the re ligious house in ques tion, is to throw new 
light on what the abbot really repre sented for the com munity.

87 Amelia Kennedy, ‘Growing Old in a Cistercian Monastery, c.1100–1300’ (Ph.D. 
thesis, Yale University, 2000); ead., ‘ “Do Not Relin quish your Off spring” ’.

88 On the separation between abbot and monastery, see the sum mary in Heale, 
Abbots and Priors, 98. 
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Globality is in vogue. The fact that this impression holds true not 
only for our modern world, but also for discourses in histori ography, 
is attested by the multi tude of publi cations relating in one way or 
an other to the field of world his tory. While earlier discourse was pre-
occupied with the question of whether such a global perspective was a 
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‘Chimera or Necessity’,1 the debate has since turned in numer ous other 
di rections, taking in termino logical aspects as well as the ques tion 
of whether sup posedly well-established period izations dis tinguish-
ing, from a mainly Euro centric per spective, be tween ‘an tiquity’, the 
‘Middle Ages’, and an ‘early modern age’ should be re assessed.2 Even 
though schol arly debates on such ques tions are still in full swing, there 
is an aca demic con sensus that human inter actions in the so-called 
‘Middle Ages’ were in no way con fined to local re lations between 
kings, nobles, clerics, and other parts of primar ily Euro pean societies. 
Rather, these groups often en gaged in far-reaching and com plex net-
works connect ing not only Europe and the medi eval Medi terra nean, 
but large parts of Africa, Eur asia, and East Asia as well. These net-
works can only be under stood properly if they are studied from a 
more flex ible, bal anced, and non-Eurocentric per spective, taking into 
ac count that the part ners inter act ing with Euro pean pro tagon ists 
them selves took part in com plex systems of com muni cation and ex-
change with other parts of the world, in which Europe was merely on 
the per iphery. But what exactly can be con sidered ‘global’ in the medi-
eval millen nium, and when can it be attested at the earliest? Scholars 
tend to answer such ques tions, if at all, rather di versely. While the 
over all develop ment of this field of re search is far too com plex to be 
treated in brief, this review article seeks to pre sent and com pare four 
recent publi cations that are equally am bitious in their ap proaches and 
that re ceived con sider able pub licity. How do their find ings con trib ute 
to our per ception of the con cept of the global Middle Ages?

Johannes Preiser-Kapeller’s mono graph Jenseits von Rom und Karl 
dem Großen was pub lished in 2018 and has re ceived quite a number 
of reviews—mostly in German, but also in Italian, English, and other 
lan guages.3 During his early career, Preiser-Kapeller focused mainly on 
1 See the call for papers for a workshop headlined ‘World History Today—
Chimera or Necessity’, held in Leipzig on 12–14. Feb. 1998, H-Soz-Kult, 7 
Jan. 1998, at [http://www.hsozkult.de/event/id/event-51100], accessed 13 
Nov. 2021.
2 Cf. Tillmann Lohse, ‘Review Symposium zu J. Preiser-Kapeller, Jenseits 
von Rom und Karl dem Großen’, H-Soz-Kult, 25 Mar. 2019, at [http://www.
hsozkult.de/text/id/texte-4703], accessed 13 Nov. 2021.
3 An overview can be found at [http://www.univie.ac.at/VSIG/site/ 
2018/02/jenseits-von-rom-und-karl-dem-grosen], accessed 13 Nov. 2021.
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Byzantine history, but he has sub sequently engaged with wider topics 
such as en viron mental and cli mate his tory, as well as global his tory. 
Per tain ing mainly to the latter field, Jenseits von Rom con cen trates on 
the so-called ‘long late an tiquity’, a rela tively new re search con cept 
com prising the period be tween around 200 and 900 ce. Accord ing 
to the author, these cen turies have for a long time been per ceived, at 
least from a West ern Euro pean or Medi terra nean per spective, mainly 
as a period in which the polit ical and eco nomic net works main tained 
under Roman rule fell apart almost entirely. In con trast to this view, 
Preiser-Kapeller aims to switch the centre of atten tion from Europe to 
the east ern Medi terra nean, East Africa, the Near East, the Indian sub-
continent, and Cen tral and East Asia. In these parts of the world, the 
third to sev enth cen turies ce also wit nessed the collapse of sev eral 
major empires, but these were re placed by new and some times even 
larger ‘im perial for mations’ (p. 13). In this ‘Afro-Eurasian late an tiquity’ 
(p. 14), the author dis cerns global entangle ments be tween polit ical and 
eco nomic centres and aims to con trast their dy namics with the so-called 
‘Dark Ages’ in West ern Europe before the Euro pean expansion.

In his short and rather anecdotal intro duction, Preiser-Kapeller de-
scribes his book as a series of six ‘global histor ical sketches’ (p. 10) 
rather than a study as com prehen sive as Michael McCormick’s Origins 
of the Euro pean Econ omy, for ex ample.4 In con trast to this under state-
ment, these ‘sketches’ or chap ters, roughly equal in length and based 
on both pri mary sources and re search litera ture, open up a truly 
exten sive pano rama of count less events and develop ments centred 
on sev eral core topics. In this con text, a de tailed index of names and 
places would have been very help ful, al though ten rather plain maps 
pro vide some (at least elementary) orientation.5

The first chapter focuses on political develop ments on the macro 
level, which the author pre sents as ‘rhythms of imperial formations’ 
(p. 13). These rhythms, marked by the for mation and de cline of larger 

4 Michael McCormick, Origins of the European Economy: Communications and 
Commerce, AD 300–900 (Cambridge, 2001).
5 This has also been criticized by Arnaldo Marcone, ‘Review of: Johannes 
Preiser-Kapeller, Jenseits von Rom und Karl dem Großen’, Sehepunkte, 19/2 
(2019), 15 Feb. 2019, at [http://www.sehepunkte.de/2019/02/32061.html], 
accessed 13 Nov. 2021.
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polit ical entities, are traced in more or less chrono logical order from 
around 500 Bce to 900 ce. Although the sheer quan tity of develop ments 
is neces sarily re duced to major out lines, a number of sub headings serve 
as a guide through the wider trends dis cerned by the author, such as 
‘the crisis of the “old” empires’ (p. 18), the rise of ‘new super powers’ 
(p. 38), and the ‘decay’ of empires in the ninth cen tury (p. 57). The 
second chapter delves into the com plex re lations be tween the differ ent 
polit ical en tities, tracing diplo matic inter actions and rival ries. An other 
import ant topic is the ques tion of mobil ity and com petition between 
elites within a single polit ical entity, which the author pre sents via the 
ex amples of China, the early Is lamic Caliph ate, and the South Cau casus. 
In the third chap ter, Preiser-Kapeller studies pro cesses of ex change 
within the re ligious sphere, focus ing on the spread of Buddhism, the 
persist ence and expan sion of Chris tianity, and their respect ive re per-
cussions on polit ical develop ments.

The fourth chapter then leaves the political-religious elites to 
exam ine social groups on lower levels, tracing mobil ity and ex change 
among mer chants, artists, arti sans, enslaved people, and others. Chap-
ter five goes even fur ther by focus ing on the ‘mobil ity’ of animals and 
plants, who were in volun tary partici pants in com mercial and diplo-
matic ex change be tween differ ent world regions and cul tures. The 
eco logical con sequences of these man-made changes con nect this 
chap ter to the last the matic sec tion, which deals with the impact of 
cli matic con ditions on polit ical and socio-economic develop ments.

In a short conclusion, Preiser-Kapeller summarizes the main points 
of his study: the phenom enon of global entangle ment in the ‘long 
late an tiquity’ can be per ceived as over lap ping and inter dependent 
net works ‘be tween places, per sons, and objects’ (p. 251). These net-
works sur vived the dis inte gration of the West ern Roman Empire in 
the fifth cen tury and became more com plex over time. In other world 
regions too, empires col lapsed. How ever, these were re placed by 
even bigger for mations such as the Is lamic Caliph ate in the west and 
the Tang Empire in the east, to name but two. Al though these new 
powers were by no means as inter dependent as the parts of the former 
Roman Empire, they were con nected through over lap ping and com-
plex net works of which the post-Roman west was a part as well. Yet 
rulers like Charle magne or the popes in Rome who claimed con trol 
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over this post-Roman west stood not at the centre of a much larger 
Afro-Eurasian system, but merely at its per iphery—a situ ation which 
per sisted until the Industrial Revolution around 1800.6

Although some of the count less pro cesses and events touched 
upon may have de served a more de tailed and crit ical ana lysis based 
on the pri mary sources avail able, Jenseits von Rom is a remark able 
syn thesis which con trib utes to sev eral historio graphical trends be-
cause it picks up the con cept of the ‘long late antiquity’ and extends it 
impres sively to an Afro-Eurasian con text, in clud ing find ings from the 
nat ural sci ences as well.7 This broad scope almost neces sarily entails 
com plex prob lems, like the ques tion of the extent to which we can 
really apply a period like the ‘long late an tiquity’ to East and South-
East Asia,8 or whether im perial power was as cru cial to the pro cesses 
of en tangle ment as sug gest ed.9 In other re sponses to Preiser-Kapeller’s 
con clusions, it has further more been argued that the post-Roman west 
might not have been as per ipheral as the author sug gests to his Afro-
Eurasian system, which he studies from a rather eastern-oriented 
per spective.10 Never theless, Preiser-Kapeller’s study is worth read ing, 
not only because of its impres sive scope and ap proach, but also due 
to its style, through which the author makes his find ings access ible to 
aca demics, stu dents, and en thusiasts alike.

Another book not unlike Preiser-Kapeller’s has recently been 
pub lished by the Ameri can scholar Valerie Hansen. Origin ally a 
sinologist, Hansen has also worked on the his tory of the Silk Road and 

6 On the concept of the so-called ‘Great Divergence’, cf. e.g. Leonid Grinin 
and Andrey Korotayev, Great Divergence and Great Convergence: A Global Per-
spective (Cham, 2015).
7 Cf. the reviews by Mischa Meier, Historische Zeitschrift, 309/2 (2019), 470–2; 
by Wolfram Drews, Das Mittelalter, 25/2 (2020), 450–2; and by Lutz Berger in 
the afore mentioned Review Symposium on H-Soz-Kult, 3 Apr. 2019, at [http://
www.hsozkult.de/publicationreview/id/reb-27510], accessed 13 Nov. 2021.
8 This question has already been addressed in the negative critique by Marcus 
Bingenheimer in the Review Symposium on H-Soz-Kult, 4 Apr. 2019, at [http://
www.hsozkult.de/publicationreview/id/reb-27512], accessed 13 Nov. 2021.
9 This has been pointed out in the review by Philipp Winterhager, English 
Historical Review, 134 (2019), 943–5.
10 Stefan Esders in the Review Symposium on H-Soz-Kult, 5 Apr. 2019, at [http://
www.hsozkult.de/publicationreview/id/reb-27511], accessed 13 Nov. 2021.
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of global ization. Her study The Year 1000: When Ex plorers Con nected 
the World―and Global ization Began (trans lated into German as Das 
Jahr 1000: Als die Global isier ung begann) has like wise re ceived mixed 
reviews. She takes a differ ent ap proach to Preiser-Kapeller, one that is 
narrower in time but wider in space. Her study aims to demon strate 
that the year 1000 (or rather the cen turies around it) marked the begin-
ning of global ization, origin ating not in Europe, but in the Amer icas, 
Africa, and Asia, which in that period began to be con nected by a 
global system of ‘path ways’.

After a pro logue con tain ing sev eral short anec dotes that illus trate 
the main con cerns of the book, the reader is pre sented with eight chap-
ters of more or less equal length. The first of these serves as a more 
com prehen sive intro duction, pro viding an over view of the world in 
(or rather, around) the year 1000 and touch ing on many of the topics 
ad dressed in more detail later on. After that, Hansen delves into spe-
cific themes. In chapter two, she traces the Viking exped itions into the 
North Atlan tic as well as their settle ments in New found land and pos-
sibly New Eng land, both of which are gen erally dated to the elev enth 
cen tury. The third chap ter follows up by dis cuss ing the possi bility of 
fur ther Viking voy ages as far south as Chichén Itzá in modern-day 
Mexico, essen tially rely ing on Mayan wall paint ings de pict ing fair-
haired cap tives and ships re sembling Viking trad itions.

In the fourth chapter, Hansen leaves the Americas for North-
Eastern Europe, where the empire of the Kievan Rus reached its 
great est extent in the mid elev enth cen tury and served as an inter-
mediary be tween Byzan tium, Cen tral Asia, and North ern Europe. 
Hansen focuses mainly on re ligion and the econ omy, citing the intro-
duction of Ortho dox Chris tianity and of silver coin age as her main 
ex amples. Chap ter five takes the reader south to the Near East and 
North Africa. Here too, Hansen focuses mainly on eco nomic aspects, 
high light ing the signifi cance of these regions in supply ing large parts 
of the ‘Old World’ with enslaved people and gold. 

In the next section, Hansen gradually moves her per spective to-
wards the east. Chapter six deals with North and Central Asia, which 
are treated from differ ent angles. Besides the import ance of trade net-
works and their depend ence on polit ical con ditions, the author stresses 
the signifi cance of the re ligious sphere, with Bud dhism and Islam 
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eventu ally div iding Cen tral Asia into two parts. Chap ter seven takes 
a two-pronged ap proach by con cen trating first on the human settle-
ment of Oceania and then on South Asia, where the main develop ments 
are once again exam ined from eco nomic, re ligious, and polit ical per-
spectives. The last chap ter takes Hansen to her main field of re search: 
thanks to her expert ise in Chin ese his tory, she is able to pre sent this 
‘most global ized place in the world’ (p. 261) in much more detail, draw-
ing on a wide range of sources and broaden ing the chrono logical and 
the matic scope con sider ably. In place of a sum mary, Hansen con cludes 
her book with an epi logue con sist ing mainly of fur ther loosely con-
nected anec dotes, from which she draws rather vague general izations 
on al leged paral lels be tween the pro cesses of global ization ob served in 
her book and the chal lenges of the modern world.

All in all, Hansen’s study may be criticized on similar grounds to 
Preiser-Kapeller’s. Due to her im mense geo graphical and the matic 
scope, it is almost in evit able that she treats most topics in only a cur-
sory manner, even though the number of maps and the decent index 
are cer tainly help ful for the reader. Espe cially when delv ing into topics 
outside her main re search areas, Hansen re frains from draw ing on pri-
mary sources and in stead chooses to rely almost en tirely on second ary 
litera ture. While this is com pletely under stand able, it cannot be denied 
that cer tain phenom ena, espe cially in the event ful history of the Near 
East and South Asia, are simply too com plex to be dealt with in a few 
pages and without refer ence to at least the main schol arly de bates. 
In a number of cases, it is ob vious that Hansen drew her infor mation 
from a hand ful of studies or some times just one work, some of which 
have been super seded by more recent con tri butions. In add ition, many 
earlier works on the global Middle Ages remain virtu ally un mentioned. 
Finally, the book lacks a com prehen sive bibli ography, and readers have 
to rely instead on the infor mation pro vided in the (delib erately) sparse 
foot notes, along with a selec tion of titles for further reading. 

Some reviewers have also rightly ques tioned whether the brief 
Viking exped itions to the Amer icas can be con sidered to have made 
as much of a con tri bution to medi eval global ization as the highly 
com plex and re sili ent polit ical, re ligious, diplo matic, and eco nomic 
net works of the Eur asian con tinent, which were by no means confined 
to the decades around the year 1000, but pre dated this arti ficial turn ing 
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point by sev eral cen turies. Taking this into ac count, it is question able 
whether global ization really began with the second millen nium ce.11 
How ever, apart from these con cerns, which might be largely con fined 
to aca demic circles, The Year 1000 / Das Jahr 1000 must be praised for 
open ing up an im mense pano rama of fascin ating phenom ena to inter-
ested readers, who will cer tainly profit from the author’s clear and 
vivid style of writing.

Besides these and other monographs, collaborative pro jects have 
also studied the global Middle Ages. Build ing on the re search net-
work ‘De fining the Global Middle Ages’ (Uni versities of Oxford, 
Birming ham, and New castle, 2012–15), in 2018 British scholars Cath-
erine Holmes and Naomi Standen pub lished a sup plement to the 
jour nal Past & Present entitled The Global Middle Ages, in which they 
gathered contri butions by histor ians and archae ologists special izing 
in the his tory of Africa, the Amer icas, and Eur asia. In con trast to the 
mono graphs by Preiser-Kapeller and Hansen, this col lection takes a 
sophisti cated ap proach aimed at aca demic readers rather than the 
gen eral public, as the editors’ intro duction makes clear. Like wise 
con vinced that the origins of global ization pre ceded the age of Euro-
pean voyages of dis covery, the volume’s con tribu tors focus on aspects 
of ‘be haviour and inter action on a global scale in the millen nium 
before 1500’ (p. 1). How ever, they ex plicitly re frain from estab lish-
ing arti ficial ana logies and links between the medi eval period and the 
global ization pro cesses of other cen turies. In stead, the global Middle 
Ages are pre sented as a ‘a period of dy namic change and ex peri ment 
when no single part of the world achieved hege monic status’ (p. 2), 
and its ‘dis tinct ive char acter istics’ (p. 3) are brought to the fore.

Focusing on a broad variety of ex amples from all over the world, the 
volume’s ten articles address gen eral phenom ena which are more or 
less cen tral to human inter actions. The con trib ution by Mark Whittow 
pre sents pos sible explan ations for the ratio of sur viving writ ten to 
non-written sources. Draw ing on numer ous ex amples from the Amer-
icas, Africa, and East Asia, he stresses that scholars must always bear 
in mind that their per ception of the past is heavily in flu enced not only 
11 Similar criticism has been made in the reviews by Tilman Frasch, Inter national 
Quarterly for Asian Studies, 51/3–4 (2020), 216–18; Jonathan Good, Arthuriana, 
30/4 (2020), 70–2; and Thomas Ertl, Historische Zeitschrift, 313/2 (2021), 480–1.
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by the quan tity, but also by the types of avail able source mat erial. 
Caro line Dodds Pennock and Amanda Power study cos mologies as 
manifest ations of ‘global’ think ing, focus ing mainly on Aztec cul ture, 
but taking compar able ex amples from other parts of the world into 
ac count as well. Cos mologies serve as a means for cer tain peoples or 
com munities to make sense of their exist ence and its al leged pur pose 
in time and space, and this is as true of the Middle Ages as it is of all 
periods of human history.

The third essay, by Jonathan Shepard, deals with net works as 
a basic category through which to per ceive multi lateral re lations. 
Pre sent ing silk roads over land and via sea as con crete ex amples of 
com mercial net works, he con cludes that these net works were not con-
fined to cer tain groups, but in fact had an impact on large parts of 
the soci eties they con nected. A cru cial factor in ana lysing net works is 
the ques tion of mobil ity, which is exam ined by Naomi Standen and 
Monica White. Focus ing mostly on ex amples from West, Cen tral, and 
East Asia, they pre sent mobil ity as a struc tural phenom enon affect ing 
not only mer chants and pil grims, but also the every day life of major 
parts of soci ety. The con tri bution by Ian Forrest and Anne Haour on 
the factor of trust ad dresses an other import ant aspect of human re-
lations, espe cially be tween people separ ated by long dis tances. By 
com par ing ex amples from North and West Africa with ones drawn 
from the Near East and Europe, they pre sent trust as a cen tral aspect 
of both short- and long-distance relationships.

Simon Yarrow’s article then opens up another the matic field by 
probing two pros pects for the global Middle Ages: the loosen ing of the 
con ceptual bound aries assigned to the Middle Ages by modern histori-
ography, and the re framing of this period as a global phenom enon.  
In this con text, Yarrow under stands ‘medi eval global ity’ as ‘the un fold-
ing of collect ive imagin aries in ten sion with dif fuse local and en tangled 
modes of evaluative agency’ (p. 214). The next con tribu tion, by Conrad 
Leyser, Naomi Standen, and Steph anie Wynne-Jones, adopts a more 
prac tical ap proach by exam ining differ ent settle ment pat terns and their 
con temporary per ception in a com para tive perspective span ning Africa, 
Europe, and East Asia. Next, Hilde De Weerdt, Cath erine Holmes, and 
John Watts turn the volume’s focus back to con crete human inter actions. 
Focus ing on three case studies from Song China, fifteenth-century 
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France, and Byzan tium, they exam ine prac tices of polit ical medi ation 
and communi cation which ‘con nected the actions, inter ests and expect-
ations of indi viduals and com munities in the local ities to the cre ation, 
mainten ance and crit ique of high public power’ (p. 288).

The last two con tribu tions take up broader ap proaches again: Glen 
Dud bridge focuses on the con tested para digm of the world system, 
which scholars have per ceived either as a single system, whether 
long gone or con stantly evolving, or as sev eral suc cessive systems. 
Dud bridge applies this ap proach to the period from 600 to 900 ce, 
pre sent ing the ‘East Asian cir cuit’ and the ‘Is lamic ecu mene’ as two 
ex amples whose com parison can yield new im pulses. In stead of a 
formal con clusion, the final con tribu tion by Alan Strathern pro vides 
a stim ulating out look on future re search by link ing the con cept of the 
global Middle Ages with the ad jacent and already well-established 
idea of a global early modern ity. He em phasizes the main con ceptual 
points of ten sion and the similar ities be tween these para digms, con-
cluding that scholars of both periods have to be aware of each other’s 
find ings, not least be cause they are con nected through the much older 
con cept of ‘pre-modernity’ (p. 344).

The Global Middle Ages is a very import ant con tribu tion to schol-
arly debate. The great est advan tage of the volume’s methodo logical 
ap proach is that its con trib utors ab stain from iden tify ing a dis tinct 
world region or a spe cific period within the Middle Ages as a prime 
ex ample of global ization. Rather, the phenomeno logical orien tation of 
the indi vidual chap ters permits a tech nical but never theless broad and 
colour ful view of an inter connected world in the medi eval millen nium 
and beyond. All of the con tribu tions, many of them writ ten jointly 
by var ious special ists, ana lyse their respect ive phenom ena against 
an im mense back ground of ex amples span ning differ ent con tinents 
and periods, making them very valu able studies in their own right, 
and even more so in the con text of the whole volume. Although a 
number of import ant regions like India, Japan, and the Pacific islands 
are rather under-represented, the exten sive bibli ography and detailed 
index bear wit ness to the volume’s broad perspective.12

12 Cf. also the reviews by Robert Ian Moore, Journal of Medieval Worlds, 2/1–2 
(2020), 35–9; and by Ruth Mostern, Studies in Late Antiquity, 3/4 (2019), 640–3.
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The last book to be reviewed is another edited volume, but one 
that takes a very differ ent ap proach to The Global Middle Ages. In 
Italien als Vorbild?, which is based on an eponym ous con ference held 
in 2018, Jörg Oberste and Susanne Ehrich bring together ten con-
tribu tions by inter national scholars, all focus ing on eco nomic and 
cul tural inter dependencies be tween Euro pean metrop olises during 
the period be tween 1300 and 1600, which the editors con sider to be 
‘the eve of the first global ization’ (p. 10). The famous exped itions of 
Chris topher Colum bus, Vasco da Gama, and Ferdi nand Magel lan, 
labelled here the ‘found ing dates of a European-dominated global 
econ omy’ (p. 10), had been based on the im mense eco nomic power, 
geo graphical know ledge, and naut ical expert ise of Ital ian cities 
and trading com panies. Further more, Italy had been an in fluen-
tial ‘cul tural model’ (p. 11) for medi eval and early modern Europe. 
Pro viding a com para tive con text for this Ital ian role model, some 
of the volume’s con tribu tions focus on other polit ical and eco nomic 
cap itals of Europe, which were con nected to Italy through both com-
petition and lively ex change on many levels.

After the editors’ intro duction, which under lines the key points of 
the volume’s con ceptual ap proach and high lights the main con cerns of 
each chap ter, the reader is pre sented with the first case study. Harriet 
Rudolph exam ines diplo matic prac tice in Venice in the six teenth and 
seven teenth cen turies. Focus ing not only on the rel evant in sti tutions, 
but also on know ledge manage ment and ‘guid ing prin ciples’ (p. 25) 
as import ant factors in diplo matic re lations, she con cludes with a 
signifi cant re assess ment of the ‘myth’ of Ven etian diplo macy (p. 21). 
An other view on La Seren issima is pro vided by Nicolai Kölmel, who 
deals with the per ception of the city as a metrop olis be tween around 
1480 and 1560. Taking into ac count both writ ten sources and paint-
ings, he traces how this view changed over time. He also in cludes 
Amster dam as a com para tive ex ample, for which Italian cities can be 
con sidered role models only to a cer tain extent. Rembert Eufe then 
offers a third per spective on Ven etian his tory by exam ining the multi-
lingual adminis tration in Crete during the five cen turies of Ven etian 
rule. Having ini tially been imported from the Repub lic, adminis trative 
prac tices on the island always re mained open to new im pulses from 
the Ital ian main land, but also adapted to specific local require ments.
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Christoph Dartmann takes us to another import ant mari time 
repub lic. Taking Venice as a ‘para digmatic ex ample’ (p. 89), he focuses 
on late medi eval Genoa as a ‘Medi terra nean port metrop olis’ (p. 91) 
as well as a ‘north ern Ital ian re gional power’ (p. 96). He con cludes 
by ad dress ing the main reasons for Genoa’s de cline in import ance 
at the end of the Middle Ages. The follow ing con tribu tion by Albert 
Göschl takes a differ ent ap proach by com par ing liter ary works by the 
Floren tines Filarete (c.1400–69) and Anton Fran cesco Doni (1513–74). 
These authors wrote about im agined ‘ideal metrop olises’, to which 
they assigned both gen eral and spe cific char acter istics. Martin Raspe 
then presents a con tribu tion that is only very loosely con nected to 
the issue of global ization: he dis cusses the ques tion of whether Farfa 
Abbey near Rome was the first medi eval Kloster hof (a farm oper ated 
by a monas tery) and thus a pos sible role model for later foun dations.

In the next chap ter, the reader’s atten tion is once again turned to-
wards Flor ence—or more specific ally, the com mune’s mer chant elite. 
Fran cesco Guidi-Bruscoli traces the di verse activ ities and social co-
hesion of this group in the great late medi eval trade centres of Bruges, 
London, Seville, and Lisbon. Although the Floren tines seem to have 
lacked a signifi cant ‘cor porate spirit’ (p. 142), their success ful col labor-
ation in finan cing large-scale pro jects can be demon strated in vari ous 
ex amples.

The following two essays provide the counter-examples to the 
Ital ian cities that I men tioned above. Ulf Christian Ewert focuses on 
the para digm of path depend ency, de noting the in ability of eco nomic 
systems to change their basic organ iza tional or in sti tutional elem-
ents. He studies this con cept via the ex ample of trading prac tices in 
the North and Baltic Sea area (the Hanse raum) and, in a second step, 
com pares his find ings with the quite differ ent situ ation in the more 
dy namic Medi terra nean region. The second com para tive case study 
by Bart Lambert deals with Bruges, which was a thriving trade centre 
before losing its hege mony to Ant werp in the course of the six teenth 
cen tury. By tracing this develop ment, Lambert dis cerns a pro cess of 
‘grad ual de cline’ in the West Flem ish city rather than a ‘steep fall’ 
(p. 176).

Much like The Global Middle Ages, the editors of Italien als Vor bild re-
frain from closing their volume with a formal con clusion. In stead, the 
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last chap ter by Dennis O. Flynn opens up a much wider geo graphical 
per spective. He traces the silver trade between Europe and China, 
which under went rad ical changes in the fif teenth cen tury due to the 
de pletion of Chin ese silver mines. Euro pean markets quickly adapted 
to the new situ ation, in part by tap ping recently dis covered re sources 
in Cen tral and South Amer ica, while Venice relied heavily on its trade 
re lations with the Is lamic world. Never theless, the author denies that 
the flow of goods along the ‘Africa–Europe–Asia cor ridor’ (p. 192) 
was the start ing point for the global ization of eco nomic systems. In his 
view, the begin ning of such pro cesses can only be dis cerned to wards 
the end of the six teenth cen tury at the earli est, when the three main 
parts of the world (the Pa cific, the Amer icas, and Eur asia and Africa) 
grad ually became more and more con nected (pp. 192–3).

After working through the contributions of Italien als Vor bild?, 
which are rounded off not by a bibli ography, but at least by a decent 
index (pp. 198–204), the reader might be left in some perplex ity. Al-
though each article is valu able on its own, it is dif ficult to see how 
they are con nected to each other, or to the para digm of ‘global ization’. 
While the case studies on Venice, Genoa, and Flor ence give many in-
sights into the far-flung and innova tive Ital ian trade net works across 
the Medi terra nean, the selec tion of com para tive ex amples out side 
Italy seems more arbi trary than represen tative. Case studies from 
the Iber ian Pen insula, North Africa, or Eur asia would have con trib-
uted substan tially to a broader pic ture. Simi larly, some con tribu tions, 
such as those on Farfa Abbey and the ‘ideal metrop olises’ (which are 
never theless excel lent studies in their own right), seem only loosely 
con nected to the volume’s cen tral ap proach. Al though many art icles 
touch upon develop ments beyond the Medi terra nean at least in pass-
ing, the final chap ter by Denis O. Flynn is the only con tribu tion with 
a truly ‘global ized’ scope, as prom ised by the volume’s title. Never-
theless, the con trib utors have suc ceeded in pre sent ing the Ital ian 
metrop olises as thriving and innova tive powers within the com plex 
trade net works con nect ing Europe and the Medi terra nean at the 
trans ition between the medi eval and early modern periods.

Comparing all four publications examined in this article is not an 
easy task. First and fore most, they are all worth read ing, not least be-
cause each of them opens up a broad pano rama featur ing a pleth ora 
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of develop ments and pro cesses con nect ing large parts of the world. 
Whether these phenom ena are studied via rel evant second ary litera-
ture or, even more laud ably, via pri mary sources, gather ing them into 
a single publi cation can be con sidered a remark able achieve ment. 
This holds espe cially true for the mono graphs by Johannes Preiser-
Kapeller and Valerie Hansen, who pro cessed their im mense cor pora of 
mat erial on their own, while the volumes edited by Cath erine Holmes 
and Naomi Standen and by Jörg Oberste and Susanne Ehrich bring 
to gether the col labor ative efforts of experts special izing in differ ent 
discip lines. What is more, the studies differ in re spect to their target 
audi ences. While the two mono graphs seem to be aimed at a broad 
audi ence of scholars and inter ested lay readers alike, and thus adopt 
a some what less com pli cated ap proach in terms of both writing style 
and the dis cussion of schol arly debates (see for example Hansen, p. 9), 
the two edited volumes gather con tribu tions on special ist issues and 
con fine them selves to aca demic dis course in their respect ive fields. 
These struc tural differ ences are also re flected in the media re sponse 
to each publi cation.

Perhaps the biggest contrasts can be discerned in the ap proaches 
and per spectives brought to bear on the global Middle Ages. Preiser-
Kapeller locates import ant im pulses for global ization pro cesses 
within the ‘long late an tiquity’, focus ing mainly on Africa and Eur-
asia and placing Euro pean actors merely at the per iphery of events. 
In con trast, Hansen takes a geo graphically much wider but chrono-
logic ally narrower point of view by con cen trating more or less on the 
turn of the first millen nium. Per haps the broad est per spective, both 
geo graphically and chrono logic ally, is adopted by the differ ent art-
icles in The Global Middle Ages edited by Holmes and Standen, whose 
theoretic ally grounded ap proaches make signifi cant con tribu tions to 
schol arly debate with out label ling par ticu lar periods or world regions 
as espe cially important. In com parison to these three volumes, the 
con fer ence pro ceed ings pub lished by Oberste and Ehrich lag behind 
to some extent. In a rather Euro centric per spective, the con tribu tions 
gathered in Italien als Vorbild? focus on late medi eval Italy. Al though 
at least some of the essays en deavour to broaden the geo graphical 
scope, one cannot escape the im pression that ‘global ization’ is not the 
editors’ main con cern, but that they use it as a buzz word and con sider 

new ApproAches to the gloBAl middle Ages



66

it to be a phenom enon more or less ex clusively associ ated with the 
early modern age and later periods.

Nevertheless, it would be short-sighted to favour any one publi-
cation over the others. Each of the ap proaches taken in these books 
has its strengths and weak nesses, as well as a cer tain degree of justifi-
cation without any claim to uni versal valid ity. How ever, ap proaches 
focus ing more or less on a single world region (Oberste and Ehrich) 
or on arti ficial turn ing points (Hansen) have the poten tial to over-
estimate or marginal ize cer tain develop ments and in fluen tial factors 
and thus dis tort the per spective. In con trast, theory-based ap proaches 
that are broad in geo graphical and chrono logical scope, such as those 
applied by Holmes and Standen in The Global Middle Ages, may prove 
more stimu lating to schol arly debate and estab lish con nections with 
differ ent aca demic discip lines. Still, this debate should not remain 
con fined ex clusively to aca demic circles, but should be open to the 
gen eral public as well. To this end, more access ible yet sophisti-
cated publi cations like those by Preiser-Kapeller and Hansen play an 
import ant role too. In that sense, all of the publi cations reviewed here 
are valu able con tribu tions to the on going debate on ‘global ization’ in 
the Middle Ages and beyond.

ERIC BÖHME is a Research Assistant to the Chair of the History of 
Re ligions at the Uni versity of Kon stanz. His main re search inter ests 
focus on differ ent aspects of the di verse inter cultural and inter religious 
ex changes between Muslims, Jews, and Chris tians in the medi eval 
Medi terra nean. In 2017 he com pleted his Ph.D. at Leipzig Uni versity 
with a pro ject on the foreign re lations of the King dom of Jeru salem 
in the twelfth cen tury, which was pub lished as Die Außen beziehungen 
des König reiches Jeru salem im 12. Jahr hundert: Kon tinuität und Wandel im 
Herrscher wechsel zwischen König Amal rich und Balduin IV. (2019). He is 
cur rently work ing on his second book, entitled Medi ating be tween Con-
querors and Con quered: Pro cesses of Inter action in Norman Sicily and the 
King dom of Valen cia in Com parison.

review Articles



67

TRACING THE HISTORY OF FEMINISMS: 
METHODS, MEANINGS, AND QUESTIONS

JAne freelAnd

SARAH COLVIN and KATHARINA KARCHER (eds.), Women, 
Global Protest Movements, and Political Agency: Rethinking the Legacy 
of 1968, Routledge Studies in Gender and Global Politics (Abingdon: 
Routledge, 2019), 206 pp. ISBN 978 0 815 38472 4 (hardback), £96.00; 
ISBN 978 0 367 47182 8 (paperback), £29.59 
ZSÓFIA LÓRÁND, The Feminist Challenge to the Socialist State in 
Yugoslavia, Genders and Sexualities in History (Cham: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2018) xxii + 270 pp. ISBN 978 3 319 78222 5. £79.99 (hard-
back); ISBN 978 3 030 08647 3 (paperback), £54.99
TIFFANY N. FLORVIL, Mobilizing Black Germany: Afro-German Women 
and the Making of a Transnational Movement, Black Internationalism 
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2020), 308 pp. ISBN 978 0 252 
04351 2 (hardback), $US 110.00; ISBN 978 0 252 08541 3 (paperback), 
$26.95
LUCY DELAP, Feminisms: A Global History (London: Pelican Books, 
2020), 416 pp. ISBN 978 0 241 39814 2 (hardback), £20.00; ISBN 978 0 
141 98598 5 (paperback), £10.99

The past twenty years have seen the growth of self-described ‘his tories 
of femin ism’. An off shoot of women’s and gender his tory, the his tory 
of femin ism ex plores the di verse mean ings and prac tices of activ ism 
against gender in justice. It looks at how women—and some times 
men—have advo cated for equal rights, and how issues of equal ity have 
been under stood and ad dressed over time. It exam ines the relation-
ships between activ ists, the state, and soci ety, and has re vealed the 
ways in which femin ism, and the women’s move ment more gener ally, 
has acted as a source of hope for change as well as div ision and alien-
ation. In doing so, the his tory of femin ism has drawn atten tion to the 
inter sections of marginal ization, the inter connected ness of social move-
ments, and the ways in which theory has been put into prac tice.

The history of feminism has proven to be an incredibly dy-
namic field of study. It is strongly inter disciplin ary and theoret ically 
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engaged, and al though often informed by method ologies drawn 
from social and cul tural his tory, it is in tensely polit ical. Indeed, by 
exam ining femin ism and femin ist claims, histor ians are neces sarily 
chal lenging what is con sidered ‘polit ical’ and what polit ical his tory is. 
Karen Offen has suc cinctly cap tured this:

the history of feminism is a gendered narra tive of polit ical his-
tory that goes well beyond the adding and stir ring in of an 
occa sional queen, a com ment on ‘new woman’ fash ion, or a 
photo graph of a demon stration for the right to vote. It neces-
sarily ex pands the very mean ing of ‘polit ical’ and of what 
con stitutes ‘polit ics’.1 

Taking femin ism and gender in equal ity seri ously, then, re quires 
scholars to re think the histor ical discip line. Whether it is by ques tion-
ing histor ical period izations, the signifi cance of na tional bound aries, 
or even the mean ing of ‘polit ical’, the his tory of femin ism neces sarily 
ex pands and chal lenges histor ical categories.

But there are some funda mental issues facing histor ians of femin-
ism. Most basic ally, what is femin ism? At first glance, this may seem 
self-evident, but it soon proves illu sory. The mean ing of femin ism has 
evolved over time; what was femin ist in the eight eenth cen tury may 
not regis ter as such today, and vice versa. More over, what is ‘femin-
ist’ in one geo graphical con text may not be con sidered as such in a 
differ ent coun try, region, or even local ity. It is more accur ate to speak 
of the his tory of femin isms, rather than to main tain the appear ance of 
a uni tary femin ist prac tice over time and space.

We might also ask what makes some one a femin ist. Is it enough 
to cam paign for women’s rights, or does there have to be a posi tive 
identifi cation with the label? Much like the defin ition of femin ism, 
the label ‘femin ist’ assumes an im agined unity or sister hood be tween 
women. Yet women’s in equal ity is en tangled with other forms of op-
pression and struc tures of power, in cluding colonial ism, capitalism, 

1 Karen Offen, ‘The History of Feminism is Political History’, Per spectives 
on His tory, 1 May 2011, at [https://www.historians.org/publications-and- 
directories/perspectives-on-history/may-2011/the-history-of-feminism-is-
political-history], accessed 11 Dec. 2021. 
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racism, homo phobia, and able ism.2 As post colonial and Black femin-
ist scholars have shown, much of femin ist thought and prac tice has 
been built on sup posedly uni versal emanci patory polit ics and the ex-
peri ences of White, middle-class, West ern women, and pressed into 
the ser vice of colo nial and racial ized ‘civil izing’ mis sions. Indeed, 
femin ism has long been deeply impli cated in main tain ing hege monic 
power struc tures that have marginal ized, div ided, vio lated, and even 
killed. This has not only limited the power of global sister hood but, as 
Lucy Delap has argued in Femin isims, has meant that while for some 
‘femin ism has proved a transforma tive, explo sive, life changing way 
of seeing the world. For others, it has elicited re sponses of vis ceral re-
pudiation, laugh ter, ambiva lence and irony’ (pp. 8–9).

Part of the histor ian’s task, then, is to unpack the mani fold mean-
ings of femin isms and women’s emanci pation across time and space, 
while also attend ing to the privil eges, div isions, and marginal ization 
on which femin ism has been built and perpetu ated. But pre cisely how 
to do this is a key chal lenge for the histor ian of femin ism. Al though 
femin isms emerged out of and in re sponse to local and na tional con-
texts, thanks to the growth of com muni cations tech nologies across 
the nine teenth and twen tieth cen turies, even these local move ments 
spoke to global and trans national develop ments. This task is all the 
more import ant given the ways in which older his tories of femin ism 
have centred Euro pean and North Amer ican develop ments at the ex-
pense of his tories of femin isms from the Global South and from the 
geo graphical and social margins of Euro pean and North Ameri can 
soci ety. Situ ating na tional and local his tories within a global and 
trans national set ting goes some way to wards ad dress ing these im-
balances. But how exactly do we knit to gether local speci ficities in a 
global con text, espe cially when the his tories of women—in par ticu lar 
Women of Colour, working-class women, women with dis abilities, 
les bians, and women from colonized coun tries—are often not found 
within state or even activ ist ar chives?

This article reviews four recent con tribu tions to the his tory of 
femin isms. The books fea tured exam ine the his tory of femin ism from 
2 Kimberle Crenshaw, ‘Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Iden tity Polit-
ics, and Violence Against Women of Color’, Stanford Law Review, 43/6 (1991), 
1241–99.
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the eight eenth cen tury to the pres ent, al though there is a consider able 
em phasis on women’s activ ism in the period from the late 1960s to the 
1990s (often referred to as the ‘second wave’). Each book in its own 
way re sponds to the con ceptual and method ological ques tions at the 
heart of the his tory of femin ism, and offers readers new ap proaches 
and ques tions in order to over come these issues.

The volume Women, Global Pro test Move ments, and Polit ical Agency, 
edited by Sarah Colvin and Katharina Karcher, centres on the water-
shed year of 1968. Pub lished for the fif tieth anni versary of that 
revo lution ary year, the book is one of a pair of volumes which re-
examine the legacies and his tories of 1968 through the lens of gender. 
The first volume—reviewed here—centres on the themes of gender 
and cul tural memory, and the inter section of gender and vio lence. 
The second volume focuses ex clusively on vio lence, in par ticu lar the 
relation ship between vio lence and ideas of liber ation and emanci-
pation that pro lifer ated among left ist and revo lution ary pro test 
move ments in the late 1960s and 1970s. With di verse inter disciplin-
ary ap proaches and a wide selec tion of case studies, the two volumes 
make a signifi cant histor ical and historio graphical inter vention into 
the his tory of 1968.

While not centrally focused on femin ism, the first volume’s ten 
chap ters broadly ex plore the relation ships be tween 1968, women’s 
activ ism, and the con test ation of gender roles in differ ent geo graphical 
and histor ical con texts. In doing so, they query the signifi cance of the 
global pro test move ments that emerged in the late 1960s for women’s 
rights dis courses and prac tices. Al though often de scribed as a ‘fail ure’, 
1968 has been inter preted by histor ians as a key turn ing point for lib-
eral social and cul tural change. In par ticu lar, the emer gence of social 
move ments—for ex ample, femin ism, environ mental ism, gay rights—
have all been linked to the transform ations brought about by 1968 
and are fre quently pre sented as the product ive legacy of an other wise 
failed revo lution.

But as this volume reveals, this is a narra tive in need of re vision. 
Across the book’s vari ous con tribu tions, the male-dominated his tory 
of 1968 is thor oughly chal lenged, with sev eral chap ters high light ing 
the active roles women played through out 1968 as they took part in 
even the most mili tant and vio lent of actions. It further ques tions the 
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very mean ing of 1968 for women: not only were the transform ations 
of gender roles often uneven or short-lived, but the volume also asks 
how import ant 1968 was for the ‘emer gence’ of the global women’s 
move ments in the 1970s. In this way, by ana lysing the inter section 
of gender and late 1960s pro test move ments, the book de centres 
1968 as a marker of (West ern) lib eral transform ation, and in stead ex-
plores the limits and mean ings of the change it pro duced. As Colvin 
and Karcher state, ‘rather than por tray ing the decades since 1968 as 
a global his tory of pro gress towards gender equal ity, the essays col-
lected here con sciously draw a com plex, dy namic, and, at least in 
part, contra dictory pic ture of women’s involve ment in trans national 
pro test move ments’ (p. 11).

Feminism and women’s move ments are natur ally key parts of this 
his tory of gender equal ity and social pro test. Along side the book’s 
find ings on gender and 1968, it also reveals sev eral core issues facing 
histor ians of femin ism. The chap ters by Kristina Schulz, Andrea 
Hajek, Chris Rey nolds, Chris tina Ger hardt, Zsófia Lóránd, and Clare 
Bielby ad dress the his tory of femin ism and women’s activ ism most 
dir ectly. The con tribu tions by Schulz, Hajek, and Rey nolds in par ticu-
lar raise import ant ques tions about the mean ing of 1968 for the his tory 
(and histori ography) of femin isms. This is espe cially clear in the chap-
ter by Schulz, who exam ines the ‘sym bolic signifi cance of “1968” ’ to 
the his tories of women’s move ments in West Ger many and France 
(p. 19). In West Ger many, for ex ample, Schulz juxta poses two narra-
tives: one that places the emer gence of the new women’s move ment 
in 1971 as a result of the cam paign to de criminal ize abor tion, and an-
other that places the birth of the move ment in 1968. A simi lar div ision 
is also to be found in the French case, where one narra tive em phasizes 
the signifi cance of 1968 and the other down plays its import ance. In 
both the French and West German cases, Schulz con nects these com-
peting tra jectories to key figures within femin ism, namely Antoin ette 
Fouque and Christine Delphy in France, and Alice Schwarzer and 
Helke Sander in West Ger many.

As Schulz shows, these differ ent his tories are not mere curi osities. 
In stead, she argues that the debate over 1968 forms ‘part of a sym bolic 
struggle around the legitim ation, aims, and means of a social move-
ment, and thus about femin ism itself’ (p. 29). In other words, how 
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an actor views 1968 and its relation ship to the women’s move ment 
shapes how they under stand the very pur pose and task of femin ism. 
A simi lar argu ment is made by both Rey nolds and Hajek, who ask 
whether 1968 was really so import ant after all. While Rey nolds argues 
that 1968 pro vided a ‘nega tive cata lyst’ for femin ism in North ern Ire-
land, as women co alesced against the gen dered hier archies of the 1968 
move ment, Hajek poses a much more funda mental ques tion about 
tracing the his tory of femin ism. Indeed, for Hajek, centring 1968 as 
a key moment in the develop ment of femin ism means that women’s 
activ ism is seen only as ‘some thing that flowed out of the 1968 move-
ment, rather than as a phenom enon in and of itself’ (p. 33). Adopt ing 
this ap proach, Hajek exam ines the his tory of Ital ian femin ism, and 
argues that the emer gence of the women’s move ment in the late 1960s 
was largely the result of re sponses to earlier forms of organ izing and 
the re luctance of these pre-existing women’s associ ations to take issues 
of repro duction, sexu ality, and gender op pression seri ously.

Together, these chap ters reveal how the his tory of femin ism has 
been shaped by his tori ciza tion efforts. Whether we under stand 1968 
as a key moment for women’s rights or not, map ping a tra jectory and 
a his tory for femin ism is also an act of agenda-setting that frames 
under standings of what femin ism is and how it should be prac-
tised. As Schulz’s chap ter sug gests, this is some thing femin ists have 
invested in to cement their vision of the struggle for women’s rights.3 
Ex plor ing these his tori ciza tion pro cesses, then, is not only inte gral 
to under stand ing the differ ent mean ings and prac tices of femin ism 
but, as Hajek shows, is also a part of ques tion ing the centres and per-
ipheries of the his tories we tell.

The issue of centre and per iphery—in the geo graphical sense—is a 
core theme through out Women, Global Pro test Move ments, and Polit ical 
Agency, with sev eral chap ters argu ing for a global ap proach to 1968 
that shifts atten tion away from (West ern) Euro pean and North Ameri-
can ex peri ences. While Rey nolds argues for the in clusion of North ern 
Ire land in the his tory of 1968 (a coun try whose involve ment is often 
over shadowed by the ‘Troubles’ of the 1970s), Jenni fer Phil ippa 

3 See also Lisa Tetrault, The Myth of Seneca Falls: Memory and the Women’s Suf-
frage Movement, 1848–1898 (Chapel Hill, 2014).
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Eggert exam ines the situ ation in Leba non, and Claudia Derichs ex-
plores Japan and South-East Asia. These chap ters reveal a com plex 
pic ture of femin ism and women’s activ ism across borders, one that 
speaks both to na tional con texts and global dis cussions of femin ism 
and women’s rights.

Zsófia Lóránd’s chapter, and her mono graph The Femin ist Chal lenge 
to the Social ist State in Yugo slavia, pick up this issue as she traces the 
develop ment of ‘new Yugo slav femin ism’ from the late 1960s to 1990. 
Draw ing on methods from intel lectual history, along side twenty oral 
his tory inter views to gether with ar chival and media sources, Lóránd 
pre sents a de tailed his tory of the emer gence and growth of femin ism 
in Yugo slavia. In a field that is often over shadowed by the leg acies 
and work of ‘West ern’ femin ism and Cold War binar ies, Lóránd’s 
study pro vides an import ant and wel come inter vention. Her book 
reveals the unique ex pression of femin ism in Yugo slavia, and in 
doing so helps to nuance the his tory of both life under state social ism 
and femin ism itself.

In many ways, the story of new Yugo slav femin ism will be famil-
iar to readers. Dis appointed at the fail ure of late 1960s activ ism to 
take women’s voices ser iously and frus trated at the in equalities they 
faced in daily life, women in Yugo slavia began talk ing. In cafés, pubs, 
and around kit chen tables, women in Bel grade, Ljub ljana, and Zagreb 
read and dis cussed femin ist texts. With time they formed groups at 
uni versities, invited speakers, de veloped publi cations, and organ ized 
major events. As Lóránd puts it, their work tran sitioned from grass-
roots ‘aca demic work, the arts and litera ture’ to activ ism with a mass 
audi ence (p. 2). What makes this story unique, how ever, is the social-
ist con text, and the way it shaped the prac tice and polit ics of femin ism 
in Yugo slavia, and the relation ship between femin ists, the state, and 
the broader dissi dent move ment.

In Yugo slavia, as in many social ist states, men and women were 
of ficially equal. The social ist regime en couraged women to obtain 
an edu cation and pursue a career along side mother hood. In return, 
women were pro vided with ser vices that enabled them to com bine 
mother hood with paid employ ment, and had access to abor tion. The 
central ity of equal ity to social ist state-making meant that femin ism 
was not only deemed un neces sary, as men and women were al ready 
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equal, but was con sidered a West ern, bour geois ideol ogy. Ironically, it 
was these over stated claims of equal ity that led women in Yugo slavia 
to femin ism. As Lóránd writes, ‘women were puzzled by the contra-
diction between the prom ise of the regime and their own experi ence 
of their “emancipation” ’ (p. 3).

It was this realization that drove a small number of ‘intel lectual 
women’ in the late 1960s and early 1970s to turn to femin ism. Based 
primar ily in Zagreb and Bel grade (and later Ljub ljana), it was at the 
uni versities that femin ism first emerged within the stu dent popu-
lation. Uni versities, stu dent centres, and stu dent associ ations proved 
to be key sites for the early for mation of femin ism in Yugo slavia. 
They pro vided not only for the prac tical needs of the grow ing move-
ment—phys ical spaces for stu dents and pro fessors to meet, and 
access to re sources—but also the intel lectual space for the develop-
ment of a uniquely Yugo slav femin ism. From within the uni versity 
young femin ists had access to for eign litera ture and pub lish ing chan-
nels, and they could hold guest lec tures and con ferences, all of which 
enabled them to de velop their own politics.

This is one of the most import ant inter ventions made in the book: 
Lóránd shows how the new Yugo slav femin ists de veloped their own 
femin ism. This was no simple trans position of a ‘West ern’ femin ist 
move ment. Al though many of the femin ists she studies had con-
nections with West ern Europe and read key femin ist texts by the 
likes of Betty Friedan and Ger maine Greer, they com bined this with 
Marx ist thought, atten tion to the lives and activ ism of women in Latin 
Amer ica and Asia, and even with Indian phil osophy. This intel lectual 
engage ment was then used by the women to query their own lives 
under social ism, even lead ing them to re conceptual ize cen tral femin-
ist (and social ist) terms, such as ‘conscious ness, women’s uni versal 
ex peri ence, patri archy, family, work’ (pp. 30–1).

What also made new Yugo slav femin ism unique was its relation-
ship to dissi dence and the Yugo slav state. In this, Lóránd moves the 
scholar ship on the Com munist bloc away from a binary of the state 
against the people. New Yugo slav femin ists both criti cized the state’s 
ex agger ated claims of women’s equal ity and at tempted to speak to the 
regime and engage it in their crit ique. In making this argu ment, Lóránd 
shows that dissi dence in Yugo slavia—espe cially when it came to 
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femin ism—had mul tiple mean ings and ex pressions. She also sug gests 
that the close ness of femin ists to the regime, along side the central ity 
of women’s equal ity to state social ism, is one of the reasons why lib-
eral and na tional dissi dent groups marginal ized femin ists during the 
tran sition from social ism. Al though the book ends in 1990, this points 
to the import ance of femin ist leg acies to the post-socialist tran sition in 
Yugo slavia and the former Com munist bloc more broadly.

The Femin ist Chal lenge to the Social ist State in Yugo slavia most 
funda mentally reveals how the his tory of femin isms re quires a 
‘re consider ation of our cat egories of post-WWII his tory’ (p. 228). Dis-
si dence, ‘West ern’, ‘East ern’, and even femin ist are all com pli cated 
by paying atten tion to the tra jectory of Yugo slav femin ism. Des pite 
study ing a very differ ent social and histor ical con text, Tif fany N. 
Florvil’s Mobil izing Black Ger many simi larly shows how centring Black 
women’s activ ism chal lenges notions of race, the nation, and belong-
ing in late twentieth-century Ger many. Indeed, the two books show 
remark able similar ities: both high light the import ance of know ledge 
trans fer, mobil ity, and higher edu cation to the evo lution of social 
move ments, and both reveal the import ance of lan guage pro duction, 
naming, and agency to under stand ing women’s activ ism.

But whereas Lóránd focuses on femin ism and the Yugo slav 
women’s move ment, Florvil exam ines Black German women’s involve-
ment in the for mation and develop ment of the modern Black German 
move ment. As Florvil shows, women like May Ayim and Katharina 
Oguntoye were piv otal in shaping the con tours of the move ment. 
Work ing with other Black German women and men, and often in 
col labor ation with People of Colour and other Black com munities in 
Ger many and Europe, they partici pated in a trans national femin ist 
dias poric move ment. In the pro cess of tracing this move ment, Florvil’s 
book—per haps more than any of the others reviewed here—shows 
the expansive ness of femin ism. She moves the study beyond issues 
typic ally associ ated with women’s rights, such as vio lence, abor tion, 
and sexu ality, and in stead reveals how straight and les bian Black 
German women worked to gether to forge a move ment that spanned 
Ger many, Europe, and the Atlan tic. They worked with other racial-
ized com munities, multi cultural femin ist groups, and human rights 
organ izations. And most import antly, they chal lenged both racial and 
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gender in equalities and con tested their erasure from the nation, and 
in doing so, broadened notions of belong ing and German ness.

In making this argument, Florvil makes two key inter ventions. 
First, she shows the import ance of race and Women of Colour for the 
post-war develop ment of Ger many. Al though race has fea tured as a 
cen tral elem ent in the his tory of Ger many before 1945, in the study of 
the post-war era it has remained on the per iphery of the scholar ship.4 
This is simi larly the case in the study of femin ism in German his tory, 
which has centred on the activ ism of the pre domin antly White ‘new 
women’s move ment’ of the early 1970s. Indeed, some of the activ ists 
Florvil studies were al ready active in the new women’s move ment, 
but found them selves alien ated and their at tempts to discuss race 
ignored by their White ‘sisters’. Ex peri ences like these, along side 
every day racism and sexism, prompted Black German women to ap-
proach racial and gender in equalities as in extric ably related in their 
work in the Black German move ment of the 1980s. By high light ing 
this intro duction of Black femin ism and inter sectional femin ist theory 
into Ger many, Florvil reveals the import ance of the 1980s as a piv otal 
moment for the re think ing of both race and femin ism in Germany.

Second, Florvil intervenes in the work on Black inter national ism 
and the Black dias poric move ment. This scholar ship has pre domin-
antly focused on the work of men, and has failed to con sider Ger many 
as a centre for Black inter national ist thought and dias poric activ ism 
due to its short-lived colo nial empire. In con trast, Florvil shows the 
piv otal role women played in the intel lectual develop ment of the Black 
German move ment and the way in which their intel lectual, cre ative, 
and activ ist work has con trib uted to the Black dias poric move ment in 
Europe and globally by broaden ing dis cussions and notions of race, 
gender, citizen ship, and belong ing.

4 Exceptions include: Lauren Stokes, ‘ “An Invasion of Guest Worker Chil-
dren”: Wel fare Reform and the Stigma tisa tion of Family Migra tion in West 
Ger many’, Con tem porary Euro pean His tory, 28/3 (2019), 372–89; Jenni fer A. 
Miller, Turk ish Guest Workers in Ger many: Hidden Lives and Con tested Borders, 
1960s to 1980s (Toronto, 2018); Rita Chin, Heide Fehren bach, Geoff Eley, 
and Atina Gross mann, After the Nazi Racial State: Differ ence and Dem ocracy in 
Ger many and Europe (Ann Arbor, 2009); Maria Höhn, GIs and Fräu leins: The 
German–American En counter in 1950s West Germany (Chapel Hill, 2002).
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With these contributions, Florvil’s book is a model for an expan-
sive his tory of femin ism. Femin ism was but one part of the polit ical 
and intel lectual work of the women Florvil studies. Their activ ism cut 
across and sought to ad dress over lap ping forms of marginal ization, 
which Florvil expertly details. Mobil izing Black Ger many shows that the 
work of Black German women cannot be ignored if histor ians want to 
trace changing under stand ings of gender and racial in equality in Ger-
many and Europe.

A similarly expansive view of femin ism is pre sented in Lucy 
Delap’s Femin isms: A Global His tory. The most program matic book 
of this selec tion, Delap lays out the con ceptual, method ological, and 
polit ical complex ities of writing a global his tory of femin ism from 
the eight eenth cen tury to the pres ent. Indeed, the book serves as 
a road map for navi gating the many chal lenges in writing such a 
broad his tory.

One issue Delap identifies is the fluid and con tested mean ing of 
femin ism across time and space. Femin ism has had many mean ings 
over time, and has been a source of debate and contest ation. Al-
though women and men have worked to ad dress gender in justice (a 
term Delap ex plicitly uses to shift dis cussion away from rights and 
equal ity), many have refused the label ‘femin ist’. Much like Lóránd, 
Delap under scores the import ance of re spect ing the agency of histor-
ical actors to iden tify (or not) as femin ists. The act of naming and 
identify ing is a polit ical one, and the de cision to work as a femin-
ist says much about activ ist self-understandings, and about how 
femin ism was per ceived and prac tised historic ally. This attentive-
ness, how ever, creates dif ficulty for the histor ian want ing to bring 
to gether a di verse range of his tories and activ isms; as Delap argues, 
‘it would be a mis take to simply look at all these debates and move-
ments in iso lation; they often shared key ideas or drew in spir ation 
from each other’s struggles’ (p. 10). In stead, then, Delap uses femin-
ism as an ‘entry point to under stand better how cam paigns over 
“women’s rights”, “new woman hood”, “the awaken ing of women” 
or “women’s liber ation” might have shared con cerns and tactics’ 
(pp. 2–3). As Delap shows, adopt ing this ap proach to the his tory of 
femin ism enables the histor ian to bring to gether a broad histor ical 
and geo graphical range of actors, texts, move ments, objects, ideas, 
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and even dreams, while also acknow ledging the spe cific con texts of 
differ ent femin isms. 

Periodization and the im position of a West ern ‘hege monic femin-
ism’ (to borrow from Chela Sandoval) is an other chal lenge high lighted 
by Delap.5 The his tory of femin ism has typic ally been divided into a 
series of ‘waves’, most notably the ‘first wave’ of the late nine teenth 
cen tury, when women fought for suf frage, and the ‘second wave’ of the 
late 1960s and 1970s, when femin ism turned increas ingly to issues of 
self-determination, vio lence against women, and repro ductive rights. 
How ever, echoing Florvil, as many post colonial femin ists and Women 
of Colour have remarked, such a period ization ob scures the activ ism 
and intel lectual work of Women of Colour. It also pre supposes a uni-
versal chron ology of femin ism based on White Euro pean and North 
Ameri can ex peri ences, and in doing so ignores the exist ence and 
emer gence of femin ist move ments out side this ‘West ern’ time line.

Delap side-steps this by ap proach ing the his tory of femin ism 
thematic ally. Across eight chap ters devoted to dreams, ideas, spaces, 
objects, looks, feel ings, actions, and songs, she ex plores how people 
have en visioned, made, felt, and prac tised femin ism. Her writing art-
fully moves from differ ent coun tries, indi viduals, and periods to paint 
a pic ture of the plural ity of femin isms. She de scribes this ap proach 
as ‘mosaic femin ism’ (p. 20). In one of the most import ant con tribu-
tions made by the book, Delap calls for histor ians to see femin ism as 
‘built up from in herited frag ments but offer ing distinct ive pat terns 
and pic tures. Like mosaics, the view from afar and the close read ing 
of femin isms may give a very differ ent picture’ (p. 20). As the book 
shows, such an ap proach not only expands the his tory of femin ism, 
but also reveals the cracks, div isions, and transform ations of femin-
ism over time.

As almost all the books reviewed here argue, femin ism is not 
finished. Des pite the fears of some scholars that we have moved 
into a ‘post-feminist’ world, there is still import ant work to be done. 
Whether #MeToo, #NiUnaMenos, global women’s marches, Black 
Lives Matter, or the rise of right-wing popu list parties and anti-gender 
move ments, it is clear that the work of chal leng ing gender in justice 

5 Chela Sandoval, Methodology of the Oppressed (Minneapolis, 2000).
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must con tinue. But as these books all show, this is also work that 
must take place within our scholar ship. The re liance on universal ist 
narra tives based on the ex peri ences of a privil eged few are simply not 
enough—neither in terms of detail ing the complex ity of the past, nor 
to address the chal lenges of today.

JANE FREELAND is a Research Fellow in Modern His tory and 
the co-ordinator of the Inter national Stand ing Work ing Group on 
Medial ization and Empower ment at the German Histor ical Insti-
tute London. Her re search inter ests in clude the his tory of gender 
and sexu ality in Europe, in par ticu lar the his tory of femin ism and 
women’s activ ism in Ger many. Her first mono graph, Femin ist 
Transform ations: Do mestic Vio lence in Divided Berlin, 1969–2002, is 
forth coming with Oxford Uni versity Press.

trAcing the history of feminisms



80

GRISCHA VERCAMER, Hochmittelalterliche Herr schafts praxis im Spie gel 
der Ge schichts schreib ung: Vor stell ungen von ‘guter’ und ‘schlech ter’ Herr-
schaft in Eng land, Polen und dem Reich im 12./13. Jahr hundert, Deutsches 
Histor isches In sti tut War schau, 37 (Wies baden: Harrassowitz, 2020), 
xii + 792 pp. ISBN 978 3 447 11354 0. €98.00

Grischa Vercamer’s revised habilitation thesis offers a meticu lously 
de tailed and intel lectually am bitious at tempt at com para tive his tory, 
ex ploring the represen tation of ruler ship by chron iclers in twelfth-
century Eng land, Poland, and the Holy Roman Empire. The choice of 
pol ities reflects Vercamer’s own career: a German, work ing in Poland, 
who stud ied in Edin burgh (though Scot land’s chron icles, as so often, 
lose out to the richer ma terials avail able fur ther south). Poland’s in-
clusion also re flects Vercamer’s observ ation that too often an Iron 
Cur tain per sists in the minds of medieval ists be tween Central and 
East ern Europe. Vercamer has clearly profited from his immersion 
in mul tiple na tional schol arly trad itions and the syn thesis he offers, 
along side the in triguing points of com parison, will cer tainly con trib-
ute to the kind of inter national schol arly ex change of which he is both 
advo cate and bene ficiary.

The introductory chapters take up a third of the text (ex cluding 
the appen dix). The intro duction sets out the topic and runs through 
theories of Herr schaft (rule), ritual, Vor stellungs geschichte (his tory of 
ideals and con cepts), narra tology, topoi, and vir tues. The second 
chap ter lists the cri teria by which Vercamer nar rowed down his 
selec tion of sources, pro vides a useful intro duction to each of the 
six chron icles ultim ately chosen, and ex plains why many other (at 
times, seem ingly more appro priate) works did not make the cut. 
For Eng land, Vercamer sel ected Wil liam of Malmes bury’s His toria 
Novella (c.1140) and Roger of Howden’s Chronica (1191–1202); for the 
Empire, Otto of Freising and Rahewin’s Gesta Frederici (1157–60) and 
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the His toria Welf orum (c.1170); and for Poland, Gallus Anonymous 
and Wincenty Kadłubek.

The third chapter sets out the general ruling struc tures which pre-
vailed in each pol ity. Here, Vercamer is juxta posing three realms that 
have rarely been com pared in any depth. In his words, he wished to 
com pare pol ities with as many differ ent ‘set tings’ as pos sible (p. 10, 
author’s ori ginal term). The dis cussion pro vided here of each realm’s 
pecu liar struc tural char acter istics acts as an import ant foun dation for 
his later ana lysis and is par ticu larly help ful given that readers are un-
likely to be equally versed in the his tory of each case study. Though 
allo cated to the intro ductory sec tion, this syn thesis of Eng lish, German, 
and Polish scholar ship is one of Vercamer’s most valu able con tribu-
tions and will pro vide food for thought for any histor ian inter ested in 
a com para tive ap proach. For England, Vercamer could have glanced 
at the simi lar list of fea tures com piled in John Maddi cott’s own im-
pressive dis cussion of Eng land and France.1

With chapter four we reach the weighty core of Vercamer’s ana-
lysis. Represen tations of ruler ship in the chron icles are categor ized 
accord ing to nine fields of activ ity: prince as judge; as adminis trator; as 
polit ician or diplo mat in ad visory situ ations; as legis lator; as represen-
tative of rule or staging of power; as fighter or army com mander; as a 
pious ruler (no tably the short est sec tion); and the habitus (habits and 
char acter) of the ruler. Vercamer briefly intro duces the second ary 
litera ture on each area of ruler ship and then pro ceeds through each 
activ ity, chron icle by chron icle. We thus re ceive, for ex ample, a dis-
cussion of the prince as legis lator in William of Malmes bury’s His toria 
Novella, and then an over all con clusion com  paring the prince as legis-
lator in all six chronicles. 

The fifth chapter explores the narrative strategies pursued by each 
chron icler, before exam ining the over all por trayal of ruler ship found 
in each indi vidual chron icle and its cor respond ence to the deeper 
polit ical struc tures and char acter istics of each realm. This time, we 
pro ceed author by author and a list of narra tive de vices is iden tified 
for each: William of Malmes bury, for ex ample, de ploys ver batim 

1 John R. Maddicott, The Origins of the English Parliament 924–1327 (Oxford, 
2010), esp. 376–452.
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speech, com parison, enact ment, sober de scrip tion, and retro spection; 
Roger of Howden, con cise de scrip tion, in sertion of docu ments, short 
inter jections, visions, and ex plicit inter ventions; Gallus Anonym ous, 
staging, meta phor, exagger ation, and lit eral speech; and so on. In three 
of the most import ant sub sections of the entire mono graph (5.2.3; 5.3.3; 
5.4.3), the two chron icles chosen to repre sent each realm are com pared 
to iden tify any ‘na tional’ peculiar ities. A very con cise chap ter six dis-
cusses the results and the advan tages of the ap proach de ployed. The 
con clusion is not comprehen sive, how ever, and readers should make 
use of the summar ies pro vided through out the ana lytical chap ters. 

Vercamer’s conclusions flow from a comprehen sive data base, com-
piled for the pro ject, through which the con tents of each chron icle were 
ana lysed, sub divided, and categor ized. The system atic ap proach, com-
bining qualita tive and quantita tive ana lysis, is novel, par ticu larly in 
the con text of trad itional scholar ship on the topic, which has tended to 
focus on a single chron icler, ruler, or king dom. The appen dix (which 
takes up 349 of the book’s 792 pages) is the fruit of Vercamer’s labor-
ious efforts, an im pressive com pend ium of 672 chron icle ex tracts and 
a valu able re source in its own right. Each pas sage is accom panied by a 
help ful sum mary and dis cussion which takes into ac count a con sider-
able volume of second ary litera ture. Through abbrevi ations, Vercamer 
also further cata logues the pas sages accord ing to whether the chron-
iclers made an ex plicit or im plicit inter vention; whether they did so 
from a first-person or neutral per spective; and whether the rulers (or 
their actions) are de scribed with praise, condem nation, or in differ ence. 
Qualita tive and quantita tive ana lysis are com bined here (as through out 
the main text), with percent ages given to show the atten tion paid by the 
chron icler to each field of activ ity. The result ing pie charts give a first, 
though per haps fleet ing, im pression of each chron icler’s priori ties.

Vercamer ultimately found notable similarities be tween the ‘bird’s 
eye view’ of the struc tural feat ures recog nized by modern histor ians 
and the ‘frog’s eye view’ pro vided by the chron iclers. The Eng lish 
authors (Roger of Howden espe cially) pre ferred to por tray the king 
as adminis trator. The over seas pos sessions of Eng lish kings always 
created the poten tial for con flict, and the expan sion of the adminis-
trative centre (London and West minster) is detect able in the course 
of the war between Stephen and Matilda. That Eng lish kings could 
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ruin rebel lious sub jects by finan cial and legal means is mirrored in 
the lack of atten tion paid to the prince as war rior (only 11 per cent, 
in Vercamer’s reckon ing, of either William’s or Roger’s pas sages 
on ruler ship). The spread of writing in Eng land, and com petition 
between chron iclers, results in a ‘matter-of-fact, sober narra tive style’, 
one of Vercamer’s key categor izing terms. Com pared to the Empire, 
the nobil ity re ceives little atten tion.2 Not all readers will find these 
paral lels be tween struc tural feat ures and con temporary views to be 
as ‘truly remark able’ (p. 297) as Vercamer. As he sug gests, the import-
ance of adminis trative ruler ship and of the ‘sober’ de script ive style 
will need to be veri fied by com parison with other authors. 

For Poland, Vercamer finds a contrast between Gallus Anonym-
ous and Wincenty Kadłubek in the import ance at tached to the prince 
as fighter (31 versus 13 per cent) and the ruler’s habitus (21 versus 13 
per cent). The differ ence, he argues, is rooted in each author’s respect-
ive histor ical con text. Bolesław III was sub jugating Pom erania while 
Gallus was writing, and the dis putes over suc cession chron icled by 
Kadłubek en tailed much dis cussion of each con tender’s vir tues and 
suit ability. In terms of the typ ically Polish elem ents, Kadłubek pre
sents Casimir II as an un finished prince with a weak ness for dice and 
feasts. Such vices had their up sides (affa bility; prox imity to one’s sub-
jects), but Polish princes were por trayed as under going a pro cess of 
cor rection. Grue some massa cres (Bolesław I’s attack on Kiev; Bolesław 
II’s in discrimin ate slaugh ter of preg nant women and the eld erly) are 
not con demned, but justi fied by both authors. The two chron iclers 
also wrote in a more elabor ate, meta phor ical, and the atrical style than 
their Eng lish or Ger man con temporaries. There are once again strong 
paral lels with the pre viously iden tified struc tural feat ures, al though 
urban, eco nomic, and cul tural change re ceived less atten tion.

2 For this point and other contrasts, see Nicholas Vincent, ‘Sources and 
Methods: Some Anglo-German Com parisons’, in Thorsten Huth welker, 
Jörg Peltzer, and Maximilian Wemhöner (eds.), Princely Rank in Late Medi-
eval Europe: Trodden Paths and Prom ising Avenues (Ost fildern, 2011), 119–38; 
Timothy Reuter, ‘The Making of Eng land and Ger many, 850–1050: Points of 
Com parison and Differ ence’, in id., Medi eval Pol ities and Modern Mental ities, ed. 
Janet Nelson (Cam bridge, 2006), 284–99; and Björn Weiler, Kingship, Rebel lion 
and Polit ical Cul ture: Eng land and Ger many, c.1215–c.1250 (Basingstoke, 2007).
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For the Empire, with the Gesta Frederici and the Historia Welf orum, 
Vercamer finds in sufficient similar ities in his quantita tive ana lysis 
to iden tify a pecu liarly German con struct of ruler ship. As he recog-
nizes, the two sources are so differ ent that one would not expect an 
over lap (rais ing the ques tion as to whether the His toria was really the 
best choice). That both authors criti cized their respect ive princes less 
than authors in Eng land is striking. The im perial authors’ recog nition 
of the Empire’s struc tural feat ures varied. The spe cial pos ition of the 
em peror, his com petition with the papacy, and elect ive king ship all 
feat ure, though here one is sur prised to read that the ‘strong pos ition 
of the princes is natur ally down played by the Gesta Frederici’ (p. 339). 
The sheer size of the Empire; the strong pos ition of noble dyn asties, 
such as the Welfs; the prob lem of Italy; and the place of the minis teriales 
as a counter weight to the nobil ity can also be de tected. The Empire’s 
back ward ness, com pared to Eng land and France, and the con serva tive 
trad ition of the monas tic schools, do not feature.

More nuanced parallels and distinctions also emerge. Rulers were 
often con trasted to high light poor govern ance (Stephen and Robert 
of Gloucester by William of Malmes bury; Mieszko II and Casimir II 
as well as Bolesław II and Bolesław I by Gallus). Princes ap peared 
as war riors in Poland, but more often as strat egists and com manders 
in Eng land and Ger many. Polit ical pragma tism was re corded as the 
motive behind nearly all appar ently pious deeds. Other char acter-
istics (was it typ ical in Eng land for favour ably re garded rulers only to 
be criti cized upon their death?) re quire fur ther com parison. In a ‘con-
jured [ge zaubert]’ (p. 352) aside, Vercamer sug gests that some of the 
expect ations hinted at by his ana lysis may have sur vived to our own 
day. Vercamer con nects the trench ant crit icism of Eng lish chron iclers 
in the twelfth cen tury with the famous English habit of not taking 
one self too ser iously. With the por trayal of a re strained and ra tional 
Barba rossa acting through clear struc tures of author ity, Vercamer per-
ceives an in cipient German trust in author ity. He also ties the fact that 
Polish dukes were per mitted to err, pro vided they made amends, to a 
greater and more flex ible leni ency in modern Poland to wards polit ical 
trans gressions. Given the method ological rigour main tained by the 
author up to this point, readers are likely to for give such whim sical 
re flections, even if they do sound a dis cord ant note. 
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As is typical of a habilitation thesis, the author’s method ology 
is justi fied in detail. Socio logical, liter ary, and cul tural theories are 
dis cussed in depth (Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Max Weber, Karl Marx, 
Michael Mann, Michel Fou cault, and Hayden White all feature). The 
con clusions are un likely to sur prise: that Macht (power) and Herr-
schaft were in separ able in the Middle Ages; that images of ruler ship 
re flected an author’s per sonal per spective as well as ‘na tional’ or re-
gional circum stances; and that good ruler ship was de fined in re lation 
to the four clas sical car dinal vir tues, their three Chris tian counter-
parts, and by a prince’s willing ness to submit to the clergy’s moral 
author ity. Vercamer in gen eral has spared no effort to guide the 
reader through his ap proach, offer ing a clear struc ture with a great 
many intro ductions, con clusions, and summar ies. He is up front, both 
when laying out his own thought pro cess while tackling such a daunt-
ing task and with re gard to the limit ations.

Inevitably, some avenues of research are left for others to pursue. 
Vercamer makes the case for the twelfth cen tury as the de cisive period 
in which to con duct his com parison. In par ticu lar, he sug gests that this 
was a time in which ideas of order were re assessed amid the expan sion 
of royal govern ment, the develop ment of Roman law, and a grow ing 
sense of indi vidual ity. Such a ‘wide-ranging bundle of inno vations’ 
(p. 9), Vercamer argues, surely trans formed how chron iclers judged 
their princes. The sug gestion is not new. In one of the few spe cific dis-
cussions of the represen tation of twelfth-century king ship, Karl Leyser 
sug gested (in a sur prising ab sence from Vercamer’s bibli ography) that 
the Anglo-Norman realm and Norman Sicily were par ticu larly rich 
sources of ‘in cisive business-like com ment on kings’ pre cisely be cause 
of the com para tively ad vanced growth of royal govern ment.3 The latter 
would indeed have made for an in triguing alter native case study. 
Yet with little dis cussion or ana lysis of por trayals of ruler ship before 
or after the twelfth cen tury, this is not a sub ject that can be pur sued 
in Vercamer’s book. John of Salis bury’s Poli craticus too is de scribed as 
‘extremely import ant’ (p. 29), as is the in flu ence of the Invest iture Con-
test, but neither are re ferred to again in any detail in the main ana lysis.

3 Karl Leyser, ‘Some Reflections on Twelfth-Century Kings and Kingship’, in 
id., Medieval Germany and its Neighbours 900–1250 (London, 1982), 241–67, at 249.
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Vercamer’s choice of chronicles can also be queried. To qual ify, the 
chron icler had to focus on ‘con temporary his tory’ (the likes of Geoffrey 
of Mon mouth, Geffrei Gaimar, the Kaiser chronik, and even William of 
Malmes bury’s Gesta Regum are hence ex cluded) and ob serve the ruler 
as an eye witness or through oral testi mony. Authors who re cycled 
earlier ma terial, or infor mation from other authors, need not apply. 
The author should also be well-dis posed to wards the ruling dyn asty, 
but with out deploy ing hagio graphical topoi. Though the reader will 
sym pathize with Vercamer’s predica ment and his need to just ify what 
must be, by neces sity, an arbi trary selec tion, the reason ing de ployed 
in chap ter two to ex clude other authors will raise a few eye brows. 
Eadmer of Canter bury is de scribed as ‘not con cerned with the royal 
house’ (p. 65), des pite the grow ing body of scholar ship on his atti tude 
to wards king ship.4 William of New burgh lived too far north, was too 
remote from court, and appar ently re corded events from too re gional 
a per spective. Henry of Hunting don loses out for having in sufficiently 
close con tacts to the royal court—yet as Vercamer notes else where, 
our best evi dence for William of Malmes bury’s own ex peri ence is 
his attend ance at the Coun cil of West minister in 1141. Com paring 
William, Otto of Freising, and Roger of Howden, the degree of royal 
familiar ity clearly varied, as did the length of each work. As Vercamer 
reminds us, the His toria Welf orum, the most sur prising choice, takes 
up only seven teen pages in the Monu menta Germaniae Histor ica folio 
edi tion, but in prin ciple re ceives the same degree of ana lysis as Roger 
of Howden’s lengthy Chronica. 

In general, Vercamer’s work provides an import ant re minder of 
the dif ficulty of bal ancing breadth and depth when making histor ical 
com parisons. Marc Bloch, the most famous advo cate of this ap proach, 
is rightly in voked in the book’s fore word, along side the amusing 
anec dote that, having been ad vised by Bernd Schneid müller to ‘think 
big’ (p. ix), Vercamer ini tially con sidered com paring six pol ities. That 
we are ultim ately left with six chron icles in stead in evit ably dimin-
ishes some of the force of Vercamer’s con clusions. Though Bloch is 

4 Mark Philpott, ‘Eadmer, his Archbishops and the English State’, in John R. 
Maddicott and David M. Palliser (eds.), The Medieval State: Essays Pre sented to 
James Campbell (London, 2000), 93–107; Sally Vaughn, Anselm of Bec and Robert of 
Meulan: The Innocence of the Dove and the Wisdom of the Serpent (Berkeley, 1987).
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again refer enced to just ify the selec tion of at least three realms as the 
foun dation for com parison, the choice of just two, with more ma terial, 
might have pro vided a more secure beach head from which future 
com para tive forays could then have been at tempted. Yet to judge 
this volume only by the con clusions result ing from the na tional com-
parison would be to mis take Vercamer’s inten tion. This is very much 
a pilot study with a uniquely system atic ap proach, one that does not 
simply engage in ‘eclectic ally pick ing and choosing the most beauti-
ful source pas sages’ (p. 55), but assesses each chron icler in the round. 
This at tempt to ‘weigh up’ the expect ations of indi vidual authors does 
pro vide a new way to dis tinguish the typ ical from the spe cific in the 
polit ical cul ture of mul tiple realms and periods. Whether or not future 
schol ars follow the par ticular ities of Vercamer’s ap proach, they will 
still gain much from this dili gent navi gation of the chal lenges posed 
by com para tive history.

RYAN KEMP completed a Ph.D. in medieval history at Aberystwyth 
Uni versity and is cur rently a Visit ing Re searcher at the Uni versity 
of Bonn. His pro ject there exam ines how critics of royal power were 
repre sented in high medi eval Europe. His pri mary re search inter ests 
lie in the polit ical cul ture of the High Middle Ages, par ticu larly the 
study of king ship, the episco pate, and the ideals and prac tice of polit-
ical crit icism.
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JAMIE PAGE, Prostitution and Subjectivity in Late Medieval Germany, 
Studies in German History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021), 
176 pp. ISBN 978 0 198 86278 9. £65.00

Prostitution in the late Middle Ages has been a regular theme of 
histor ical scholar ship, espe  cially from the late 1970s on wards, with 
both broad over views and a variety of local studies. Prostitu tion 
played an import ant role in the gender dis course of medi eval soci ety. 
On the one hand, the prosti tute was a symbol of female sinful ness 
and de prav ity, but on the other, prosti tutes pro vided a sexual outlet 
for un married men to pre vent bigger evils—an idea borrowed loosely 
from St August ine. Evi dence of this ambiva lent atti tude to wards 
prostitu tion can be seen in the in sti tutional ization of public broth els in 
numer ous towns in the German-language area and across Europe in 
the course of the fif teenth cen tury and, in contrast, in the prose cution 
of so-called secret prosti tutes. The date range of Jamie Page’s study 
is from the late four teenth cen tury to the years shortly before 1500, 
although he limits his re search to three micro historical case studies in 
Zurich, Nörd lingen, and Augs burg.

Page’s research puts the focus on indi vidual women, al though 
sources in which prosti tutes them selves openly discuss their life situ-
ation are few and far be tween. Per sonal testi mony gen erally only 
comes to light in sources when these women came into con tact with 
muni cipal jus tice. How ever, ju dicial sources are some what problem-
atic. First, the state ments made by prosti tutes are not repro duced 
un filtered, but are recorded in the words of the court clerk in an 
edited form. Second, sources from courts are very often biased, mean-
ing they were writ ten with a spe cific intent, for ex ample to por tray 
de lin quents as ob viously guilty. There fore, court sources can only be 
con sidered ego-documents to a limited extent. Des pite this prob lem, 
which Page dis cusses in detail in his intro ductory chapter with refer-
ence to exist ing histori ography, the author has written an impres sive 
study which offers a deep in sight into the actions and every day lives 
of late medi eval prosti tutes. Their living con ditions were in fluenced 
by their indi vidual situ ations as either un official or public prosti tutes, 
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and above all by circum stances in herent to their sex, like pos sible 
preg nancy. The linked themes of abor tion and infanti cide are also 
ad dressed in some depth. As the Nörd lingen ex ample shows, brothel-
keepers must at times have wielded ex treme vio lence in con trol ling 
the prosti tutes em ployed in the public brothels licensed by vari ous 
cities. Yet the extent to which Nörd lingen may be typ ical of con ditions 
in public brothels in the late Middle Ages is anyone’s guess due to a 
lack of further con tem porary sources from local authorities. 

Ideally, Page would have also published his main sources in 
Middle High German, even if only in an appen dix, as this would have 
offered German-speaking readers the opportun ity to verify them in 
the original lan guage. That said, Page often in cludes quota tions in 
Middle High German within his text, after para phrasing them in Eng-
lish. Yet des pite this minor ob jection, the study offers a pro found and 
very nuanced in sight into the world of late medi eval prostitu tion and 
con vincingly shows the free doms en joyed by prosti tutes, along with 
the con straints placed upon them, in the misogyn istic world of the 
late Middle Ages. 

OLIVER LANDOLT is Director of the Stadtarchiv Schaff hausen and 
a histor ian of Swiss his tory of the Middle Ages and the early modern 
period. Among his more recent publi cations is Adel und Patriziat in der 
Zentral schweiz vom Mittel alter bis in die Neu zeit (2017).

prostitution in lAte medievAl germAny



90

SASKIA LIMBACH, Government Use of Print: Official Publications in 
the Holy Roman Empire, 1500–1600, Studien zur europäischen Rechts-
geschichte, 326 (Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio Klostermann Verlag, 
2021), xviii + 347 pp. ISBN 978 3 465 04425 3. €79.00

In December 1511 Ulrich, duke of Württemberg, sent out invi tations 
to a horse race to be held near Neckar weihingen on 11 May of the 
follow ing year. The duke, notor ious for keep ing a ruin ously expen-
sive court, promised ‘kurz wyl unnd gesel schafft‘ (enter tain ment and 
companion ship) and offered the victor prize money of 32 gulden 
and a silver cup. And he natur ally turned to the new medium of his 
times in order to reach the great est pos sible public for this event. He 
com missioned the printer Thomas Anshelm to pro duce an invi tation 
dir ected plainly and simply to every one: electors and princes, spirit-
ual and secular lords of the Holy Roman Empire, counts, barons, 
knights, of ficials, citi zens, and com moners were all invited (pp. 24–5). 
We do not know how many people actually turned up in the end, 
but the invi tation itself has been pre served as one of the thou sands 
of broad sheets from the six teenth cen tury that are today held by li-
braries, museums, and ar chives.

For Saskia Limbach, this invi tation is a good ex ample of early 
modern of ficial printed ma terial com missioned by a govern ment—
some thing that has long been neg lected in the re search. Her study, 
based on her Ph.D. thesis sub mitted to the Uni versity of St An drews 
in 2017, looks at of ficial publi cations in the six teenth cen tury. It thus 
fits into a recent trend in re search on the his tory of the book that at-
tempts to take a more differ en tiated view of the con nection be tween 
power and book print ing in the early modern period. The older re-
search was mainly inter ested in the emanci patory and sub versive 
char acter of early modern book print ing, and looked at pamph lets, 
illus trated leaf lets, and printed ma terial of an oppos itional nature, 
regard ing the print ing press as primar ily a vehicle for pro gress and 
enlighten ment. For some years now, how ever, more inter est has been 
taken in the product ive inter action be tween new media tech nology 
and the expan sion of power, while re lations be tween book printers 
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and pub lishers and the estab lished polit ical and re ligious author ities 
are being exam ined beyond the topics of censor ship and re pression.1 

In her investigation, Limbach concentrates on two cleverly chosen 
case studies. First, she looks at the Duchy of Württem berg, which 
went through a period of in stabil ity at the begin ning of the six teenth 
cen tury, and was at times under the over lord ship of the Habs burg 
em peror. From 1535, the dukes Ulrich and Chris toph grad ually de-
veloped it into a model Prot est ant terri tory. Lim bach’s second case 
study is of the Free Im perial City of Co logne, a Hansa city whose 
con veni ent lo cation on the Rhine allowed it to become one of the big-
gest trade metrop olises in the German-language area. Ruled since the 
Middle Ages by a Council newly elected every year, it was the only 
large Im perial city that remained Cath olic. By juxta posing Württem-
berg and Co logne, Lim bach contrasts not only two funda mentally 
differ ent models of early modern rule—rule by terri torial princes, and 
rule by an Im perial city council—but also two domains of differ ing 
sizes and two con fes sional cul tures. In the con text of ques tions about 
the vari ous govern ments’ com muni cation strat egies and the con-
ditions under which printers worked, this ex peri mental struc ture is 
con vinc ing.

Limbach approaches her material from two sides. First, she is 
inter ested in how govern ments used media; that is, she asks what 
docu ments were printed, what cri teria played a part in these de cisions, 
and what the govern ments’ inten tions were in having their ordin ances, 
announce ments, justifi cations, and invi tations printed. Second, she 
adopts the per spective of the book market and the printers who worked 
with govern ments. Here the focus is on com mercial aspects. Under 
what circum stances was it worth while for a printer to accept govern-
ment con tracts? What advan tages and dis advan tages did of ficial print 
jobs have for entre preneur ial printers, as well as for those who gave out 
the jobs? What were the print runs, what formats were pre ferred, what 
profits could be made, and what risks were in volved? The struc ture of 
the work re flects this dual ap proach. The first two chap ters are devoted 
to the Duchy of Württem berg, taking first the govern ment per spective 
1 For a recent overview of the research, see Helmer Helmers, Nina Lamal, and 
Jamie Cumby, ‘Introduction: The Printing Press as an Agent of Power’, in eid. 
(eds.), Print and Power in Early Modern Europe (1500–1800) (Leiden, 2021), 1–17. 

officiAl puBlicAtions in the holy romAn empire



92

and then that of the printers, while chap ters three and four deal in the 
same way with Co logne.

In the case of the dukes of Württem berg, Lim bach demon strates the 
huge signifi cance that the print ing of large-format plac ards and smaller 
pamph lets had for rulers, especially at times of polit ical crisis. In his 
defeat of the Poor Conrad rebel lions and dis putes with the Habs burgs, 
Duke Ulrich used broad sheets and pamph lets to just ify him self and to 
mobil ize out side powers to sup port him. But the dukes used the new 
medium of printed books espe cially when ex tend ing their terri torial 
rule, de velop ing their adminis trations, and com muni cating within their 
domains. The dukes had sev eral hun dred copies printed of indi vidual 
decrees and ordin ances, as well as of col lections and publi cations of 
broader scope, such as Württem berg’s ordin ances (Landes ordnungen), 
which were re issued five times before 1600 and expanded each time; 
a com men tary rele vant to the Duchy on the Im perial Police Ordin ance; 
and the Württem berg ische Große Kirchen ordnung, the Prot est ant ec clesi-
astical law of 1559. Copies were then distrib uted to of ficials in the ducal 
terri tories. Yet it was not always easy to find printers in Württem berg 
to take on the many jobs that needed to be done. Opening a print-works 
in Württem berg was a risky busi ness be cause with the ex ception of 
the uni versity town of Tübingen, the Duchy itself had no signifi cant 
market for books, and the large print ing centres such as Augs burg, 
Stras bourg, and Frank furt with its book fair were not far away. Of ficial 
print jobs were, as a rule, very small, and al though they could be pro-
duced quickly and in depend ently of the market, they were not lucra tive 
enough on their own. In some cases, they had to take second place to 
more profit able jobs in larger and com mercially success ful print-works, 
and this some times resulted in long delays. It was only at the height 
of confessional ization that Tübingen was able to sup port a long-term 
print-works, which over sev eral gener ations profit ably printed of ficial 
ma terial for the dukes. They had so many jobs to com mission be cause 
they printed not only decrees and police ordin ances, but also church 
ordin ances, declar ations of Prot est ant faith, catech isms, and other 
reform ing ma terial (pp. 100, 106).

Things were very different in Cologne. The com mercial metrop-
olis on the Rhine was also a com muni cations hub, and in the six teenth 
cen tury became the most import ant centre for Cath olic print ing in 
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the German-language area. Lim bach lists more than a hun dred print-
works that existed there during the first 140 or so years of book print ing 
(pp. 160–1), but only nine of them worked for Co logne’s Coun cil. 
Con trary to what has been assumed so far, the Coun cil only began 
to distrib ute its ordin ances and announce ments in print very late, 
from the 1560s. Until this time, the trad itional oral chan nels of com-
muni cation—public gather ings, town criers, and above all the Gaffeln 
(Co logne’s cor por ations and guilds), from whose members the Coun cil 
was elected—had suf ficed. A greater influx of re ligious refu gees from 
the Nether lands and the threat of war in its con flict with the arch bishop 
meant that from the middle of the cen tury the Coun cil increas ingly 
had to use public notices and printed ordin ances to main tain law and 
order. For most of Co logne’s printers, how ever, these jobs were much 
less lucra tive than the flour ish ing busi ness of print ing re ligious litera-
ture and con fes sional po lemics. Unlike in the Prot est ant Im perial cities 
and terri tories, in Co logne it was not the secu lar author ities who were 
re spon sible for this branch of busi ness, but the ec clesi astical author ities 
such as the cath edral chap ter, the arch bishop, and the vari ous resi dent 
re ligious orders. Lim bach em phasizes that Prot est ant Im perial cities 
such as Augs burg and Nurem berg pro duced a much greater range of 
of ficial govern ment publi cations (pp. 162–3). By this point at the latest, 
how ever, it becomes clear that the category of ‘govern ment publi cation’, 
at least as defined some what cursor ily in Lim bach’s intro duction (p. 21), 
does not do full just ice to the varied prac tice of early modern rule in the 
age of confessional ization. In Cath olic areas, the re ligious bodies long 
con tinued to be author ities—some retain ing their own juris dictions—
and in every case they had propa gandist com muni cation needs that did 
not differ substan tially from those of Prot est ant rulers. For ex ample, 
a printer who counted the Jesuit order that had moved to Co logne in 
1544 among his clients could depend on busi ness that was as profit-
able as that of Tübingen’s printers, who pub lished re formers’ writings 
for the duke. To make a substan tial profit from the Co logne Coun cil’s 
publi cations, by con trast, a printer either had to special ize—like Jaspar 
von Gennep, for ex ample, who printed illus trated coin age regu lations, 
having invested in the appro priate wood cuts in the middle of the cen-
tury (pp. 185–6)—or rise to become a member of the city’s polit ical 
establish ment and, like Maternus Cholinus, be elected to the Coun cil 
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himself (p. 208). In both cases, how ever, their com mercial profit ability 
was a pre condition for their success ful and long-lasting co-operation 
with the Coun cil, not its result.

Among the strengths of Limbach’s work are its system atic struc ture, 
which ensures clarity and strin gency; its close read ing of the ma terial, 
which also shows in the numer ous illus trations; and the con cise and 
clear presen tation. Thanks to her care ful ar chival re search, the author 
can often re construct pro duction pro cesses in astonish ing detail, based 
on price lists, ac count books, and other adminis trative papers. In many 
cases, she can pro vide pre cise infor mation on prices, costs, and the size 
of print-runs. Lim bach has chosen to keep infor mation about the polit-
ical con text to an abso lute mini mum, allow ing it to appear in her ac count 
only when it is neces sary to ex plain con ditions govern ing pro duction 
and decision-making pro cesses, but then every time. Para doxically, this 
has the effect that on cer tain topics readers receive both too much and 
too little infor mation. Thus—and espe cially when gen eral state ments 
are made—there are repe titions and redun dancies, for ex ample, when 
the uses govern ments made of printed books are dis cussed, or the func-
tion of the Court or Coun cil printer, a role intro duced around 1600, is 
ex plained (pp. 13, 69, 73, 216). On the other hand, the exception ally 
conflict-ridden reign of Duke Ulrich—which saw revolt, exile, and the 
regain ing of power by mili tary means—is no where shown in over all 
con text. In stead, it is discussed select ively in sev eral places, and in each 
case indi vidual and partial aspects are men tioned. The prob lems of this 
method become appar ent when Lim bach de scribes Duke Ulrich’s 1543 
regu lation on carry ing arms, which pro hibited travel lers from carry ing 
fire arms without ex ception, as a ‘rather harsh re striction’, and con trasts 
it with his son Chris toph’s more lib eral regu lation of 1551 (p. 49). But 
the threat result ing from the tense polit ical situ ation, which prompted 
Duke Ulrich’s strict weapons’ ordin ance, is only de scribed many pages 
later in the con text of a differ ent issue (pp. 65–6).

Limbach’s main interest, however, is not a cul tural his tory of the 
polit ical, but a his tory of the book. The of ficial publi cations she in vesti-
gates are mostly broad sheets, some times multi-page pamph lets, and 
much more rarely, as in the case of Württem berg’s ordin ances, thick 
books. They there fore over whelm ingly belong to a genre of litera ture 
which has sur vived only patch ily and has hardly been studied. Thus 
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the re construction of a co herent and com plete corpus of texts for investi-
gation is a schol arly achieve ment that de serves recog nition in its own 
right. In the course of her re search, Lim bach iden tified numer ous texts 
that were listed neither in the Catalog of Printed Works of the 16th Cen-
tury Pub lished in German-Speaking Coun tries (VD16) of the Bavar ian State 
Li brary, nor in the Uni versal Short Title Cata logue (USTC). In add ition, 
she was able to clar ify some dates and, partly as the result of pains-
taking work com paring wood cuts and initials, to iden tify for the first 
time which printers pro duced a number of known and un known texts. 
She has docu mented the results of this basic re search in an appen dix 
number ing more than eighty pages, which lists almost 400 sixteenth-
century of ficial publi cations from Co logne and Württem berg, with 
refer ences to all known copies and, where avail able, the rele vant links. 
Lim bach’s work must there fore be seen as sup plement ing exist ing work 
on police ordin ances.2 It is thus very well placed in the publi cation 
series of the Max Planck Insti tute for Legal His tory and Legal Theory, 
and will be an in dispens able refer ence work for future re search on the 
book and media his tory of the six teenth cen tury.

2 Achim Landwehr and Thomas Simon (eds.), Reper torium der Policey-
ordnungen der Frühen Neu zeit, vol. iv: Baden und Württem berg (Frank furt am 
Main, 2001); Klaus Militzer (ed.), Reper torium der Policey ordnungen der Frühen 

Neu zeit, vol. vi: Reichs städte: Köln, 2 pts. (Frankfurt am Main, 2005).
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96

NICHOLA M. V. HAYTON, HANNS HUBACH, and MARCO NEU-
MAIER (eds.), Chur fürst licher Hoch zeitlicher Heim führungs Triumph: 
In szenier ung und Wirk ung der Hoch zeit Kur fürst Fried richs V. mit Elisa beth 
Stuart (1613), Mann heimer histor ische Schriften, 11 (Ubstadt-Weiher: 
verlag regional kultur, 2020), 408 pp. ISBN 978 3 955 05142 6. €39.80

The wedding of the eldest daughter of King James VI/I, Eliza beth 
Stuart, and the Elector Palat ine Fred erick V in 1613 was one of the 
most import ant dyn astic alli ances in Prot est ant Europe forged on the 
eve of the Thirty Years War. It was an event of extra ordinary polit ical 
and cul tural signifi cance: on this alli ance rested the hopes of Prot est ant 
Euro pean parties in their polit ical struggle with Cath olic forces, espe-
cially the Aus trian Habs burgs. Even though these hopes turned out 
to be short-lived, the alli ance proved pivotal for future dyn astic ties 
between Brit ain and Prot est ant Ger many: in 1714, Eliza beth Stuart’s 
grand son George Louis, Elector of Han over, became King George I 
of Great Brit ain and Ire land. The pres ent col lection of essays is based 
on an inter national aca demic con ference that was held in Heidel berg 
on 5–7 Septem ber 2013 to com memor ate the 450th anni versary of this 
Palat ine wed ding. The col lection adds fur ther per spectives to an other 
volume of essays dedi cated to the wed ding, pub lished in 2013 and 
based on a con ference held at the Uni versity of Exeter in 2008.1

The volume’s eighteen essays engage with a var iety of topics, and 
have a dual focus on the dyn astic, polit ical side of the Palat ine wed-
ding and on ques tions of cul tural his tory and cul tural trans fer. They 
repre sent di verse discip lines and method ologies, and are of vary ing 
scope. Some give broad over views, such as Marco Neu maier’s intro-
ductory essay, while others ad dress more special ized ques tions and 
find ings. The volume con tains essays by both German and Brit ish 
scholars, beauti fully mirror ing the inter national char acter of the sub-
ject matter. Twelve texts are in German, six in Eng lish with added 
German sum maries; the pref ace also ap pears in both lan guages. 
For the sake of making this book equally access ible to an English-
language audi ence (and more gener ally for reasons of bal ance and 

1 Sara Smart and Mara R. Wade (eds.), The Palatine Wedding of 1613: Prot est ant 
Alli ance and Court Festival (Wiesbaden, 2013). 
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equal ity), it would have been help ful to provide Eng lish summar ies 
of the German texts as well—this was, per haps, an editor ial over sight. 
Given the wide var iety of topics repre sented in the volume, it would 
have also been useful if the art icles had been organ ized in differ ent 
sections (for ex ample, his tory, polit ics, and festi val cul ture), simi larly 
to the 2013 publi cation on the wed ding. 

Marco Neumaier’s con tribu tion, which func tions as an intro duction 
to the volume and pro vides an over view of its the matic scope, first dis-
cusses printed and manu script sources that allow a re construction of 
the wed ding festiv ities and an assess ment of its larger polit ical signifi-
cance—texts such as wed ding poems (epi thalamia), sermons, masque 
li bretti, travel and festi val de scriptions (for ex ample, the prom inent 
Be schreibung der Reiß), repro ductions of ephem eral archi tecture such 
as tri umphal arches allow ing a read ing of their polit ical symbol ism, 
broad sheet prints, as well as hither to over looked ar chival sources. In 
his dis cussion of the wed ding’s polit ical signifi cance, Neu maier focuses 
par ticu larly on the import ant pos ition of the Elector Palat ine within 
the polit ical fabric of the Holy Roman Empire, espe cially as holder of 
the im perial vicari ate, and on the polit ical and con fessional changes in 
the Palatin ate during the Refor mation. As Neu maier ex plains, these 
changes culmin ated in the foun dation of the Prot est ant Union on the 
eve of the Thirty Years War. 

Other contributions explore specific aspects of this dyn astic alli-
ance in fur ther detail, largely through vari ous case studies. In his 
substan tial, insight ful essay, Peter Bil höfer dis cusses the polit ical 
back ground of the dyn astic con nection between Eng land and the 
Palatin ate, which, as he con vincingly shows, should be viewed in the 
con text of other polit ical and mili tary alli ances forged be tween West-
ern Euro pean Prot est ants in the early 1600s. Rain gard Esser suc cinctly 
ana lyses the pos ition of Fred erick V and Eliza beth Stuart in Euro pean 
princely soci ety. She exam ines the couple’s visit to the Dutch Repub lic 
en route to Heidel berg to shed light on the House of Orange’s polit-
ical and dyn astic aspir ations and its mani fold polit ical and cul tural 
con nections with the Palat inate. In their unique con tribu tion, Jakob 
Oden wald, Simon Grüning, and Felix Wenzel dis cuss and demon-
strate how Google Earth can be utilized for an inter active engage ment 
with the lo cations and events that Fred erick V and Eliza beth Stuart 
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en countered during their travels from London to Heidel berg. (Un-
fortunately, I could not open the appli cation, even though I used the 
link and followed the in structions given in the article. It is to be hoped 
that both link and appli cation con tinue to be main tained to ensure 
readers can engage with this innova tive idea).

In her engaging explor ation of the lesser-known wed ding be tween 
Eliza beth Stuart’s com panion Lady Anne Sutton Dudley and Fred-
erick’s envoy and Palat ine Chamber lain Hans Mein hard von Schön berg, 
Nichola Hayton illus trates the ob stacles that both this wed ding and that 
of their promin ent su periors faced because of differ ences in status and 
aristo cratic rank ing. It is per haps one of the major in sights of Hayton’s 
and other con tribu tions to this volume that these prob lems were ex-
acer bated by the differ ent systems of govern ment in Eng land and 
the Holy Roman Empire, which needed to be navi gated with diplo-
matic fin esse and inter cultural com petence. In his thought-provoking 
essay, Daniel Schön pflug then com pares the Palat ine wed ding with 
wed dings in the House of Brandenburg-Hohenzollern from the 
seven teenth to the early twen tieth cen turies. He pro ductively frames 
his com parison by taking a struc tural ap proach that con siders aspects 
such as social dis tinction, state for mation, for eign re lations, cul tural 
trans fer, re ligion, law, and the his tory of emo tions.

The remaining essays look at the cul tural and art istic activ ities that 
took place in con nection with the wed ding on both sides of the Eng lish 
Chan nel. Three scholars engage with previ ously over looked sources: 
a manu script of occa sional poetry com missioned by the Uni versity 
of Cam bridge, paying homage to the newly-wed couple (Rein hard 
Düchting); the sermon given by Heidel berg court chaplain Abra ham 
Scultetus at a thanks giving ser vice in Heidel berg (Chris toph Strohm); 
and a previ ously un edited festi val de scription dedi cated to Philipp 
Ludwig, Count Palat ine of Neu burg (Barbara Zeitel hack).

Six further essays explore court cul ture in Eng land and the Palatin-
ate. Andrew Thomas dis cusses the cul ture of the Palat ine court in 
Heidel berg through the lens of Thomas Coryat’s de scription of his 
visit to Heidel berg in 1608. Nicola Boyle traces the history of Lady 
Eliza beth’s Men, a Jaco bean theatre com pany under the patron age 
of Eliza beth Stuart, and investi gates its partici pation in the wed ding 
festiv ities. Graham Parry’s and Barbara Ravel hofer’s con tribu tions 
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both ad dress the court masques per formed during the wed ding cere-
monies in London in Febru ary 1613. Parry focuses on the polit ical 
themes that the masques com muni cated to the public, espe cially the 
vision of mili tant Prot estant ism that had been em braced by Prince 
Henry Fred erick, who had died pre maturely the year before; Parry 
iden tifies him as the main organ izer of the masques. An other import-
ant theme staged in one of the masques was, as Parry shows, the 
colon ization of Virginia. Ravel hofer, on the other hand, illus trates 
the prac tical aspects of masque pro duction, such as ma chinery, sur-
prising stage effects, cos tume design, and every day chal lenges, such 
as the over whelm ing noise that often made the spoken and sung 
masque texts un intelli gible. In his captiv ating essay, Wolf gang Metz-
ger ex plores the prac tical and sym bolic dimen sions of the tri umphal 
fire works staged in Heidel berg, placing this remark able event in the 
con text of the his tory of six teenth and seventeenth-century pyro-
technic pro ductions. Lastly, in her com pel ling essay com paring the 
Palat ine wed ding festiv ities with the dyn astic alli ance be tween France 
and Spain cele brated in Paris in 1612, Marie-Claude Canova-Green 
draws on her im mense know ledge of early modern Euro pean court 
cul ture to ana lyse the polit ical im agery of the spec tacles and pa geantry 
staged in Paris, London, and Heidel berg. She con vincingly con trasts 
the mes sage of peace and union that the Paris spec tacles sought to 
com muni cate with that of mili tary might and mili tant Prot estant ism 
pro jected in London and Heidel berg. 

Two essays explore the Palat ine wed ding and its cul tural dimen-
sions through objects of art and archi tecture: Sigrid Gensichen and 
Silke Böttcher de scribe and ana lyse ex citing recent find ings of archaeo-
logical re mains from the once-famous Hortus Palatinus (Garden of the 
Palatin ate) in Heidel berg, espe cially art objects and tech nology found 
in a well room (Brunnen stube) in the grounds of the garden. Finally, 
Hanns Hubach builds on his im pressive expert ise in tap estries to re-
construct the once re nowned (but now sadly lost) tap estry col lection 
of the Heidel berg court. 

Overall, the volume is beauti fully pro duced, with ample illus trations. 
One of the book’s many attract ive traits is that it con tains art icles from 
a number of per spectives, in terms not only of method ologies, but also 
career stages among the authors, who range from grad uate stu dents 
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and senior scholars to emeri tus fac ulty. Some notes on the con trib-
utors would have been useful in help ing readers to place the essays 
in the authors’ di verse aca demic back grounds. Al though ad mittedly 
time-consuming and costly to pro duce, an index of names and topics 
would also have been useful in help ing readers orient ate them selves 
in the wealth of material. 

However, these are relatively minor criti cisms, given the many 
merits of this book. The volume makes fascin ating, reward ing read ing 
for any one inter ested in early modern Euro pean his tory, polit ics, and 
court cul ture. It is to be hoped that it will in spire further studies of the 
Palat ine wed ding and other early seventeenth-century cele brations of 
dyn astic alli ances, lead ing to pro ductive new read ings of the source 
ma terial from the per spectives of postcolonial and gender studies. 

ARNE SPOHR is Associate Professor of Musicology at Bowl ing 
Green State Uni versity. His re search has focused on music in Ger-
many, Brit ain, and Scandi navia between 1550 and 1750, par ticu larly 
on cul tural ex change in the field of instru mental en semble music, 
the inter sections of sound, archi tectural space, and visual media in 
court cul ture, and the role of race and social status in the lives of 
Black court mu sicians in early modern Ger many. Among his publi-
cations are ‘How chances it they travel?’ Eng lische Musiker in Däne mark 
und Nord deutschland 1579–1630 (2009); and ‘ “Mohr und Trom peter”: 
Black ness and Social Status in Early Modern Ger many’, Jour nal of 
the Ameri can Music ological Soci ety, 72/3 (2019), 613–63. He is cur-
rently com pleting a mono graph on Con cealed Music in Early Modern 
Pleasure Houses for Indiana University Press. 
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SIMON ADLER, Political Economy in the Habsburg Monarchy 1750–1774: 
The Con tribu tion of Ludwig Zinzen dorf, Pal grave Studies in the His tory 
of Finance (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020), xi + 288 pp. ISBN 978 3 
030 31006 6. £99.99 (hardcover)

Count Ludwig Friedrich Julius von Zinzen dorf (1721–80) is known to 
histor ians of the Habs burg mon archy as a holder of promin ent pos-
itions in the nation’s fiscal and tax adminis tration, and as a minis ter 
on Maria Ther esa’s Coun cil of State. His role as a fiscal expert—espe-
cially as the presi dent of the Hof rechen kammer (the mon archy’s audit 
office, founded in 1762)—has been dis cussed in broad over view by 
Fried rich Walter, P. G. M. Dick son, Chris tine Lebeau, and most re-
cently in sev eral essays in an edited volume on the ad minis trative 
his tory of the Habs burg mon archy during the early modern period.1 
How ever, his indi vidual pro file at the inter section between polit ics 
and eco nomics has so far re mained ob scure. This should not come as 
a sur prise, given that the studies listed above deal with the finan cial 
and tax pol icies of the Habs burg fiscal–military state primar ily from 
the per spective of ad minis trative his tory, to the ex clusion of re search 
into Zinzen dorf’s life and work.

This is what prompted Simon Adler to place Zinzen dorf at the 
centre of his book (which is based on a Ph.D. thesis sub mitted to the 
Uni versity of Cam bridge), and to exam ine the count’s role as an ob-
server of eco nomic con ditions in France and Eng land, as a partici pant 
in eco nomic dis course, and as a fiscal and eco nomic policy maker. In 
the pro cess, Adler goes far beyond pure intel lectual history—des pite 

Trans. by Jozef van der Voort (GHIL)

1 Thomas Fellner and Heinrich Kretschmayr (eds.), Die österreichische Zentral-
verwaltung, 14 vols. (Vienna, 1907–70), sect. ii, vol. i, pt. i: Fried rich Walter, 
Die Geschichte der österreichischen Zentral verwaltung in der Zeit Maria Ther-
esias (1740–1780) (1938); P. G. M. Dick son, Finance and Govern ment under 
Maria Ther esia, 1740–1780, 2 vols. (Oxford, 1987); Chris tine Lebeau, Aristo-
crates et grands commis à la cour de Vienne (1748–1791): Le modèle fran çais (Paris, 
1996); Michael Hoch edlinger, Petr Maťa, and Thomas Winkel bauer (eds.), 
Verwaltungs geschichte der Habsburger monarchie in der Frühen Neu zeit, vol. i: Hof 
und Dyn astie, Kaiser und Reich, Zentral verwaltungen, Kriegs wesen und landes-
fürst liches Finanz wesen (Vienna, 2019).
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claim ing that his book is ‘primar ily con cerned with ideas’ (p. 7). He 
organ izes his ma terial along three the matic axes. First, he re constructs 
Zinzen dorf’s eco nomic and fiscal ana lyses and con cepts as they 
de veloped over time; second, he situ ates him in the con text of the eco-
nomic ideas ad vanced by French and Brit ish authors; and third, he 
ex plores the count’s role in the dis courses of Vienna’s polit ical and 
ad minis trative elites.

Adler bases his study on a dense array of sources from mul tiple 
ar chives, in clud ing the Zinzen dorf col lection in the Nieder öster reich-
isches Landes archiv, which has been system atically ana lysed here 
for the first time. De tailed para phrases of Zinzen dorf’s own writings 
demand con cen tration on the part of the reader, but offer pro found 
in sights into the think ing of a state econ omist during the eight eenth 
cen tury.

Adler’s goal is not to write Zinzendorf’s life story, but he none theless 
de scribes the count’s biog raphy in some detail. In the intro duction 
to the book, we learn that Zinzen dorf was born to a Lower Aus trian 
family that had partly turned to Prot estant ism—espe cially Piet ism—
and settled outside the Habs burg domin ions during the seven teenth 
cen tury. His parents and grand parents had found a new sphere of 
activ ity in Saxony, but main tained links with their region of origin. 
In 1739, Zinzen dorf con verted to Catholi cism in order to in herit the 
estate be queathed by the Cath olic branch of the family in Lower Aus-
tria, which was held in trust. In doing so, he laid the foun dations for 
his later career as a civil ser vant under Maria Ther esa. On the level 
of family polit ics, it is inter est ing to note that Zinzen dorf’s younger 
half-brother Karl (1739–1813) also em barked on a success ful career in 
the Vien nese court and govern ment after con vert ing to Catholi cism. 
As gov ernor of Tri este, presi dent of the Hof rechen kammer, and above 
all as the author of a unique set of diaries, he was until now the better 
known of the two brothers.2

In 1746 Zinzendorf studied law in Leip zig, before enter ing the pro-
vincial govern ment of Lower Aus tria the follow ing year and be coming 
an asses sor of the court of the Estates in 1748. Of cru cial in flu ence 
2 Partial edition: Grete Klingenstein, Eva Faber, and Antonio Trampus (eds.), 
Euro päische Auf klärung zwischen Wien und Triest: Die Tage bücher des Gou ver-
neurs Karl Graf Zinzen dorf 1776–1782, 4 vols. (Vienna, 2009).
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on his sub sequent career were the links he estab lished in 1749 with 
Count Wenzel Anton von Kaunitz, who was ap pointed ambas sador 
to Paris in 1750. The am bitious Zinzen dorf, who had a keen inter-
est in eco nomic matters, became a privil eged member of Kaunitz’s 
entou rage—a circle of associ ates that was grad ually ex panded by the 
equally am bitious ambas sador, who in 1753 became state chan cellor 
and played a cen tral role in guiding Habs burg policy for almost four 
decades. A clientel istic relation ship de veloped be tween the two men 
that lasted for decades, to the bene fit of both sides.

Chapter two de scribes how Zinzen dorf’s in clusion in the dele-
gation to Paris gave him the opportun ity to travel, espe cially through 
Brit tany. There he gathered infor mation about the French East India 
Com pany and the navy, which he re corded in memo randa. In an other 
de tailed memo randum he exam ined the links be tween the size of 
France’s popu lation, the state of its agri culture, and its trade activ ity 
in light of the coun try’s monet ary circu lation, which was itself con-
nected to state credit. Thanks to these in quiries, Zinzen dorf made a 
name for him self among Vien nese of ficials, and the study of inter-
actions between differ ent eco nomic factors became his core inter est. 
He also con ducted re search with direct prac tical appli cations, seek ing 
to under stand the origins of state power and prosper ity in order to 
accur ately rank the vari ous Euro pean nations. To this end, he also 
travel led to Eng land. Zinzen dorf’s studies thus form part of the histor-
ical back ground to the Diplo matic Revo lution of 1756.

In chapters three and four, Adler shows that Zinzen dorf’s memo-
randa of the 1750s and 1760s should be situ ated in a disciplin ary field 
in habited by count less authors. Zinzen dorf had de tailed know ledge of 
eco nomic debates in France through the writings of figures such as Jean-
François Melon, who was in turn in flu enced by Brit ish writers. Jacques 
Vincent de Gournay, an intend ant in the French Bureau of Com merce, 
con ducted studies with a broad empir ical basis that set out the eco-
nomic con ditions in France and the Habs burg domain, and em phasized 
the import ance of the circu lation of money through the econ omy. De 
Gournay applied the same methods as Zinzen dorf and pro duced simi-
lar find ings, and both authors made use of a Europe-wide net work of 
inform ants and sup pliers of data. Zinzen dorf’s trans lations of writings 
on fiscal and trade policy should also be con sidered in this con text. Of 
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these texts, which Zinzen dorf began work ing on while he was still a stu-
dent, the most import ant was his trans lation of John Law’s in fluen tial 
1705 treatise Money and Trade Con sidered, which was pub lished in 1758 
under the title Gedanken vom Gelde und von der Hand lung. Adler demon-
strates in detail that Zinzen dorf ex tended Law’s thoughts on paper 
money and banks by adding inter textual refer ences to other authors, 
insert ing add itional text, and so on. Here once again, the signifi cance of 
the circu lation of know ledge is re vealed through textual analysis.

By engaging with French and British authors and by adopt ing best 
prac tices from other coun tries, Zinzen dorf raised the bar for eco nomic 
dis cussions be tween ex perts in Vienna, as we see in chap ter five. It is 
there fore only nat ural that he looked to the Bank of Eng land when his 
thoughts turned to the establish ment of an effect ive state bank—one 
that would regu late the flow of money and above all act as a lender 
in order to sup port all sectors of the econ omy and in crease prosper-
ity. At times of war, it became import ant for the public finances to be 
ad ministered on a basis of trust and trans parency in order to keep the 
state budget ad equately sup plied with money.

In the sixth and most wide-ranging chapter, Adler assesses Zinzen-
dorf’s pos ition in con tem porary polit ical and eco nomic dis course and 
in the appar atus of govern ment in Vienna. Zinzen dorf was an empir ical 
econ omist focused on solv ing prac tical prob lems, and he de veloped 
his ideas through con ver sation, corres pond ence, read ing widely, and 
under taking re search trips. As a govern ment of ficial, how ever, he 
also had in formal access to Maria Ther esa and her hus band Francis I, 
to whom he was a close ad viser. The latter in par ticu lar was very 
inter ested in eco nomic ques tions. Zinzen dorf was con vinced that tried-
and-tested con cepts drawn mainly from Eng land and France should be 
applied to the Habs burg mon archy. He played an espe cially import ant 
role during war time, stand ing at the centre of a di verse array of pro-
jects and pro posals for fiscal and eco nomic reform that were drawn up 
by both of ficials and pri vate citi zens. He dis cussed eco nomic prob lems 
in circles con sist ing mainly of noble function aries occupy ing promin ent 
posts in the appar atus of state, many of whom had clientel istic re lations 
with the state chan cellor Kaunitz.

When it came to the reform of fiscal in sti tutions, Zinzen dorf had a 
de cisive in flu ence on the chan cellor. His goal was to estab lish public 
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bodies in Vienna that would have de tailed know ledge of finan cial 
flows and would be able to exert regu latory control, and Zinzen dorf 
came closer to achiev ing it as presi dent of the Hof rechen kammer. The 
idea was for these bodies to moni tor the cen tral fiscal ad minis tration, 
super vise the ac counts of the pro vincial Estates, and play a pri mary 
role in over see ing the na tional budget. How ever, at a time when the 
appar atus of state was under go ing con stant reform, the Hof rechen-
kammer proved short-lived—partly be cause of its over extended 
remit, but also due to con flicts over its area of author ity and dis putes 
between indi vidual of ficials. In 1773 it was placed under the con trol 
of the Hof kammer (the Habs burg treas ury), and Zinzen dorf was dis-
missed from his role as presi dent and ex cluded from polit ical life.

Adler demonstrates that Zinzendorf’s polit ical and eco nomic 
thought was primar ily focused on the state. It there fore stands to 
reason that his eco nomic ideas circu lated in the domain of govern-
ment, or in other words, among the ad minis trative elites. There was 
no crit ical public sphere to speak of in the Habs burg mon archy beyond 
the dis course be tween state of ficials. At the same time, Zinzen dorf 
under scored the import ance of eco nomic factors in polit ical decision-
making. He not only sought to solve urgent finan cial prob lems, but 
also be lieved that a strong econ omy with a healthy credit and bank ing 
system was the basis of state power. Zinzen dorf’s eco nomic ana lyses 
and ideas led him to deeper in sights than had been achieved by Hein-
rich Gott lob von Justi or Joseph von Sonnen fels. Al though Justi’s and 
Sonnen fels’s cameral ist doc trines were taught to future civil ser vants 
at uni versities, the ideas circu lating within the govern ment itself 
stemmed from Zinzen dorf.

Simon Adler’s rigorously struc tured book (in clud ing an index) 
ex pands our know ledge of the eight eenth cen tury consider ably. 
Zinzen dorf clearly emerges as an eco nomic thinker oper ating be tween 
theory and prac tice, as a net worker and active follower of Euro pean 
dis course, and as part of the ad minis trative elite under Maria Ther esa. 
Adler does not deal in general izations or ab stract con cepts; his pre-
ferred method is to de scribe events with close refer ence to the sources, 
and to categor ize and inter pret strictly on the basis of empir ical find-
ings. As a result, his study pro duces substan tial in sights that are 
rele vant to a number of differ ent fields—not just eco nomic his tory, 
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but also intel lectual and ad minis trative his tory, as well as the his tory 
of the fiscal–military state. Adler’s book there fore de serves a wider 
reader ship than just histor ians of the Habs burg mon archy.

ESTEBAN MAUERER works for the Historical Com mission at the 
Bavar ian Acad emy of Sciences and teaches early modern his tory at 
the Ludwig Maxim ilian Uni versity of Munich. He is the editor of the 
first four volumes of the Proto kolle des Bayer ischen Staats rats 1799–1817 
(2006–21) cover ing the period from 1799 to 1812. Among his other 
publi cations are Süd west deutscher Reichs adel im 17. und 18. Jahr hundert: 
Geld, Repu tation, Karriere. Das Haus Fürsten berg (2001) and (as editor) 
Sup plikations wesen und Petitions recht im Wandel der Zeit und im Spiegel 
der Publi kationen der Historischen Kommission (2020).
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ELISABETH-MARIE RICHTER, England und der Index der ver botenen 
Bücher im 19. Jahr hundert, Römische In qui sition und Index kon gre-
gation, 21 (Leiden: Brill/Ferdinand Schöningh, 2021), x + 638 pp. ISBN 
978 3 506 70474 0.  €120.56 / $US 147.00

At the outset of his ascent from struggling writer and lapsed ordin-
and to second English pope, George Arthur Rose, the hero of Fred erick 
Rolfe’s 1904 novel of semi-autobiographical fan tasy, Hadrian the Sev-
enth, con fesses a long litany of sins to a bishop. ‘In regard to litera ture’, 
he admits, ‘I have read pro hibited books and maga zines—the Nine-
teenth Century, and books an cient and modern which are of a cer tain 
kind . . . my motive always has been to inform myself.’1 Among its 
other dis coveries, Elisabeth-Marie Richter’s im pressive new book on 
the relation ship between Eng land and the Index Librorum Prohibit orum 
during the nine teenth cen tury makes clear that the con flict which Rolfe’s 
half-fictional cre ation ex peri enced be tween the allure of modern know-
ledge and the duty of obedi ence was far from un usual among Eng lish 
Cath olics of Rolfe’s gener ation.

Focusing in the first in stance on the jurid ical pro cesses by which 
Eng lish books came to be placed on the Index, and second on the views 
which Eng lish Cath olics them selves took of the in sti tution, Eng land und 
der Index has a signifi cance which extends beyond its cen tral con cern 
with the his tory of ec clesi astical censor ship. For that his tory also opens 
new win dows into the his tory of nineteenth-century Eng lish Catholi-
cism, and the Euro pean impact of British intel lectual and re ligious life.

Richter’s book is the twenty-first volume to appear in Brill’s in-
valuable series Römische In qui sition und Index kongregation, under the 
gen eral editor ship of Hubert Wolf. In common with the rest of the 
series, Eng land und der Index is one of the fruits of the 1998 open ing of 
the ar chives of the Con gre gation for the Doc trine of the Faith, a vault 
still re plete with trea sure for the ec clesi astical, intel lectual, or book 
histor ian. Known from its foun dation in 1542 until 1965 under the more 
fear some title of the Con gre gation of the Holy Roman and Uni versal 
In qui sition, or Holy Office, it shared re sponsi bility for book censor ship 
with the smaller Sacred Con gre gation of the Index. As Richter ex plains, 

1 Frederick Rolfe (Baron Corvo), Hadrian the Seventh (New York, 2001), 50.  
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this ‘little sister’ (p. 47) of the In qui sition kept the Index up to date, ruled 
upon ques tions of interpret ation, and granted select ive per missions to 
read its forbid den con tents, prior to its full inte gration with the Holy 
Office in 1917. The Index con tinued to grow until it con demned its last 
book in 1961. Paul VI abol ished it five years later. Codi fied into some-
thing like a formal pro cedure under the quasi-Enlighten ment pope 
Bene dict XIV, the Index’s stately work ings could not keep pace with the 
huge expan sion of the modern book trade, but the author ities lost none 
of their pre modern vigour in pro hibit ing works injur ious to the faith 
during the nine teenth cen tury. Promin ent among these were works of 
Eng lish proven ance. Ex pertly navi gating both the in quisi torial ar chives 
in Rome and the West minster Dio cesan Ar chives in London, Richter 
pre sents the Eng lish en counter with the Index from both the curial and 
the Eng lish points of view. Using sources in German, Eng lish, French, 
Ital ian, and Latin, she inte grates the ar chival trail with close com-
parison of differ ent editions of texts brought within the Index’s com pass 
in order to ana lyse why, exactly, one edition of the same work earned 
cen sure rather than an other. Follow ing scholar ship of this high order is 
one of the rewards which the book brings to the reader who pos sesses 
the opportun ity to read its 551 pages of main text.

In a way that will be helpful for readers coming to the sub ject for 
the first time, the book begins with re capitu lations of the his tory of 
post-Reformation Eng lish Catholi cism and of the Roman appar atus 
of censor ship. The obliga tory dis cussion of the cur rent state of re-
search follows, before Richter’s target comes into arrest ing focus with 
a fascin ating table (pp. 74–81) of the Eng lish books which went before 
the Holy Office or the Con gre gation of the Index between 1815 and 
1899. Of these a number were forbid den, whilst others were scrutin-
ized but ultim ately not in cluded in the Index. To the Victorian ist on 
the Clap ham omni bus, the list of works which the Curia decided to 
censor could appear eclec tic, even slap dash. Books were cen sured, 
but so were sermons and even indi vidual jour nal art icles, in clud ing 
a series of essays by St George Jack son Mivart on ‘Happi ness in Hell’ 
in the Nine teenth Century (p. 81)—perhaps the inspir ation for Rose’s 
con fession in Hadrian the Sev enth. Hugh Trevor-Roper’s mischiev ous 
de scription of the Index—‘that in compar able roll of genius’—could 
only be applied at a stretch to such pro scribed texts as George Combe’s 

Book reviews



109

System of Phren ology or Wil liam Stroud’s Treat ise on the Phys ical Cause 
of the Death of Christ (pp. 78, 81).2 Although the Index con demned a 
number of what poster ity would regard as nineteenth-century clas-
sics, such as John Stuart Mill’s Prin ciples of Polit ical Econ omy (p. 79), 
many great Victor ian works are passed over in silence: neither Leslie 
Stephen nor Charles Darwin earned a mention.

This table of prohibited works will be of great interest to scholars of 
nineteenth-century Brit ish intel lectual culture. It also sug gests cer tain 
dif ficulties with Richter’s justi fiable, but in escapably thorny de cision 
to focus solely on ‘Eng lish’ books, in the sense of ‘Eng land’s liter ary 
pro duction’ (p. 5). The quota tion marks around ‘Eng lish’ are neces-
sary, be cause the author de cides to in clude Scot tish works, marked 
with an aster isk, in the table along side books origin ating in Eng land. 
Richter argues that this is a fair inclu sion in a book about Eng land, be-
cause des pite Scot land’s separ ate ec clesi astical polity, Rome per ceived 
it, to gether with Eng land, as a heret ical Prot est ant coun try. Ire land, 
by con trast, was a differ ent case, being an over whelm ingly Cath olic 
nation, and so Irish books are not men tioned. Richter’s prin ciples of 
selec tion are, at one level, quite reason able. But Brit ish histor ians may 
have found it help ful had she taken the opportun ity to in clude Irish 
books in the ledger, for there was substan tial inter penetration be tween 
Eng lish and Irish Cath olic intel lectual cul ture in the period. On the 
Prot est ant side, close links existed be tween Anglo-Irish Prot est ants 
and Eng land’s Angli can elites, whilst Presby terians in Ulster and Scot-
land moved freely across the North Chan nel. Indeed, as Richter goes 
on to note, two of the authors whom she dis cusses at greater length 
in the book—Laurence Sterne and Lady Sydney Morgan—them-
selves had Anglo-Irish back grounds. A com posite table, in clud ing all 
Eng lish, Scot tish, Irish, and (perhaps implaus ibly) Welsh works that 
came before the censor ial gaze, might have better reflected the porous 
nature of the bound aries between the liter ary, re ligious, and intel-
lectual cul tures of the United King dom’s four nations.

This quibble is, however, a minor one, for it does not impede the 
reader’s appreci ation of the heart of Richter’s book. Rather than focus 

2 Quoted in Richard Davenport-Hines, ‘Introduction’, in id. (ed.), Letters from 
Oxford: Hugh Trevor-Roper to Bernard Berenson (London, 2006), p. xxxv.  
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on all the fifty-four listed works, an embarrass ment of riches which 
could have pro duced a rela tively super ficial treat ment of her sub ject, 
she in stead iden tifies four case studies. Leaving to future histor ians 
the phil osophical, histor ical, theo logical, and political-economic works 
which at tracted the atten tion of the censors, she in stead attends to four 
case studies of the Con gre gation of the Index’s re sponse to ‘litera ture 
in the narrower sense’ (p. 84). The first is the eighteenth-century Angli-
can cleric Laurence Sterne’s 1768 A Senti mental Jour ney through France 
and Italy, a novel re lating the mainly amor ous tour ing ex peri ences of 
the author’s alter ego, Rev erend Mr Yorick, and placed on the Index in 
1819. The second is the rational istic Anglo-Irish author Lady Sydney 
Morgan’s 1821 trav elogue Italy, banned the next year. The third is Mary 
Martha Sher wood’s evan gelical Angli can work of chil dren’s fic tion The 
His tory of Little Henry and his Bearer, pub lished in 1814 and indexed in 
1827. The fourth and final work singled out for atten tion is Percy Bysshe 
Shelley’s post humously pub lished 1839 Poet ical Works, the only one of 
the selec tion ultim ately not pro hibited in this way, in a de cision of 1852.

Richter examines the English back ground and recep tion, Con-
tin ental trans lation or dis semin ation, and censor ial consider ation of 
each of these works in a way that makes her book both a fascin ating 
ex ample of com para tive recep tion his tory and a forensic ally argued 
study of the varie gated complex ities of papal censor ship. Her find-
ings are import ant, and often sur prising. Through out her ac count, 
Richter is con cerned to re construct the intel lectual person alities and 
mental world-views of the consult ors ap pointed by the Con gre gation 
to report on sus picious books. They emerge as general ists, with little 
spe cific back ground in Eng lish affairs; hence their judge ments were 
often rather light on the texts’ con texts, or deriva tive of others’ opin-
ions. In triguingly, censors’ moral ob jections to problem atic works 
often re sembled those of con serva tive Eng lish Prot est ants, des pite 
their doc trinal differ ences. Thus the curial consultor echoed earlier 
Eng lish readers in fault ing Sterne for making light of re ligion and 
scrip ture. Where censors did not ex plicitly recom mend pro scription, 
this did not neces sarily imply toler ation, still less ap proval. Shelley’s 
poems escaped the Index not be cause they were doc trinally harm less, 
but be cause the Con gre gation de cided they were already pro hibited 
accord ing to the Tri dentine ‘second Index rule’ (p. 427), accord ing to 
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which works of heretics that treated re ligious ques tions stood under a 
gen eral ban on perusal by the faith ful. 

Whilst the censors’ aware ness of Eng lish works was notably patchy, 
Richter winkles out the pat terns which ac count for why cer tain works 
came to be of inter est and others passed out of view. In most cases, little 
is known of the pre cise route through which indi vidual works were 
de nounced to the censors. But the Curia showed espe cial vigi lance in 
defend ing the repu tation of Italy and the Papal State against the calum-
nies of heret ical authors. Hence it was no acci dent that Sterne, Morgan, 
and Shelley all depre cated the re ligious con dition of Italy. An Eng lish 
work gener ally also had to appear in French or Ital ian trans lation before 
it at tracted crit ical notice. This re flected both the censors’ limited intelli-
gence on the world beyond Rome and their more immedi ate con cern to 
safe guard Cath olic peoples rather than to police Prot est ant ones. The 
nature of the trans lation could also prove signifi cant. Sterne’s trans lator, 
Ugo Foscolo, made his prose more in toler ably erotic than the Eng lish 
ori ginal, whilst one of the censor’s main ob jections to Sher wood’s Little 
Henry was that the Italian trans lation came from a Prot est ant Bible soci-
ety. The fact that works were treated in trans lation helps to ac count for 
the often striking delay between a work’s original publi cation and its 
consider ation for the Index. It was not the sole explan ation, how ever, for 
why Eng lish works came in for crit ical atten tion at moments of height-
ened anx iety. Shelley, un usually read in the Eng lish ori ginal, faced the 
censors shortly after the restor ation of the English Roman Cath olic hier-
archy in 1850.

How far did Catholics heed the Index’s admon itions in prac tice? 
In the pen ultimate chap ter before her con clusion, Richter poses this 
ques tion in re lation to the Eng lish Cath olic hier archy at the close of the 
nine teenth cen tury. She argues that know ledge of the Index was notably 
slight among the Eng lish Cath olic com munity at large. The most senior 
clergy—here espe cially Car dinal Her bert Vaughan, arch bishop of 
West minster from 1892 to 1903—regarded it as both im practical to 
enforce and counter productive to evangel ism. Un successfully lobby-
ing Rome to re lease the Eng lish church from the author ity of the Index, 
Vaughan con sidered that Eng lish Cath olics had to meet non-Catholics 
in free debate, un encumbered by the alle gations of obscurant ism which 
the Index invited. Richter con vincingly argues that this differ ence of 
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opin ion points to the limits of Roman ization within Eng lish Catholi-
cism after 1850. Where curial censors habit ually thought in terms of the 
pro tection of Cath olic nations from un belief, Eng lish Cath olics, more 
used to a free press and a re ligiously plural soci ety, hoped for a less con-
sti pated re sponse to modern ity. Ultim ately, this would be the ap proach 
that won out during the period of the Second Vatican Council.

Richter’s imaginative, scrupulous, and authori tative work on the 
his tory of Cath olic censor ship is a model of its kind, pre sent ing metic-
u lous scholar ship in en gaging prose. A weighty con tribu tion to a 
dis tinguished and vigor ous series, it also opens up sev eral new areas of 
in quiry for future re search in nineteenth-century Brit ish and Euro pean 
intel lectual and re ligious his tory. Richter her self urges the more thor-
ough con sider ation of the recep tion which the Index ob tained among 
Eng lish Cath olics beyond the episco pate, among the paro chial clergy, 
laity, and in Cath olic edu cational in sti tutions. It would be ex citing to 
extend our under stand ing of the censor ial pro cess beyond the liter-
ary works upon which Richter con cen trates, to inte grate the works of 
his tory, the ology, phil osophy, and polit ical econ omy which also came 
within its pur view. Whether the ultim ate omis sion of a dubi ous work 
from the Index did indeed always leave it under the gen eral ban of the 
second rule, or whether a more accom modating re sponse to cer tain 
non-Catholic Eng lish authors can be de tected in some cases, may be 
a ques tion worth pur suing. The book de serves to find a wide reader-
ship with Anglo phone histor ians, among whom know ledge of German 
is regret tably no longer as wide spread as it once was. Per haps some 
way can be found of in cluding English-language summar ies in future 
volumes in the Römische In qui sition und Index kon gre gation series, so that 
con temporary scholar ship does not fall victim to modern forms of the 
intel lectual parochial ism which Richter histori cizes so instructively. 

JOSHUA BENNETT is the Darby Fellow and Tutor in Modern His tory 
at Lin coln College, Oxford. He is the author of God and Pro gress: Re ligion 
and His tory in British Intel lectual Culture, 1845–1914 (2019), and is cur-
rently work ing on a his tory of lib eral social thought in Brit ain, Europe, 
and North Amer ica in the late nine teenth and early twen tieth cen turies.

Book reviews



113

JANNE LAHTI (ed.), German and United States Colonialism in a 
Con nected World: En tangled Empires, Cam bridge Im perial and Post-
Colonial Studies (Cham: Pal grave Mac millan, 2021), 319 pp. ISBN 
978 3 030 53205 5. £89.99

‘Europeans increasingly tended to see in America an ideal ized or dis-
torted image of their own coun tries, onto which they could pro ject 
their own aspir ations and fears, their self-confidence and . . . guilty 
des pair.’1 This quota tion from histor ian Hugh Honour cap tures the 
gist of this edited volume that brings to gether an im pressive list of 
inter national scholars of colonial ism and empire. At a moment when 
the leg acies and mem ories of German colonial ism are being dis cussed 
with great ur gency and contro versy, this is a timely publi cation. It 
takes a step back and ex plores the vari ous ideas and con cepts Ger mans 
had about their nation’s im perial expan sion. The basic assump tions of 
Janne Lahti’s edited volume are that the United States have served as 
a main refer ence point for German imperial ism, and that com parison 
should be a cen tral category of ana lysis in the study of imperial ism. 
Accord ing to Andrew Zimmer man, this is pertinent since 

the United States has been, arguably, the most success ful white 
suprema cist soci ety in human his tory, a slave hold ing settler 
colony that gener ated enor mous power and prosper ity and 
moral self-validation for a white ruling class. No wonder so 
many im perial and colonial think ers have looked to the coun-
try as a model state and empire (p. 302). 

Indeed, many Germans have looked to the United States for clues con-
cern ing dis courses on and prac tices of settler colonial ism.

The introduction by Janne Lahti is followed by twelve chap ters, 
whose key themes are framed by two con cluding com ments by Andrew 
Zimmer man and Sebas tian Conrad. To do just ice to each of the highly 
in sight ful and care fully argued con tribu tions would exceed the con-
fines of this review, so high lights from indi vidual chap ters will need 
to suf fice. In ‘The Fan tasy of Open Space on the Fron tier’, Robert L. 

1 Hugh Honour, The New Golden Land: European Images of America from the Dis-
coveries to the Present Time (London, 1976), 3.
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Nelson en gages with agri cultural econ omist Max Sering, who travel-
led to the Ameri can west ern fron tier in the 1880s intend ing to apply 
the prac tices of colonial expan sion he ob served there to German 
plans for East ern Europe. He recog nized the import ance of canal and 
rail way infra structure for colonial settle ment, but also antici pated 
resist ance from the local popu lation to the arrival of German settlers. 
Closely observ ing US policies of re moval and assimi lation to wards 
Native Ameri cans, Sering favoured the assimi lation of Slavic peoples. 
How ever, he was also con cerned about the preser vation of German lan-
guage and iden tity, and about German national ism in a non-German 
environ ment. Eventu ally, this advo cate of ‘inner colonization’ came to 
em brace more direct, vio lent meas ures—namely, the ‘Indian re moval’ 
of the Poles in order to create space for Germans east of Prussia. 

Labour is a central category of analysis in a number of essays. In 
her chap ter ‘Ruling Classes and Serving Races’, for in stance, Dörte 
Lerp focuses on the impact of global migra tion flows on ques tions of 
labour and land. She ana lyses how Ger mans were granted privil eged 
access to land that was in habited by Poles and Afri cans respect ively, 
and how colonial labour was organ ized along racial and ethnic lines, 
result ing in the cre ation of a white German ‘ruling class’ on the one 
hand, and a popu lation of ‘serving races’ on the other (p. 131).2 This 
was model led on the US system of race-based slavery, as were prac-
tices of land appro priation that were simi lar to pol icies of re moval and 
geno cide to wards Native Ameri cans during the west ward expan sion. 
Lerp’s dis cussion aptly demon strates the trans imperial circu lation of 
ideas and prac tices re lating to the (con trolled) mobil ity of en slaved 
Afri can Ameri cans, Native Ameri cans, Afri cans, and Poles, and that 
the empires found some times simi lar, some times differ ent ‘solu tions’ 
for the ‘chal lenges’ they faced.

Janne Lahti and Michelle Moyd offer an expert com para tive ana-
lysis of Apaches and askaris as colonial sol diers in their chap ter ‘In 
Ser vice of Em pires’. Their con tribu tion is an import ant inter vention 

2 I have chosen to depart from the editorial policy of the Bulletin and keep 
the word ‘white’ un capital ized in this review, since unlike ‘Black’, it does 
not refer to a shared histor ical ex peri ence and is not an emanci patory act of 
self-naming. How ever, I want to stress that ‘Black’, ‘white’, and other racial 
cat egories are socially con structed and that race is a biological fiction.
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in a volume in which few chap ters engage with the per spectives and 
motives of colonized sub jects. By in sight fully dis cuss ing the many 
similar ities and differ ences between Apaches in the US west in the 
1870s and Afri can sol diers in German East Africa in the late 1880s 
and 1890s, they demon strate that work ing as colonial sol diers offered 
these men ‘un intended opportun ities . . . to pursue their own goals 
and empower ment’ (p. 235). Recruit ment into colonial armies offered 
access to mascu linity through a readi ness for combat and vio lence, 
enabled them to pro vide for their (ex tended) fam ilies, and en dowed 
them with privil eges, even if these came at the price of losing their 
larger com munities and being re garded as trai tors to their people. 
Lahti and Moyd’s dis cussion high lights the agency of these sol diers, 
who were ‘prac titioners of colonial rule’ (p. 265). Their motives for 
join ing the colonial forces were some times in direct oppos ition to 
what Euro-American and German colonial settlers in tended, and the 
colonizers eventu ally realized that the recruit ment of Apache sol diers 
fight ing along side white sol diers, and the deploy ment of askaris in 
their con fron tation with white German settlers, had been a ‘ter rible 
mis take’ (p. 268). The ana lysis high lights the under stand ing to be 
gained from com para tive per spectives on im perial prac tices, and by 
in cluding the voices and per spectives of the colonized, it demon strates 
that they also exerted agency (albeit of a limited kind) and were com-
plicit in colonial vio lence.

Andrew Zimmermann’s after word em phasizes that the major ity 
of the chap ters in the book engage with imperial ist thinkers and their 
writings and prac tices. These sources convey a dis torted image of the 
colonized, whose basic human ity is often ques tioned. Yet, in line with 
Edward Said’s foun dational, but contro versial, ap proach of Oriental-
ism, all the con tribu tors engage with their pro tagon ists critic ally. In a 
simi lar vein, Sebas tian Conrad notes that inter actions and entangle-
ments be tween empires were largely one-sided affairs, since many 
German im perial protagon ists looked across the Atlan tic for in spir-
ation, but this gaze was rarely re cipro cated. The main point of inter est 
for Germans was the west ward expan sion, along with its rail way 
infra structure and its accompany ing ideol ogy of mani fest des tiny. 
This served as a pre text for Ger many’s own ex pansion ist fan tasies 
to wards East ern Europe and in Afri can colonial settle ments—both 
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in tended to bring German emi gration to the United States to a halt. 
One cru cial point that con nects all the con tribu tions in this volume, 
Conrad em phasizes, is that empire is first and fore most a polit ical 
strat egy. Empires thrived thanks to the mobil ity of cheap labour and 
a deeply racial ized colonial work force, but also be cause of the move-
ment of ideas, con cepts, and prac tices across the Atlan tic.

This is a fine volume that promises to create product ive dis cussions 
among histor ians and in the class room. It clearly demon strates the 
global, trans national nature of imperial ism and empire by offer ing 
com para tive ana lyses of labour recruit ment prac tices, colonial settle-
ments, re moval and assimi lation policies towards in digen ous peoples, 
and the agents of colonial policies.

SILKE HACKENESCH is Associate Professor at the Insti tute of North 
Ameri can His tory at the Uni versity of Co logne. Her re search inter ests 
in clude Ameri can cul tural his tory, crit ical race studies, and Afri can 
Ameri can his tory. Amongst her publi cations are Choco late and Black-
ness: A Cul tural His tory (2017) and Adoption Across Race and Nation: 
U.S. Histories and Legacies (forthcoming).
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JUDITH HESS, Europäisierung des Gedenkens? Der Erste Welt krieg in 
deutschen und brit ischen Aus stellungen, Public History—An gewandte 
Geschichte, 8 (Bielefeld: transcript Verlag, 2021), 358 pp. ISBN 978 3 
837 65619 0. €60.00

Looking back at the First World War centen ary, Daniel Todman 
labelled the vast range of public activ ities staged in 2014 a ‘swirl-
ing cul tural bliz zard’. These events, he wrote, allowed ‘the al ready 
fascin ated to con firm their exist ing beliefs’, pro vided others with ‘a 
super ficial moment’ of engage ment, and passed many more people 
‘com pletely by’.1 At the start of the centen ary, how ever, there had been 
a brief period of hope, when it seemed that new ap proaches to the con-
flict that escaped na tional bound aries might take hold. Judith Heß’s 
book con cen trates on the open ing salvos in this period, con cluding 
her obser vations long before the opti mism of August 2014 was lost in 
the ‘bliz zard’ of centen ary fa tigue. Her focus is on the numer ous First 
World War ex hib itions that sprang up in both Brit ain and Ger many, 
all seek ing to offer the public a frame work through which to under-
stand the complex ities of the con flict’s many his tories. Across eleven 
de tailed chap ters, Heß ex plores whether these ex hib itions man aged 
to achieve a ‘Euro pean ization of remem brance’, there by cement ing 
new ap proaches to the war in the public imagin ation.

Where Heß’s book differs from other recent studies of the centen-
ary is in its com para tive ap proach. This focus allows Heß to move 
beyond the centen ary moment itself and to delve more deeply into 
the British–German relation ship through the prism of the two coun-
tries’ memory cul tures. Schol arly writing on this sub ject has long 
em phasized a stark differ ence in the ways that the Brit ish and German 
pub lics have looked back on the First World War. George Mosse’s 
sem inal work on the ‘cult of the fallen sol dier’ iden tified revanch ist 
mem ories in inter-war Ger many that were never repli cated to the 
same degree in Britain.2 After 1945 this differ ence per sisted, with the 

1 Daniel Todman, ‘ “Something about Who We Are as a People”: Govern ment, 
Media, Heri tage and the Con struction of the Centen ary’, Twen tieth Cen tury 
Brit ish History, 27/4, (2016), 518–23, at 523.
2 George L. Mosse, Fallen Soldiers: Reshaping the Memory of the World Wars 
(New York, 1990).
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more recent ex peri ence of Hitler’s geno cidal war over shadow ing the 
earlier con flict in divided Ger many.3 For the Brit ish, mean while, as 
David Rey nolds has noted, the First World War still re tained a hold 
over the public imagin ation as a symbol of appar ent futil ity.4

Following the pattern of these studies and others, Heß’s start ing 
point is the same per ceived gulf between Brit ish and German memory 
cul tures. ‘In German histor ical consciousn ess’, she asserts, ‘it is above all 
Na tional Social ism and the Second World War that are pres ent.’ In Brit-
ain, by con trast, memory of the First World War is ‘kept alive’ by the 
annual Remem brance Day commemor ations (p. 15). How ever, given 
the signifi cant role that mem ories of the Second World War also play 
in Brit ish polit ics and soci ety—some thing that has been a theme in the 
work of Lucy Noakes and Mark Connelly—per haps this rigid dichot-
omy be tween a Brit ish focus on the First World War and a German 
fix ation on the later con flict is slightly wide of the mark.5 In stead, it 
appears far more appo site to start not from a point of div ision, but 
rather by look ing at how the Second World War shaped and has con-
tinued to re shape mem ories of the 1914–18 con flict in both coun tries.

There have of course been a variety of different polit ical and cul-
tural im pulses feed ing into the way both Brit ish and German soci eties 
have under stood the First World War. Films and novels through to 
memoirs and me mentos have all played a role. For Heß, though, it is 
solely the ex hib itions that are import ant to her discussion, al though 
she is very care ful to situ ate these more broadly, con sider ing them 
within the wider cul tural land scape in which they were pro duced. 
Each chap ter of the book then sees Heß ask differ ent ques tions of the 
centen ary ex hib itions to deter mine which aspects of the war each 
ex hib ition chose to priori tize. The the matic chap ters run chrono-
logically, start ing with famil iar ques tions about war guilt, moving 
through to vio lence, death, and suffer ing on the home front, before 

3 Annika Mombauer, ‘The German Centenary of the First World War’, War & 
Soci ety, 36/4 (2017), 276–88, at 279.
4 David Reynolds, The Long Shadow: The Great War and the Twentieth Cen tury 
(London, 2013).
5 Lucy Noakes, Dying for the Nation: Death, Grief and Bereavement in Second 
World War Britain (Manchester, 2020); Mark Connelly, We Can Take It! Brit ain 
and the Memory of the Second World War (Harlow, 2004).
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finally turn ing to con sider how polit icians chose to dis cuss the centen-
ary ex hib itions.

With such broad themes and over arch ing re search ques tions, it 
was clearly always going to be a tricky task to select case studies that 
fully aligned with them. Heß’s ap proach, there fore, is to focus on re-
gional and na tional ex hib itions that had the poten tial for good vis itor 
numbers (p. 29). From a German per spective, spe cial ex hib itions held 
in the Deutsches Histor isches Museum in Berlin, the Militär histor isches 
Museum der Bundes wehr in Dres den, Stutt gart’s Haus der Geschichte 
Baden-Württemberg, and the Histor isches Museum der Pfalz in Speyer 
all fea ture. The Brit ish com parison comes from the new First World 
War Gal leries in the Im perial War Museum in London, the Firing Line: 
Car diff Castle Museum of the Welsh Sol dier, and the Im perial War 
Museum North in Man chester. As the case studies all cover ex hib itions 
housed in signifi cant re gional or na tional museums, it is clear that each 
would touch on Heß’s main themes con cern ing the broad course of the 
war. Yet at the same time, the re liance on such promin ent ex hib itions is 
some thing of a missed opportun ity. While the Deutsches Histor isches 
Museum’s centen ary ex hib ition re peated some of the themes covered 
ten years earlier in its ‘Der Welt krieg 1914–1918: Ereignis und Erinner-
ung’ anni versary presen tation, smaller local ex hib itions offered more 
ex citing ap proaches.6 The Staat liche Biblio thek in Regens burg, which 
ap proached the war through the his tory of French pris oners of war, and 
Stock port Museum’s explor ation of the ex peri ence of minor ity voices 
offer good ex amples of local inno vations.7

There may well have been plenty of local ex hib itions offer ing a 
slightly differ ent per spective on the war ex peri ence, but the book’s 
seven case studies pro vide a good snap shot of broader museal trends 
that came to the fore during the centen ary. With the case studies 

6 René Schlott (ed.), Der Weltkrieg 1914–1918—Ereignis und Erinnerung—Eine 
Aus stellung im Deutschen Historischen Museum Berlin (Berlin, 2004).
7 ‘Mitten im Krieg: Das Regensburger Kriegsgefangenenlager während 
des Ersten Welt kriegs’, Staat liche Biblio thek Regens burg, 2016, at [https://
www.staatliche-bibliothek-regensburg.de/article/mitten-im-krieg-das-
regensburger-kriegsgefangenenlager-waehrend-des-ersten-weltkriegs/] 
ac cessed 17 Jan. 2022; Stock port Museum, ‘Keep the Home Fires Burn ing: 
Stories from World War I’, 2014. 
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set tled and the key histor ical themes sel ected, the pur pose of the eight 
main chap ters is to deter mine which image of the war each ex hib ition 
dis played, focus ing in par ticu lar on differ ences be tween the Brit ish 
and German presen tations. Each chapter works to wards this goal in a 
system atic, albeit rather rigid, fashion. In the first sec tion of each chap-
ter, Heß pro vides a syn thesis of the exist ing historio graphical debates 
rele vant to the par ticu lar topic. After this out line, the dis cussion then 
turns to see if each ex hib ition has followed the historio graphical con-
sensus or whether ‘differ ences between re search and the ex hib itions’ 
can be deter mined (p. 139).

This hunt for some form of histor ical truth begins in chap ters three 
and four, which follow on from two lengthy intro ductory sec tions. 
Their focus is on the out break of the con flict and the well-trodden war 
guilt debate. Per haps due to the complex ity of this his tory, which does 
not lend itself par ticu larly well to the museum setting, Heß finds that 
the ex hib itions mainly skirt around the sub ject of guilt. Where the issue 
is touched upon, how ever, she notes that the German ex hib itions were 
more likely to ‘sketch out a picture of shared responsi bility amongst 
the bel liger ent powers’ (p. 138), while in com parison the Brit ish tended 
to depict the war’s out break as a clash between a ‘German aggres sor’ 
and a pas sive Brit ish state (p. 165). Chap ters five and six focus on the 
memory of the war, ex plor ing how the con flict has been under stood in 
polit ics and soci ety. Again, Heß iden tifies a div iding line be tween the 
two coun tries’ ap proaches. The German ex hib itions viewed Euro pean 
inte gration as a ‘success ful out come of the learn ing pro cess’ that the two 
world wars started (p. 175). Un surprisingly, in Brexit Brit ain, the ex hib-
itions avoided framing the war in Euro pean terms, but still managed to 
imbue it with mean ing. Leaving behind older narra tives of futil ity and 
a lost gener ation, they viewed the war as a justi fied defence of civil ized 
values for which con temporaries were willing to fight (p. 201).

The next set of chapters, seven and eight, deal with the his tory 
of war time suffer ing at home and on the (West ern) Front, cover ing 
every thing from trenches and shell ing through to forced labour and 
propa ganda. In an en gaging sec tion on gas war fare, Heß ex plores how 
the ex hib itions all chose to deploy ori ginal arte facts and images of gas 
masks in action as a means of visual izing the horrors of front line war-
fare. What makes this dis cussion so success ful is that it breaks away 

Book reviews



121

from a fairly strict com parison of the histori ography vis-à-vis the ex-
hib ition dis plays. In stead, Heß demon strates a more trans national 
ap proach, as both the Brit ish and German cur ators used a simi lar set 
of ob jects to create immer sive dis plays (pp. 212–16). Finally, the book’s 
con cluding chap ters, nine and ten, ex plore polit icians’ con tribu tions 
to the centen ary period. Unlike in the earlier chap ters, the ex hib itions 
are more at the margins of the dis cussion, making an appear ance only 
when polit icians turned up to de clare them open. This was a role that 
both David Cameron and Angela Merkel per formed in 2014, open ing 
the main centen ary ex hib itions in London and Berlin (pp. 276, 283).

Heß concludes her narrative lament ing that the centen ary ex hib itions 
failed to ‘pre sent a European ization of the his tory of the First World 
War’. The reason for this short coming, she con tends, is that ‘na tional 
narra tives and na tional histor ical per spectives were not inte grated 
into a trans national Euro pean his tory of the First World War’ (p. 309). 
None of this should come as a great sur prise, as these ex hib itions had 
to speak to na tional audi ences, funders, and polit ical bene ficiaries. Yet 
des pite Heß’s pessi mism, Brit ish and German represen tations of the 
con flict, whether in museums, litera ture, or on screen, do offer more 
than a paral lel his tory of war time suffer ing. To un cover these other 
aspects of a com plex memory cul ture would re quire an explor ation of 
a broader range of ex hib itions, beyond the more fam iliar na tional or 
large re gional inter pret ations. It would also mean pick ing up shared 
cul tural re sponses, such as the his tory of the gas mask, or ex plor ing 
points of con tact and ex change where Brit ish and German ex peri-
ences over lapped. His tories of humanitarian ism, diplo macy, pris oners 
of war, enemy aliens, and care parcels—which did make an appear-
ance in some of the ex hib itions—all offer import ant start ing points for 
high light ing inter actions rather than just div isions. A shared his tory of 
British–German memory of the war may still be await ing its author, but 
for now Heß’s study gives readers plenty to ponder. 

TIM GRADY is Professor of History at the University of Chester. His 
main publi cations include The German–Jewish Soldiers of the First World 
War in History and Memory (2011) and A Deadly Legacy: German Jews 
and the Great War (2017). 
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Fifteenth Workshop on Early Modern German History. Organ ized 
by the German Historical Institute London in co-operation with the 
German Histor ical Institute Washington DC and the German His-
tory Soci ety, held online on 7 May 2021. Conveners: Bridget Heal 
(Uni versity of St Andrews), Katherine Hill (Birk beck, Uni versity of 
London), David Lederer (NUI Maynooth), Alison Rowlands (Uni-
versity of Essex), and Hannes Ziegler (GHIL). 

Spring 2021 saw the welcome return of the GHIL work shop on 
early modern German his tory. Origin ally planned for May 2020, it 
was one of many events post poned due to the Covid-19 pan demic. 
Thank fully, the organ izers were able to bring to gether pre senters and 
at tendees for a one-day online event this year. While it was a shame 
not to meet in person, the online format re tained the core prin ciples 
of the work shop, pro viding a welcom ing and en gaging plat form for 
open dis cussion of new re search and of develop ing pro jects. It also 
enabled partici pants to join from across the UK, Ger many, and the 
USA. The nine papers pre sented covered wide-ranging themes, in-
cluding public com muni cation, iden tity and image, good govern ance 
and crisis manage ment, and Re naissance learn ing and art. Scholars 
at all stages in their aca demic careers at tended and pre sented at the 
work shop. It was espe cially en couraging to see a strong post graduate 
and early-career pres ence—a testa ment to the support ive environ-
ment created by the work shop and a demon stration of the on going 
appeal of early modern German his tory as a subject of re search.

The first session of the day, chaired by Bridget Heal, fea tured three 
papers which ad dressed differ ent forms of com muni cation and per-
suasion. Stefan Beckert (TU Dres den) pre sented a part of his cur rent 
doc toral re search, which seeks to de velop a greater under stand ing of 
the mid six teenth-cen tury public sphere. Beckert de fined any com-
muni cation without a spe cific ad dressee or re cipi ent as part of the 
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public sphere, and his paper ex plored the use of lan guage of dis sent, 
slander, and provo cation (in vectives) in public com muni cation during 
the pamph let contro versy re lating to Duke Henry II of Brunswick-
Wolfenbüttel be tween 1538 and 1542. Beckert stressed the import ance 
of social cap ital for effect ive govern ance during this period and argued 
that when em ployed effect ively, in vectives in Prot est ant pamph lets 
served a dual pur pose. On the one hand, they were offen sive, attack ing 
the duke’s social cap ital and damaging his honour; on the other, they 
were protect ive, justify ing and legitim izing the actions of the Prot est ant 
princes. Public com muni cation re quired a deli cate bal ance in the use 
of in vectives; ultim ately, whether some thing amounted to slan der or 
honour able defence was de cided in the public sphere. 

Protestant propaganda, albeit in a differ ent form, was also the sub-
ject of the paper by Thomas Wood (Uni versity of Birming ham). His 
doc toral re search exam ines represen tations of ser pents and dragons 
in early modern German cul ture, and in his paper he con sidered the 
use of the papal dragon in Prot est ant im agery to deni grate the papacy. 
Wood high lighted long-standing folk loric and popu lar per ceptions of 
the dragon as a greedy and evil crea ture. These con notations made it 
an appeal ing image for Prot est ant propa gandists be cause it could be 
readily under stood by a wide audi ence without the need to de velop 
new visual lit eracy. The dichot omy of the dragon and dragon slayer 
also con trib uted to a na tional myth-making pro cess for Prot est ants. 
Wood traced the associ ation of the dragon with the Anti christ and 
with the papacy in a variety of images in the early decades of the 
Refor mation, and noted a grow ing con fidence in the Prot est ant mes-
sage by the 1540s. These ideas culmin ated in Peter Gott land’s wood cut 
of St George defeat ing the dragon (1552), a bold illus tration of Prot est-
ant faith triumph ing over Catholi cism. Wood also ob served that such 
im agery was grad ually ex ported to com munities out side German 
lands, such as the Nether lands, em phasizing the signifi cance of this 
motif to a develop ing Prot est ant iden tity. 

The final paper in this session like wise focused on the com muni-
cation of Prot est ant ideas. Benedikt Brunner (Leibniz Insti tute of 
Euro pean His tory, Mainz) pre sented work from his second book 
pro ject, a com para tive work ex ploring atti tudes to death in sev eral 
differ ent Prot est ant cities in Europe and New Eng land be tween 1580 
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and 1750. Death and ways of coping with bereave ment form a key 
part of Chris tian and con fes sional iden tity, and some sug gest that 
the Refor mation changed the mean ing of death. Brunner’s pro ject 
con siders the accur acy of this char acter ization by ana lysing fu neral 
ser mons from Nurem berg, Basel, London, and Boston. He noted 
that fu neral ser mons are often only con sidered in a Lu theran con-
text; yet al though they origin ated among Lu therans, other strands of 
Prot estant ism also adopted them. Fu neral ser mons were primar ily in-
tended to sup port the griev ing com munity and to pro vide in struction 
on living a good life in order to ensure a peace ful death. Brunner shed 
par ticu lar light on the fu neral ser mons’ dis cussions of the body and 
soul. The body was pre sented in a nega tive light in the ser mons, with 
the preach ers in the differ ent cities in stead em phasizing the des tiny of 
the soul and the need to train it for death. Over all, Brunner demon-
strated that fu neral ser mons con veyed central theo logical beliefs and 
norms of living and dying to the com munity, and there fore offer an 
in sight into the develop ment of Prot est ant iden tities within the cities 
he is examining.

In the second session, chaired by Alison Rowlands, Rita Voltmer 
(Trier Uni versity) intro duced her cur rent re search project, which 
exam ines re sili ence and crim inal just ice in witch craft and forni cation 
trials in the west ern terri tories of the Old Reich (fif teenth to seven-
teenth cen turies). The pro ject is part of a wider re search group based 
at Trier Uni versity com bining ap proaches from his tory and social 
science to ex plore how the con cept of re sili ence can be used to ana-
lyse social, re ligious, and polit ical up heaval and the steps to regain 
stabil ity. The group con siders re sili ence to be a neutral con cept that 
de notes the ability of social groups and struc tures to con tinue and 
sur vive in the face of dis rup tive events and change. Voltmer pro vided 
an over view of the key prin ciples and ques tions guiding the re search. 
Rather than focus ing on the re sili ence of those tried for witch craft, 
Voltmer’s re search exam ines crim inal just ice as a re sili ence strat egy 
(a method for indi viduals and groups to cope with dis rup tive events) 
and ex plores witch craft and forni cation trials as re sili ence re sources 
within this frame work. It ques tions how, when, and in what con texts 
crim inal justice was used as a re sili ence strat egy. It also con siders 
how this strat egy was used at differ ent oper ational levels—among 
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author ities, experts, and the gen eral popu lace—and how these groups 
inter acted. Voltmer noted that the west ern terri tories of the Old Reich 
pro vide a per fect test ing ground for this re search as they were politic-
ally, judi cially, and lin guistic ally frag mented, and there were sev eral 
severe witch hunts there. They are there fore a good set ting for exam-
ining the con tinu ities and dis continu ities in the use of witch craft and 
forni cation trials as re sili ence re sources. The pro ject is still in its early 
stages, with two further work shops planned in the next year. Voltmer 
argued that the appli cation of the re sili ence con cept de veloped by 
this re search group has the poten tial to pro vide a new para digm for 
consider ing the function ality and non-functionality of belief in witch-
craft and of the trials.

The third panel, chaired by Katherine Hill, featured three speakers 
whose papers all ad dressed notions of iden tity and image. Fabrice 
Flückiger (LMU Munich) pre sented a paper from his cur rent book 
pro ject ex ploring prac tices and represen tations of good govern ment 
in cities. Flückiger’s paper con sidered the role of dance in reflect ing 
ideas of good govern ance and har mony in Nurem berg. He dis cussed 
the Tanz statut (origin ally drawn up in July 1521), which speci fied who 
could attend dances at the city hall. The forty-two pa trician fam ilies 
listed in the Tanz statut were the fam ilies from which members of the 
coun cil were drawn. Flückiger sug gested that the dances codi fied in 
the Tanz statut were part of the sym bolic identifi cation of these pa-
trician fam ilies as the lead ing citi zens of the com munity. Partici pation 
in the dance was a way for the pa trician to assume his coun cil duties 
publicly. Flückiger also drew atten tion to the Rathaus saal, the room in 
the city hall where dances took place. The frescos in this room used 
motifs borrowed from ancient Rome to reflect Nurem berg’s promin-
ence in the Holy Roman Empire and to em phasize repub lican values. 
Ultim ately, Flückiger claimed that the dances were a represen tation 
of order in a well-governed city. With pa trician rule under threat 
from monar chical govern ment and the rise of absolut ism, the dances 
re flected the will and abil ity of the rich est citi zens of Nurem berg to 
do their duty and pro tect the city. Accord ing to Flückiger, they were 
essen tial to ensur ing the longevity of city structures. 

Frederick Crofts (University of Cambridge) pre sented an abridged 
ver sion of an art icle he has re cently pub lished in the Histor ical Jour nal. 
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It is part of his cur rent doc toral re search, which ex plores epi stemic 
images, confessional ization, and intel lectual and visual cul ture in Ger-
many through the works of Calvin ist church coun cillor and lawyer 
Marcus zum Lamm (1544–1606). During his life time zum Lamm 
com piled a vast col lection of manu script and printed images in his 
The saurus Pictur arum. In his paper, Crofts focused on two volumes 
of this col lection: volume fif teen (Turcica), which con tains images of 
east ern and Afri can people, and volume twenty-three, which con-
tains images of con temporary German cos tume from six teen differ ent 
cities located in the Rhine–Danube heart land. Crofts argued that the 
juxta position of these two volumes created an image of German ness, 
with the images of east ern and Afri can alter ity stand ing in con trast 
to those of German cos tume. Accord ing to Crofts, zum Lamm was 
in spired by early German human ist ideas of Ger mans as in digen-
ous people from be tween the Rhine and the Danube. Zum Lamm’s 
cos tume images were also part of a wider at tempt by the Palatin ate 
Elect ors in Heidel berg to place them selves at the centre of German 
his tory and to create a Prot est ant union under Calvin ist leader ship. 
Crofts used the ex amples of images of Jews from Worms and of East 
Frisians to demon strate that zum Lamm’s icono graphic and histor ical 
refer ences desig nated some groups as inside and others as out side his 
con ception of Ger many and German ness.

Holly Fletcher (University of Cambridge), who recently com pleted 
her Ph.D. exam ining body weight, shape, and size in early modern 
Ger many, pre sented the final paper of this session with a dis cussion 
of the relation ship be tween clothing and the material ity of the body. 
Her paper chal lenged the notion that con cern about body weight and 
shape is a modern phenom enon, and showed that assump tions that 
fat ness was simply viewed as a posi tive sign of prosper ity and wealth 
in early modern Ger many are mis conceived. Fletcher used images, 
per sonal re flections, and letters from indi viduals in Ger many to con-
sider how body shape altered one’s ex peri ence of the world. She 
ex plored sev eral differ ent ex amples that demon strated how people’s 
fashion choices were in flu enced by their phys ical form and by cul tural 
ideals of body shape. She also dis cussed the Gans bauch—pad ding 
which created the im pression of a rounded stomach in male clothing. 
Al though this item of clothing may seem to indi cate that men wanted 
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to appear fat, the gar ment could in fact accentu ate a slim waist, and 
by wear ing it, men could demon strate that they were slen der enough 
to fit into the gar ment. Over all, Fletcher under lined the crit ical role of 
clothing and dress in ap proach ing the material ity of bodily size and 
shape. 

In the fourth panel, chaired by David Lederer, Alexander Schunka 
(FU Berlin) presented his re search on water scarcity and re source 
manage ment in early modern Ger many, focus ing on cities in the 
Duchy of Saxe-Gotha and the Elector ate of Branden burg in the seven-
teenth and eight eenth cen turies. Schunka’s paper was wide-ranging 
and covered sev eral themes, in cluding the manage ment of water in 
urban com munities, the regu lation of rivers and canals, prac tices of 
co-operation, poten tial for con flict, and the pos ition of water in early 
modern mind sets. Using a var iety of sources from re ligious, legal, 
and polit ical con texts, Schunka em phasized the cul tural value of 
water and ex plained the need for care ful co-operation be tween mul-
tiple social groups to main tain water sup plies. Public foun tains, for 
ex ample, were places where differ ent social groups inter sected, and 
were main tained and man aged by the com munity as a whole. Water 
usage also held the poten tial for signifi cant con flict. Schunka par ticu-
larly high lighted the role of millers (as princi pal users of water) and 
local elites, and noted the manage ment of water sup plies such as the 
Finow Canal in Berlin during the eight eenth cen tury, which was care-
fully moni tored every day to ensure ship ping did not inter fere with 
mill ing. Schunka em phasized that study ing water regimes in land-
locked terri tories offers an in sight into co-operative forms of re source 
manage ment, demon strating that such tech niques did not origin-
ate in the modern period. While the study of water in land locked 
com munities may not be as dra matic as in coastal re gions, Schunka 
pro posed that this ‘normal’ case can shed light on how soci eties coped 
with and man aged dis aster. 

The final session, chaired by Hannes Ziegler, fea tured a paper by 
William Theiss (Prince ton University), a Ph.D. can didate whose re-
search focuses on Re naissance learn ing and art in Co logne during the 
second half of the six teenth cen tury. Theiss pro posed a new geog-
raphy of neo-Stoicism. While neo-Stoicism has often been con sidered 
un important in German his tory, Theiss claimed that Co logne was a 
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labora tory of ideas for the move ment, and par ticu larly for its founder 
Justus Lipsius, who studied at the Jesuit school in Co logne from age 
11 to 16. The other key figure in Theiss’s paper, Ger hard von Kempen, 
taught Greek at the Jesuit school while Lipsius was a stu dent there. 
Follow ing a mis sion to the north ern Nether lands during the 1560s, 
Kempen became increas ingly unwell and was con fined to an in-
depend ent Jesuit-run asylum in Co logne; his mad ness culmin ated in a 
murder ous attack on three Jesuits in 1574. Theiss used this case to con-
sider how re sponses to mad ness were con nected to the develop ment 
of neo-Stoic ideas. Exam ining the records of Kempen’s in terro gation, 
Theiss found links be tween his visions of his tory and those ex pressed 
in Lipsius’s later writings, with both draw ing paral lels be tween the 
events in the work of Taci tus and the pres ent day. While Theiss 
acknow ledged that there is in sufficient bio graphical evi dence to state 
that Lipsius’s writings were dir ectly in flu enced by this case, he argued 
that the two men provide in sights into the develop ment of neo-Stoic 
ideas as people navi gated living in an am biguous, violent world. 

As in previous years, the workshop offered the opportun ity for 
a rela tively in formal ex change of ideas about on going re search. This 
ex change was not hin dered by the online format, and each panel was 
fol lowed by a lively ques tion and answer session in which at tendees 
gave feed back and ex plored con nections that emerged be tween differ-
ent papers. The broad the matic scope of the work shop re mains one of 
its great est strengths, ex posing attend ees to areas out side their spe-
cific re search special isms. As a post graduate re searcher, attend ing this 
work shop was a valu able opportun ity to learn more about the range 
of on going work in early modern German his tory and to make new 
con nections with scholars at all stages of their aca demic careers. The 
work shop was a clear demon stration of the vital ity of the field, and a 
wel come sign that many fruitful avenues remain for future research. 

nAtAlie grAce (University of Nottingham)
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Migration and Migration Policies in Europe since 1945. Con ference 
organ ized by the German Histor ical Insti tute London in co-operation 
with the London School of Eco nomics and Polit ical Sci ence, held 
online, 30 June–3 July 2021. Con veners: Ulrich Herbert and Jakob 
Schön hagen (For schungs gruppe Zeit geschichte, Uni versity of Frei-
burg), and Chris tina von Hodenberg (GHIL). 

What has migration meant to Europe since 1945? The start ing point 
for this inter national con ference, held digit ally and organ ized by the 
GHIL, was the hypoth esis that pre vious works on migra tion his tory 
have either stuck to the level of the nation, or focused ex clusively 
on inter national organ izations and pro cesses. It is rare to find com-
para tive and syn thesizing stud ies that bring these levels to gether. By 
look ing at migra tion pro cesses in eleven Euro pean coun tries along 
with the migra tion policies of the United Nations (UN) and the 
Euro pean Union (EU), the con ference aimed to iden tify over arch ing 
na tional similar ities and differ ences as well as breaks in con tinu ity, 
and to ques tion common historio graphical narra tives and period-
izations, there by laying the foun dations for fur ther trans national and 
com para tive work.

In his keynote lecture, Peter Gatrell (University of Man chester) 
enumer ated the themes that a Euro pean his tory of migra tion after 1945 
cannot ignore, and put for ward his own pro posal for period ization. For 
Gatrell, the his tory of migra tion even after the Second World War can 
only be under stood as a his tory of not just con ven tional, but also struc-
tural vio lence. Migra tion, he said, was in many cases not only an ‘escape 
from vio lence’, in the words of Aristide R. Zol berg, but also an escape 
into vio lence.1 Gatrell argued that migra tion his tory must take more 
ac count of three factors: first, the in flu ence of the Euro pean em pires; 

Trans. by Angela Davies (GHIL)

This conference report is based on the German version published in H-Soz-Kult, 
11 Jan. 2022, at [https://www.hsozkult.de/searching/id/tagungsberichte-
9245?title=migration-and-migration-policies-in-europe-since-1945], accessed 3 
Feb. 2022.

1 See Aristide R. Zolberg, Astri Suhrke, and Sergio Aguayo, Escape from Vio lence: 
Con flict and the Refugee Crisis in the Developing World (New York, 1989), 29–36.
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second, the vari ous demo graphic pol icies of the Euro pean na tional 
states; and third, Euro pean dias poras (for ex ample, of the Bul garian 
people). He went on to pro pose a period ization for Euro pean migra tion 
policy. After the con tinuing vio lence after the war (1945–49), the high 
point of planned migra tion (1950–73), and the Schengen era follow ing 
the Yugo slav wars of the 1990s, Gatrell sug gested that the Euro pean 
states found them selves in a crisis about the right of asylum and were 
in a panic mode that has still not passed. He con cluded with a plea for 
the public debate to be plural ized, and pointed out that histor ians can 
make a con tribu tion to this.

The first panel, which dealt with Western European nations, began 
with Matthias Waechter (CIFE, Euro pean Insti tute, Nice) dis cuss ing in-
consist encies in French migra tion his tory. Since the nine teenth cen tury, 
he said, the French govern ment had pushed the image of a welcom ing 
land (terre d’accueil), but in fact utili tarian con sider ations, demo graphic 
pat terns, and industrial ization dic tated French immi gration policy. If 
the baby boom in France after 1945 meant that the demo graphic factor 
was no longer so import ant, the Trente Glori euses—the thirty years of 
strong eco nomic growth from 1945 to 1975—were char acter ized by a 
con sensus about the need for labour immi gration, one which toler ated 
illegal immi gration. But the high un employ ment rates of the 1970s 
put an end to this too. In stead, the notion of a toler ance thresh old 
(seuil de tolér ance) gained ground, sug gest ing a maxi mum accept able 
level of immi gration. Bal ancing these views, Waechter pro posed that 
Gérard Noiriel’s de scrip tion of the coun try as a ‘melt ing pot’ was still 
meaning fully provoca tive, as both the idea of France as a failed coun-
try of immi gration and the French repub lican model con tinued to 
shape the public dis course in France.2

In her paper, Becky Taylor (University of East Anglia) ana lysed 
UK immi gration legis lation, point ing to the long shadow of the Brit-
ish Empire on the coun try’s migra tion his tory. This can be illus trated 
by refer ence to the Brit ish Nation ality Act 1948, which estab lished a 
single status of Citi zen of the United King dom and Col onies for resi-
dents of both the UK and its col onies, giving resi dents of the col onies 

2 See Gérard Noiriel, The French Melting Pot: Immi gration, Citizen ship, and Na-
tional Iden tity (Minneapolis, 1996), 265–79.
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a new nation ality which did not depend on being born in Brit ain. The 
pro visions of the act were increas ingly limited by fur ther legis lation in 
1962, 1968, and 1971, which made immi gration into the UK from the 
Afri can and Asian Common wealth more dif ficult. The Brit ish debate 
on Euro pean immi gration did not begin until the intro duction of EU 
citizen ship in the Maas tricht Treaty of 1992. At the same time, the 
Brit ish govern ment tried act ively to reduce the number of success ful 
asylum appli cations by pass ing numer ous asylum laws in the 1990s.

Summing up, Leo Lucassen (Inter national Insti tute of Social His-
tory, Amster dam) iden tified three funda mental aspects of change 
in the post-1945 Euro pean migra tion regime beyond the on going 
phenom enon of labour migra tion—namely, de colonization, the pos-
itive re valuation of refu gee status after 1990, and the entitle ment to 
wel fare rights for migrants. These develop ments have stalled, as de-
colonization can be con sidered over, the wel fare state is at pres ent 
largely closed to immi grants, and asylum law has come under strong 
polit ical pressure.

Jenny Pleinen (University of Augsburg/GHIL) then pre sented 
a case study in which she ana lysed the scope for action which local 
author ities had in Bel gium’s migra tion regime. After 1945 the Aliens 
Police, based in the Minis try of Just ice and number ing only fifty 
offi cers, de cided whether new ar rivals had the right to remain. As 
in France, the status of people who entered with out a visa but could 
demon strate that they had employ ment was retro spect ively legal ized 
in Bel gium. Pleinen showed that despite Bel gium’s central ized immi-
gration policy, local author ities could offer bureau cratic resist ance 
to the Minis try of Justice by taking a long time to imple ment orders, 
not meet ing formal require ments, or simply not con sult ing the Aliens 
Police. In the 1960s this scope for action, which de facto existed al-
ready, was formal ized, and the adminis tration was also de central ized.

The second panel, on Eastern and South-Eastern Euro pean states, 
was opened by Emilia Salvanou (Hellenic Open Uni versity, Athens) 
look ing at the con sequences of the Greek Civil War (1946–9), during 
which up to 10 per cent of the popu lation took flight. The re moval of 
chil dren by both sides in the Civil War, who trans ported them to East-
ern Euro pean countries or to Aus tralia and the USA, is still the cen tral 
historio graphical and polit ical point of con ten tion. While mi grant 
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workers in the 1950s tended to move intern ally to cities in Greece or 
extern ally to the USA, by the 1960s they wanted to go to Europe—
and to the Fed eral Repub lic of Ger many (FRG) in par ticu lar. The end 
of the Cold War was a turn ing point, after which immi gration into 
Greece, espe cially from Al bania, in creased strongly. Al though at pres-
ent 7 per cent of the Greek popu lation does not hold a Greek pass port, 
the Greek nation still sees itself as ethnic ally highly homo genous and 
the jus san guinis—the prin ciple of nation ality law by which citizen-
ship is deter mined or ac quired by the nation ality or eth nicity of one 
or both parents—is an chored in Greek citizen ship law.

Dariusz Stola (Polish Academy of Sciences, Warsaw) em phasized 
Poland’s special pos ition as the only state repre sented at the con ference 
which was a former member of the East ern bloc. Because Poland had 
very small migra tion figures during the Cold War—in 1954, a total of 
only fifty exit per mits were issued—smaller-scale move ments of traders 
and sea sonal workers are also taken into ac count. In the early years of 
the Polish People’s Repub lic, only Ger mans and Jews had special per-
mission to emi grate. They were per mitted to leave the coun try in two 
phases—around 1950 and be tween 1955 and 1959—for the GDR, the 
FRG, and Israel. Finally, the end of the Cold War and Poland’s entry 
into the EU were de cisive turn ing points. There after emi gration in-
creased sharply, espe cially to the UK, as emi grants could fall back on 
exist ing net works of Poles who had emi grated before 1945, of Soli darity 
refu gees, and of Aus siedler (Ger mans who had been living in East ern 
Europe).

Marie-Janine Calic (LMU Munich) gave an over view of migra-
tion move ments to and from Yugo slavia. In the im medi ate post-war 
period, popu lation groups were re patri ated by the state, and the Hun-
garian, German, Jewish, and Muslim popu lations emi grated or were 
ex pelled. More than 100,000 people left the coun try as labour mi grants 
be tween 1945 and 1963, mostly headed for the FRG, al though this 
was il legal. The Yugo slav govern ment op posed this, and the status 
of Yugo slav mi grants in the FRG re mained pre carious until a recruit-
ment agree ment was signed in 1968. By pass ing an Am nesty Act in 
1962, the Yugo slav govern ment enabled former Nazi col labor ators 
who had fled the coun try to come back, and about half of them— 
around 50,000 people—re turned to Yugo slavia. The Yugo slav wars 
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(1991–2001), finally, re sulted in the big gest refu gee crisis in Europe 
since the Second World War, in the course of which 25 per cent of the 
popu lation left the former Yugoslavia.

Johan Svanberg (Stockholm University) opened the third panel, 
which brought to gether fur ther na tional case studies drawn from 
North ern, Cen tral, and South ern Europe. Svan berg de scribed Sweden’s 
post-war path from taking in Second World War refu gees to act ively re-
cruit ing labour. With this aim, the Swedish govern ment as early as 1947 
con cluded bi lateral agree ments with Italy, Hun gary, and Aus tria, until 
the Swedish unions pushed through a more restrict ive immi gration 
policy in 1967. In the 1950s most mi grants to Sweden still came from 
Scandi navia, en couraged by the establish ment of a Common Nordic 
Labour Market in 1954. Svan berg ques tioned the master narra tive of 
a switch from labour migra tion to refu gees and family re unions after 
1975, as this interpret ation was based solely on the de terior ating labour 
market in Sweden. In fact, mi grant workers often worked along side 
refu gees, with no dis tinction being made be tween them.

In the following paper, Ulrich Herbert (University of Frei burg) 
looked at what hap pened to dis placed persons, guest workers, refu-
gees, and Aus siedler in the post-war his tory of the FRG. The inte gration 
of more than twelve mil lion German refu gees (dis placed persons) from 
East ern Europe after the Second World War—a quarter of the FRG’s 
popu lation—can be seen as a suc cess, des pite initial resent ments. 
From 1955, the FRG began to re cruit South ern Euro pean mi grant 
workers, and this trend strength ened when the Berlin Wall was built 
in 1961. These were known as guest workers, and their employ ment 
was at first seen as a tem porary meas ure. As was the case in other 
West ern Euro pean coun tries, asylum law played only a mar ginal role 
in the FRG in the first two dec ades of its exist ence. This changed in 
re sponse to a judge ment of West Ger many’s Fed eral Adminis trative 
Court in Octo ber 1975 which guaran teed an un limited right of asylum. 
Con trary to represen tations in the media, which con cen trated mainly 
on Black refu gees in the 1990s, two-thirds of the 2.8 mil lion asylum 
seekers be tween 1986 and 2006 came from East ern Europe. Over the 
same period, roughly the same number of Aus siedler arrived in Ger-
many. Like the dis placed persons in the im medi ate post-war period, 
they were given preferen tial treat ment.
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Oliver Rathkolb (University of Vienna) em phasized the special 
fea tures of Aus tria’s migra tion policy by com parison with Ger many’s. 
He pointed out that the status of dis placed persons in post-war 
Aus tria was very differ ent from that in Ger many. By 1946, several 
hun dred thou sand Volks deutsche—ethnic Ger mans who had lived in 
East ern and South-Eastern Europe until 1945—had been ex pelled 
from Aus tria, but there after about 350,000 were inte grated. In Aus-
tria, recruit ment agree ments for mi grant workers from Spain (1961), 
Turkey (1964), and Yugo slavia (1966) were negoti ated by the unions 
and em ployers. The strong focus on cheap labour and the neg lect of 
edu cational pro grammes ex plain why to the pres ent day edu cation 
is not highly valued by these groups. But the inte gration of Bos nian 
refu gees after the Yugo slav wars must count as a suc cess story. The 
higher edu cational level of the refu gees on aver age com pared to that 
of other mi grant groups, as well as a sympa thetic re sponse born of 
im perial nostal gia in Aus tria, con trib uted to this.

Olga Sparschuh (TU Munich) explained that the usual ac count 
of Italy’s mi gration his tory, which sees it change from a coun try 
of emi gration to one of immi gration in the 1970s, pre sents a more 
differ en tiated pic ture if in ternal mi gration is also taken into ac count. 
Be tween 1955 and 1971 about nine mil lion Ital ians migrated within the 
coun try, which is more than left the coun try for Europe over the same 
period. Not only Munich, but also Turin was a destin ation for mi grant 
workers from south ern Italy. The year 1973, when for the first time 
more people immi grated than emi grated, marked the begin ning of 
Italy’s slow shift from a coun try of emi gration to one of immi gration. 
Until the 1990s, immi gration was not legally regu lated because of the 
low numbers. Several pro grammes were sub sequently intro duced to 
retro spectively legal ize the status of immigrants.

In the first paper of the fourth panel, which looked at Euro pean 
and global aspects of migra tion his tory, Jürgen Bast (Justus Liebig 
Uni versity Giessen) ex plained that EU migra tion law now exerts a de-
cisive in flu ence on policy in the Euro pean na tional states. The path to 
this out come can be ex plained by the close con nection be tween EU 
con sti tutional and migra tion law. To start with, the Treaties of Rome 
estab lished a split migra tion regime from 1958. This guaran teed free-
dom of move ment within the Euro pean Eco nomic Com munity (EEC), 
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but did not apply to immi grants from third coun tries and the French 
over seas terri tories. The Treaty of Amster dam, which came into force 
in 1999, and the Euro pean Coun cil meet ing held in Tam pere in the 
same year repre sented a turn ing point. The numer ous guide lines sub-
sequently adopted—on family re unification, for ex ample—resulted in 
a common EU lib eral asylum and migra tion policy for immi grants 
from third countries.

Michael Mayer (Academy for Political Education, Tutzing) then 
dis cussed a spe cific aspect of Euro pean migra tion his tory—namely, 
asylum in Europe. He started by look ing at how inter national refu gee 
law and the con cept of asylum were shaped by the West ern Euro-
pean states and the USA in the im medi ate post-war period. At this 
time, the 1951 Geneva Refu gee Con ven tion limited the con cept of 
refu gees to Europe and ig nored refu gee crises else where. Mayer then 
em phasized what was differ ent about the FRG in a Euro pean con-
text—namely, that it an chored the right to asylum for those suffer ing 
polit ical per secution in its con sti tution. The ori ginal aim of this clause 
was to help Ger mans who were being polit ically per secuted in the 
Soviet Occu pation Zone, but it was made redun dant as East Ger mans 
were auto matic ally granted citizen ship of the FRG.

Taking the United Nations High Commission for Refu gees 
(UNHCR) as an ex ample, Jakob Schön hagen (University of Frei burg) 
demon strated that the UN did not iden tify refu gee move ments as 
a persist ent polit ical prob lem until the 1960s. Ini tially, the budget of 
the Inter national Refu gee Organ ization (IRO), which had existed since 
1946, was sav agely cut with the found ing of the UNHCR in 1950 and 
the pass ing of the Geneva Con ven tion on Refu gees in 1951, and refu gee 
policy was re nationalized. Refu gees were de fined solely as Euro pean 
dis placed per sons—a prob lem unique to the past—and what Schön-
hagen called ‘a polit ics with out future’ was the result. It was not until 
the start of de colonization—with refu gee move ments during the Al-
gerian War (1954–62), for ex ample—that the UN grad ually de veloped a 
more uni versal under stand ing of refu gees, as codi fied in the New York 
Proto col of 1967. Schön hagen pointed out, how ever, that this more 
uni versal view was frag mented. While the UNHCR first co-ordinated 
com prehen sive aid efforts in 1971 during the Indo-Pakistani war, it did 
not offer assist ance during the war in Biafra or the Viet nam War.
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The paper by Agnes Bresselau von Bressensdorf (Berlin Center for 
Cold War Studies) fol lowed on chrono logically from Schön hagen’s 
presen tation. She dis cussed the global refu gee regime from 1970 in 
terms of the root causes debate in the UN and Euro pean prac tices 
in Afghani stan and Pakistan. The root causes debate—in which a 
German initia tive of around 1980 sug gested that pre vent ing refu gee 
move ments in the first place should be priori tized over later humani-
tarian meas ures—was sub sequently con nected with the issue of 
struc tural in equality be tween the Global North and the Global South, 
some thing that had al ready been dis cussed for some time. Specific-
ally, the member states of the Euro pean Com munity fol lowed a 
strat egy of regional ization for refu gees from Pakistan and Afghani-
stan. By pro viding aid to refu gees on the bor ders and involv ing the 
Turk ish govern ment, they at tempted to keep refu gee move ments as 
far from Euro pean borders as possible.

Summing up, Ulrich Herbert suggested that a periodization pat-
tern could be dis cerned for all the coun tries dis cussed. First there was 
the phase between 1944–5 and the mid 1950s, during which migra tion 
pro cesses were shaped by the after math of war and de colonization. 
Second, in the West, the years between the mid 1950s and the early 
1970s were marked by labour migra tion within Europe, while this did 
not apply in the polit ical East with the ex ception of Yugo slavia. The 
third phase iden tified by Her bert, from the early 1970s to the years 
around 1990, was char acter ized in the West by a switch from labour 
migra tion to refu gee and asylum migra tion. A great migra tion to the 
West began in the dis inte grating Soviet empire, mostly by mi grants 
seek ing asylum, and in the special case of Ger many as a destin ation, 
also the migra tion of ethnic German Aus siedler. After the fall of the 
Soviet empire, West ern Europe began to close its bor ders to fur ther 
immi gration—with vari able suc cess—while east ern Cen tral Europe 
saw refu gees from the Global South seek ing asylum for the first time. 

Herbert also pointed out that the per spective of the refu gees has 
found little con sider ation in the re search, which is domin ated by 
images of vic tims or pio neers. It has also become appar ent that while 
mass migra tion has almost always re sulted in signifi cant chal lenges in 
the host coun tries, these were caused not so much by the immi grants 
them selves as by the re actions of the soci eties re ceiving them. While 
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Herbert person ally favoured an ana lytical rather than an activ ist role 
for histor ians, he stressed the need for them to take a pos ition in the 
cur rent situ ation.

rAlf kretzschmAr (University of Freiburg)
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Chronopolitics: Time of Politics, Politics of Time, Politicized Time. 
Con ference organ ized by the German Historical Institute London, the 
Leib niz Centre for Contemporary History Potsdam (ZZF), the Leibniz 
Research Alliance ‘Value of the Past’, and the Arbeitskreis Geschichte 
+ Theorie, and held in Pots dam, 16–18 September 2021. Con veners: 
Tobias Becker (ZZF), Chris tina Brauner (Uni versity of Tübingen), and 
Fernando Esposito (University of Konstanz).

This conference brought together scholars working on the 
inter relationship be tween time and polit ics, tem poral ity, and histori-
ography in order to system atize debates on chrono politics and to 
con nect theoret ical work on tem poral ities with trad itional histor ical 
research. 

In his opening keynote lecture, Dipesh Chakrabarty (Uni versity of 
Chi cago) out lined two con flict ing chrono politics arising out of the col-
lision be tween geo logical and human–historical time. The notion of a 
‘post-pandemic future’ illus trates the singular ity that we attrib ute to 
the pan demic, whereas cli mate change is nar rated as a pro cess. Given 
the dif ficulty of placing the Anthropo cene in terms of human period-
ization, Chakrabarty argued that human con cerns (for ex ample, the 
pan demic) should be con verted into the Anthropo cene time, and not 
simply vice versa.

While the keynote lecture looked at the synchron ization of two 
tem poral ities, the first panel lists focused on micro studies of three 
events as (de)syn chronizers. Burak Onaran (Mimar Sinan Fine Arts 
Uni versity) exam ined the junta’s inter vention within the exist ing time 
order after the coup d’état in Turkey on 27 May 1960. The im medi-
ate his tori cization of the coup ful filled the prom ised future of the 
Kemal ists’ past, thus legitimizing the junta’s actions and cre ating a 
con tinu ity of his toric mean ing. Helge Jord heim (Uni versity of Oslo) 
then problem atized the ‘time lines’ that were used to a great extent 
after the terror attacks of 22 July 2011 in Norway. Time lines often 
seem to re construct time and appear ra tional but, accord ing to Jord-
heim, they repre sent highly con flict ing instru ments of evalu ation. 

This conference report is based on the version published in H-Soz-Kult, 27 Jan. 
2022, at [http://www.hsozkult.de/conferencereport/id/tagungsberichte-9280], 
accessed 10 Feb. 2022.
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In the last presen tation of the panel, Alex ander C. T. Geppert (New 
York Uni versity) intro duced ‘futur ity’ and ‘vel ocity’ as the tem poral 
regimes of the space age. The con nection be tween these tem poral ities 
and a com plex media infra structure ensured that the moon land ing on 
20 July 1969 was per ceived as a syn chronizer of time and space, which 
trans formed the world into a planet.

Despite the uniqueness of the events they ad dressed, all the 
panel lists demon strated that indi vidual events en capsu late larger 
pro cesses—be they the tran sition of power, deal ing with terror, or 
new per ceptions of tem poral and spatial bor ders on earth. The focus 
was on synchron icity, and the dis cussion showed that it had a two fold 
effect: when polit ics aims to synchron ize tem poral ities and events, 
polit ical groups also have an inter est in the polit ics of de synchron-
ization. Thus to deter mine agency in spe cific stud ies, it is neces sary 
to eluci date what Rein hart Koselleck called the de fining layer in the 
tem poral sedi ments of the event. In terms of agency, the case studies 
brought up the role of the media as a cru cial synchron izer that also 
di versi fied and pro duced mul tiple tem poral ities.

Mirjam Hähnle (University of Basel) opened the second panel 
by arguing that in the eight eenth cen tury, trav elogues about the 
Middle East ex pressed rel ations be tween regions in tem poral dimen-
sions, de scribing relics or places. Reject ing the simple assump tion 
of a break between pre modern and modern tem poral ities, she pro-
posed dis continu ities and tem poral over laps between modern ity and 
pre modern ity. Mirjam Brusius (GHIL) exam ined how archae ology 
con trib uted to the con sti tution of histor ical time and its rele vance 
for the cre ation of Euro pean narra tives of pro gress and civil izatory 
hier archies. She demon strated that his tory and archae ology rely on 
linear ity con structed by ma terial and ar chival prac tices that emerged 
in the nine teenth cen tury in the West ern world. In the panel’s last 
paper, Andrea Nicolas (Berlin) dis cussed how the polit ical time 
regimes of govern mental rule are inter connected with domin ant 
forms of histor icity, ex empli fied by the gadaa system of Oromo soci ety 
in Ethi opia. She argued that the polit ical con texts in which histor-
icities emerge shape their histor ical nar ration. Thus the ques tion of 
who shapes the dis course is cru cial for the historio graphical framing 
of gadaa as a counter-concept to West ern dem ocracy.
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The panel emphasized the relevance of materiality for the con-
struction of tem poral ities. Objects serve as tools to access cer tain 
periods and are used to estab lish tem poral ities, but them selves in-
corpor ate mul tiple tem poral struc tures. Yet material ity can go fur ther 
than the ex amples pre sented and also in clude tem poral traces in 
prac tices and bodies. These find ings demand new ap proaches to the 
his tory of science, archae ology, and cul tural sci ences, and espe cially 
to mu seums and heri tage stud ies. West ern colonial prac tices cannot 
be swept away, and col lected objects pose a chal lenge to Euro pean 
ex hib itions. This demon strates the need for new ap proaches to col-
lect ing objects in the first place. Further more, the ex ample of Oromo 
soci ety problem atizes how modern West ern con cepts such as ‘dem-
ocracy’ change our per ceptions and interro gation of empir ical data, 
and how changes in conceptual ization may politi cize a subject, which 
is then appro priated. Similar conceptual izations affect attri butions 
like ‘modern’ and ‘pre modern’, or ‘colonial’ and ‘post-colonial’, which 
have their own tem poral ities and often alter our re search methods.

The first part of the third panel dealt with the ideo logical tem poral-
ities of (post)socialism in East ern Europe. Marcus Colla (Uni versity of 
Cam bridge) asked what tem poral orders existed under social ism, and 
how a tem poral lens may help us to better grasp the con ditions and 
crisis of late social ism. He argued that both simul taneous and alter-
native tem poral ities were strongly inter connected with the regime, 
and thus every cri tique con nected to the notions of time was per ceived 
as a cri tique of the regime. Adéla Gjuričová (Czech Acad emy of Sci
ences, Prague) com ple mented the dis cussion on social ist tem poral ities 
by focus ing on the tran sition from social ism to dem ocracy in Czecho-
slovakia. She exam ined con flict ing tem poral ities in four sub fields of 
the tran sition period: the legis lative pro cedure; reform negoti ations 
in parlia ment; the demand for privat ization; and the elec tion of 1992, 
with the sub sequent trans formation of what had been a feder ation 
into two repub lics.

Gjuričová used chrono politics as a tool to dis tinguish vari ous 
social groups by their spe cific ex peri ences of time in order to over-
come the binary notion of sup porters of Com munist pol icies and 
the oppos ition, while Colla product ively iden tified tem poral ities in 
vari ous pol icies and dis courses. By differ en tiating be tween polit ical 
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con cepts of time and ex peri ences of time, the panel demon strated the 
import ance of being aware of ana lytical methods and applied con-
cepts. The con cept of ‘revo lution’ itself reveals tem poral layers in 
the events of 1989, both as an ana lytical con cept and in the lan guage 
of sources: ‘revo lution’ may re-temporalize 1989 by align ing it with 
other revo lutions, or change its seman tics in East ern Euro pean lan-
guages by adding an active or passive com ponent. Another issue that 
raised con cerns was the div ision into East ern and West ern tem poral-
ities. It must be asked whether the changes were mutual, or what the 
specific fea tures in each case were.

In the evening lecture, Margarita Rayzberg (Cornell Uni versity) 
and Blake Smith (Uni versity of Chicago) focused on aca demic chrono-
politics and exam ined our disciplin ary and sys temic ex peri ences of 
time, dis courses on time, and per ceptions of time as a re source. In 
their well-known book The Slow Pro fessor,1 Maggie Berg and Barbara 
K. Seeber articu lated a crit ique of speed and con stant pres sure for 
productiv ity in academia, but the panel lists re jected the exist ence of 
this choice, espe cially for junior scholars who are depend ent on high 
perform ance in a com petitive environ ment. Aca demics are con stantly 
pro ducing and making sense of time when nar rating their biog-
raphies. Another aspect con cerned how aca demics com muni cate in 
soci ety—how they strive to be timely and rele vant when speak ing on 
cer tain topics in public, des pite having had a rather atemporal train-
ing while work ing on a Ph.D. thesis.

In the second part of the panel on social ist and neo liberal tem-
poral ities, Ben jamin Möckel (Uni versity of Co logne) exam ined the 
dis course on the polit ical meta phor of future gener ations. He argued 
that the con cept’s suc cess lies in its adap tation to vari ous polit ical 
agendas. Further more, the meta phor inte grates dis tant fu tures into the 
polit ical dis course to allow us to talk about the future. While Möckel 
problem atized moral responsi bilities as ex pressed in eco nomic values, 
Eliza beth Cohen (Syra cuse Uni versity) intro duced the attri bution of 
value to time in lib eral dem ocracies. Cohen focused on ‘scientific ally 
meas ured dur ational time’ to de scribe how non-measurable aspects 

1 Maggie Berg and Barbara K. Seeber, The Slow Professor: Challenging the Cul ture 
of Speed in the Academy (Toronto, 2016).

chronopolitics



142

of polit ical pro cesses are evalu ated in terms of time. Start ing with the 
calen dar, which is essen tial for estab lish ing and main tain ing polit ical 
bound aries, Cohen stressed the func tion of time in form ing just ice and 
in deliber ation.

By leaving historical or experienced time out of her ana lysis, Cohen 
re mark ably demon strated how to make time and pro cedural tem-
poral ities vis ible. This ap proach may be ap plied not only to govern ing 
sys tems, but also to in sti tutions that are deter mined by pro cedures, 
such as courts and parlia ments. Further more, the examin ation of 
tem poral ities in pro cedures allows for long-term per spectives and com-
parisons, pro viding an opportun ity to move beyond micro studies. As 
Cohen’s ana lysis con cen trated on pro cedures, she was able to pre cisely 
articu late their inter connected power re lations. Thus Cohen’s ap proach 
ful fils the demand to iden tify who the actors are in histor ical re search 
on chrono politics. Möckel’s talk ex empli fied how its vague ness allowed 
the meta phor of future generations to work: it does not specify when 
the future gener ations start—or whether the actors are even speak-
ing for them selves, as in case of the cli mate crisis. But the demand to 
con sider the rights of future gener ations priori tizes polit ical agendas 
con nected with them as a strat egy of legitim ation. Does the suc cess of 
the meta phor of future gener ations in agenda-setting mean that time is 
becoming ir relevant to cer tain polit ical argu ments?

The fourth panel focused on histor icities. Fernando Esposito (Uni-
versity of Kon stanz) problem atized the doing of histori ography not 
as obser vation, but as a chrono political act. Ex empli fy ing the argu-
ment about the his tori ciza tion of histori cism put for ward by Rein hart 
Koselleck, Esposito stressed that not every change of re lation to the past 
hap pened with the inten tion of inter vening in historio graphical tem-
poral ities (as Claude Lanz mann’s film Shoah or W. G. Sebald’s novel 
Auster litz demon strate). In stead, changed re lations to the past often 
relied merely on struc tural transform ations. Stress ing the Euro centricity 
of Koselleck’s con cept of the con tempor aneity of the non-contempor-
aneous, Esposito used it to con ceptual ize the plural ity of times and 
con tempor aneities as the new funda mental ex peri ence of time.

Using the term coined by Ethan Kleinberg (Wesleyan Uni versity), 
Esposito con trib uted to the ‘his tory of the pres ent’. Reject ing that way 
of nar rating his tory, Klein berg pre sented his own under stand ing of 
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the his tory of the pres ent—one that dis putes that the pres ent is a stable 
point that itself pre supposes a stable past. Klein berg ap proached the 
pres ent as a performa tive interpret ation that trans forms and limits 
the past. Thus he diag nosed the discip line’s in ability to relate to the 
future. As a result, histor ians ‘roam an ever-extending pres ent while 
look ing back’. Klein berg em phasized that Koselleck’s assump tion of 
anthropo logical con stants through out his tory is simi larly deter mined 
by our tem poral ities, and in this respect re stricts our imagin ation of 
pos sible pres ent pasts. Klein berg argued for a plural ity of ap proaches 
to en counter the ‘ghosts’ of the past that are ‘surging’ in our pres ent—
en abling histor ians to ride ‘the surge’, as the past only exists as his tory.

Zoltán Boldizsár Simon (Bielefeld University) intro duced a new ap-
proach of this sort, in which techno logical and eco logical tem poral ities 
dis connect his tory from its past and break the develop mental con tinu-
ity be tween past, pres ent, and future. Link ing the polit ical domain 
with histor ical tem poral ities, he de scribed a de synchron ization of 
polit ical and techno logical time in terms not of the pace of change, but 
of the differ ent kinds of change inform ing them. Draw ing on Helge 
Jord heim’s argu ment of a modern ity that synchron ized mul tiple tem-
poral ities with a single linear and homo genous narra tive pro gress, 
Simon outlined a desynchronization of ‘processual–developmental’ 
and ‘evental–unprecedented’ changes, arguing that this produces temp-
oral con flicts con cern ing our expect ations of the future or the rele vance 
of the past.

This con ference laid out a poten tial pro gramme for ex plor ing 
the re lations of time and polit ics in/of his tory. First, the con nection 
con sists of time as a re source in polit ics, giving rise to a struggle for 
domin ance over time, or power re lations char acter ized as tem poral 
con flicts. Time as a re source can oper ate in differ ent modes, such as a 
polit ical use of histor ical time, the polit ics of memory, and claims of 
a crisis, but may also cover topics such as time in spaces like parlia-
ments or courts. Second, polit ics and power pre suppose actors who 
need to be iden tified in order for power and time re lations to be 
visual ized. Study ing actors in domin ant power re lations, a his tory 
of chrono politics must ask how the ex peri ences of ex cluded actors 
should be con sidered. Third, aca demics must re flect on disciplin ary 
chrono politics and re search as a chrono political act. Histor ians are 
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cru cial chrono political actors who police what counts as his tory and, 
by doing so, politi cize time and his tory. Finally, the theory of his tory 
must not only frame empir ical re search, but also inte grate the tem-
poral category into re search on histor ical and social change. 

olgA sABelfeld (Bielefeld University/SFB 1288 Practices of Comparing)
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Twelfth Medieval History Seminar. Workshop organized by the 
German Histor ical Insti tute London and supported by the German 
Histor ical In sti tute Washing ton DC, held online on 30 September–2 
October 2021. Con veners: Stephan Bruhn (GHIL), Paul Freed man 
(Yale Uni versity), Fiona Griffiths (Stan ford Uni versity), Bern hard 
Jussen (Goethe University Frank furt am Main), Simon MacLean (Uni-
versity of St Andrews), Marcus Meer (GHIL), Len Scales (Durham 
Uni versity), Dorothea Weltecke (Humboldt University of Berlin).

Now in its twelfth iteration, the biennial Medieval His tory Sem inar 
(MHS) has become an estab lished plat form for post graduate stu-
dents to pre sent and dis cuss on going re search pro jects on the Middle 
Ages with dis tinguished medieval ists as well as their peers. It has 
also become a cher ished trad ition of the German Histor ical Insti tutes 
in London and Washington; how ever, the Covid-19 pan demic has 
forced many trad itional events to be post poned or adapted, and the 
Medi eval His tory Sem inar was no ex ception.

While in previous years post graduates from uni versities in the 
UK, Ire land, Ger many, and North Amer ica met at the GHIL in 
person, inter national travel remains riddled with hur dles, and so in 
2021 an online format for the MHS proved in evit able. Of course, the 
social aspects of in-person events, which are gener ally as enjoy able 
as they are con struct ive, can only be im perfectly imi tated by virtual 
coffee and tea breaks; but thanks to the at tendees’ ex emplary discip-
line, the aca demic parts of the sem inar proved to be as product ive 
as ever.

Ph.D. students and early-career scholars were invited to circu late 
short essays in antici pation of the sem inar, and also asked to pre pare 
and pre sent more de tailed com men taries on two of their peers’ papers 
at the work shop. These com men taries kicked off the dis cussion of each 
essay among the at tendees and were aug mented by ques tions from 
the con veners, who chaired the ses sions of the sem inar. This year’s 
con veners were Fiona Griffiths, Dorothea Weltecke, Len Scales, Paul 
Freedman, Simon MacLean, and Bernhard Jussen, whose familiarity 
with both German- and English-speaking aca demia was essen tial to 
an other key feature of the MHS: its bi lingual con ception en courages 
partici pants to hone their skills in each other’s lan guages, navi gating 
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the advan tages and dis advantages of German idio syncrasies and Eng-
lish concise ness.

The attendees’ impressive linguistic skills in lan guages from Cas-
tilian to Hebrew cer tainly added to the al ready disciplin arily di verse 
line-up of the sem inar, with con tribu tions from legal, social and eco-
nomic, urban, re ligious, and cul tural history, as well as con sider able 
expert ise in ad jacent discip lines, in cluding Latin phil ology. This 
allowed partici pants to pay close atten tion to the mi nutiae of trans-
lating tricky terms, as the first ses sion im pressively demon strated. 
Vedran Sulovsky (Uni versity of Cam bridge) con sidered the con secra-
tion date of the Marien kirche in Aachen. Look ing closely at extant 
sources, in cluding those con cerned with local lit urgy, he sug gested 
that the church was in fact dedi cated on 17 July 802 and en dowed 
with relics of Sts Speratus, Cyp rian, and Panta leon, which, he argued, 
had been sent by the Abbasid rulers in Car thage. The year 802 also 
fea tured in the essay by Grigorii Borisov (Uni versity of Tübingen), al-
though his inter est in the re ception of Carolin gian legal writing went 
far beyond the early medi eval period. Moving back wards from the 
anti quarian inter ests of human ist Johannes Herold in the six teenth 
cen tury, Borisov ana lysed the histor ical interpret ation of early medi-
eval leges in the case of the Lex Thuringorum during the reign of Abbot 
Bovo III (942–8) of Corvey Abbey and the com position of the Lex 
Frisionum in Charle magne’s time.

The second session saw a chronological leap away from the early 
Middle Ages, while thematic ally it turned to wards ques tions of daily 
life, albeit in two differ ent in sti tutional con texts. Lena Liznerski (Uni-
versity of Mann heim) re minded partici pants of the chal lenging but 
prom ising re search tech nique of ac quiring quantita tive data from 
qualita tive sources. Tax decrees and guild ordin ances, for ex ample, 
can be made to answer ques tions of eco nomic his tory, as Liznerski’s 
ana lysis of the regu lation con cern ing bread prices in late medi eval 
Speyer demon strated. Re construction from frag mentary in for mation 
as the histor ian’s task also formed the sub ject of the essay by Emma 
Gabe (Uni versity of Toronto), who at tempted to under stand the daily 
rou tine of lay sisters in the fifteenth-century Obser vant Domin ican 
Katharinen kloster of Nurem berg. Eventu ally, Gabe argued, differ-
ences in the lay sisters’ rou tine under lined differ en tiation from the 
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choir nuns: both shared spaces, but the second ary status of the lay 
sisters within the con vent was per petually reinforced.

The theme of differentiation continued in the third session, where 
the essay by Maria Seidel (Heidel berg Center for Jewish Stud ies) 
on the will—writ ten in Hebrew—of Judah ben Asher (1270–1349) 
care fully ex cavated this emi grant’s desire to recon cile pre serv ing in-
herited cus toms with em bracing his family’s adopted home on the 
Iber ian Pen insula. That the close in vesti gation of phys ical manu-
scripts and their trans mission his tory offers mani fold in sights for 
social and cul tural his tory was also shown by the second essay of 
this ses sion: Chris tian Schweizer (Trin ity Col lege Dublin) once again 
put the spot light on the early medi eval period, ana lysing Dicuil’s 
Liber de astro nomia (c.814–18) as a source for Carolin gian court life 
during the reign of Louis the Pious, as well as for the intel lectual 
(and specific ally com putistic) inter ests of the Carolin gian cor rectio 
(rather than re naissance).

Uses and reuses of written texts also inspired the first essay of 
the fourth ses sion, sub mitted by Hanna Nüllen (Martin Luther Uni-
versity Halle-Wittenberg), who works on the regis ters or cus tumals 
(Stadt bücher) of German towns. Their compil ation, Nüllen showed, 
com mitted oral in for mation to the writ ten word and thus not only 
test ifies to the intensifi cation of writing in urban adminis tration in the 
later Middle Ages, but also speaks to the for mation of urban soci ety 
as a legal com munity (Rechts gemeinschaft). Both aspects were, ultim-
ately, a matter for elites, and urban elites again took centre stage 
in the second essay of the ses sion. Matthew Coulter (Uni versity of 
Cam bridge) intro duced his audi ence to the strat egies of polit ical com-
muni cation em ployed by Saxon towns in their relation ships with 
the Hun garian royal court, where per sonal con nections to the king 
and royal of ficials proved a cru cial con dition for the towns’ abil ity to 
pursue their aims and pro tect their inter ests.

If the essays had so far oscillated between the early and late medi-
eval periods, in the fifth ses sion the High Middle Ages re ceived their 
due atten tion. Monja Schüne mann (Hum boldt Uni versity of Berlin) 
argued that refer ences to weather in accounts of the ‘Catas trophe of 
Rome’ in 1167, which saw Fred erick Barba rossa’s Ital ian am bitions 
scup pered by a devas tating dis ease, ought to be re considered as a 
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phenom enon of per ceptional his tory (Vorstellungs geschichte)—one 
that estab lished ideal ized attri butes of medi eval rulers and aided in 
the cre ation of social co hesion at the same time. Matthew Clay ton 
(Durham Uni versity) turned to a differ ent topos of medi eval litera-
ture by in vesti gating represen tations of Julius Caesar in works such 
as William of Poitiers’s Gesta Guillelmi and the Middle High German 
Anno lied, where the Roman em peror emerges as a common de nomin-
ator of cultur ally shared ideas about just ice.

The sixth and final session provided further close read ings 
of source texts in the field of re ligion, with the essay by Thomas 
Kaal (Goethe Uni versity Frank furt am Main) ques tion ing pre vious 
interpret ations of the late medi eval Cas tilian ex pression nada que 
nascer e morir as an indi cation of re ligious scepti cism. Instead, Kaal 
showed the origin ally much broader sem antic basis of the ex pression 
and traced it as it grad ually nar rowed in mean ing and entered dis-
courses about re ligious de viance. Return ing to German-speaking 
areas one last time, the con tribu tion by Laura Moncion (Uni versity 
of Toronto) sought to under stand the role of obedi ence for female 
re cluses in towns. Monas tic rules, saintly vitae, and other sources, 
Moncion showed, articu lated obedi ence as a con cept that com muni-
cated not the sub jugation of re ligious men and women, but their 
spirit ual author ity.

Given the disciplinary, thematic, chrono logical, and geo graphical 
breadth of the con tribu tions dis cussed over the three days of the sem-
inar, a con cluding sum mary can only iden tify broader shared aspects. 
One that stands out is the productiv ity of de tailed de constructions 
of texts and in-depth ana lysis of their pro lifer ation. As the at tendees’ 
essays and com ments have shown, these remain two of the key tools 
of any medieval ist, and they are sharp ened—and by no means re-
placed—by the method ological atten tion (rightly) paid to visual and 
ma terial cul ture.

Finally, there was undoubtedly something stimu lating about the 
sem inar’s wide-ranging mix of con tribu tions. This point was also 
em phasized at the end of the three days by Bern hard Jussen, who 
joined the Medi eval His tory Sem inar for the last time as his term as 
con vener came to an end, as did Paul Free man’s. We are most grate-
ful for their expert ise and en thusi asm over eight years of the MHS 
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and hope to see them in London again soon. And the same applies 
to all partici pants who were not able to meet us in person in 2021, 
but whose readi ness to join us in this online format we immensely 
appreciated.

mArcus meer (ghil)
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Contemporary Historians and the Reuse of Social Science-Gener ated 
Datasets: An Inter national Dia logue on the Chal lenges Pre sented by 
Social Science Data. Work shop organ ized by the German Re search 
Foun dation (DFG) pro ject ‘Social Science Data as Sources for Con-
temporary His tory’ (‘Sozial daten als Quellen der Zeit geschichte’) and 
held at the German Histor ical Insti tute London on 28–30 Octo ber 2021. 
Con veners: Lutz Raphael (Trier Uni versity), Sabine Reh (Re search 
Library for the His tory of Edu cation, BBF-DIPF Berlin), Pascal Siegers 
(GESIS—Leib niz Insti tute for the Social Sciences), Kerstin Brück weh 
(Berliner Hoch schule für Technik), and Christina von Hoden berg 
(GHIL).

The third workshop of the DFG-funded project ‘Social Science Data as 
Sources for Con temporary His tory’ aimed to estab lish an inter national 
dia logue be tween histor ians, soci ologists, and represen tatives of the 
infra structure that col lects and pro vides access to social science-gener-
ated datasets. In her intro ductory remarks, Chris tina von Hoden berg 
(GHIL) em phasized the value of inter national ex change for a re flection 
of the differ ent ap proaches em ployed by con temporary histor ians 
who ana lyse and in corpor ate social science data into their re search. In 
add ition to address ing such method ological ques tions, the work shop 
pro vided an opportun ity to gain a deeper under stand ing of how re-
search data infra structures pro cess, ar chive, and make social science 
data access ible in coun tries across Europe. 

The first panel focused on the reuse of qualitative and life his tory 
inter views. In her presen tation, the soci ologist Jane Gray (May nooth 
Uni versity) intro duced her re search on ‘family rhythms’, re using and 
com bining ar chived qualita tive social science data from the Life His-
tories and Social Change Col lection, and draw ing on semi-structured 
inter views con ducted during the na tional longi tudinal study of chil-
dren Grow ing Up in Ire land (GUI). Both datasets have been de posited 
in the Irish Qualita tive Data Ar chive and are now main tained and 
dis semin ated by the Digital Re posi tory of Ire land. Accord ing to Gray, 
work ing across data sets using de scrip tive ap proaches and mixing 
them with other histor ical sources such as quantita tive data allows 
an ana lysis of changing relation ships between chil dren and their 
grand parents across ex tended periods of time. Gray dis cussed the 
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impli cations of a ‘de script ive turn’ in the social sciences, which draws 
on di verse sources (such as qualita tive records and social media data) 
to pre sent com plex social phenom ena and social change, thus over-
coming the limit ations of trad itional surveys.

Clemens Villinger (GESIS) explained how he reused inter views 
con ducted by social scien tists in East Ger many during the 1990s to 
write a his tory of con sumption from an every day per spective. He 
iden tified three major obs tacles to his re search: first, the inter views 
were hard to locate be cause they re mained in the per sonal ar chives 
of the inter viewers; second, access de pended on per sonal sym-
pathies; and third, differ ent ethical views exist about whether they 
can be reused at all. He called for a code of ethics to make it easier for 
histor ians to reuse social science data respon sibly, and to reduce the 
associ ated costs. Taking his own re search on the attri bution of con-
sumer responsi bility after 1989–90 as an ex ample, Villinger argued 
that the bene fits of re using inter views out weigh the chal lenges, while 
sup port was miss ing to reduce the burden of ana lysing exist ing social 
science re search data. 

The third paper was presented by Mary Stewart and Charlie 
Morgan (both Brit ish Library Sound Ar chive). Unlike in Ger many, 
the reuse of inter views has played a key role in the Brit ish oral his-
tory move ment since its begin nings in the 1970s. This is why the 
Sound Ar chive aims to make as much qualita tive data as pos sible 
avail able not only to scien tists and aca demics, but also to the media, 
artists, and fam ilies. Before the public reuse of older col lections 
is per mitted, the Gen eral Data Pro tection Regu lation (GDPR) re-
quires the ar chive to iden tify per sonal data about living people and 
to evalu ate whether its public re lease is likely to cause ‘substan-
tial damage and dis tress’. The nature of the inter views re quires an 
elabor ate lexi con search engine to iden tify sensi tive pas sages. This 
can itself be re used to make the col lection search able and there fore 
more access ible. Unlike in Ger many, the Brit ish Library Sound Ar-
chive datasets are not anonym ized, which means that in for mation is 
not lost when they are used for re search.

In her comment, Kerstin Brückweh (BHT) suggested establish-
ing a help desk for histor ians deal ing with ethical ques tions. She also 
raised the ques tion of whose his tory we are writing if inter views 
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with ‘ordin ary people’ are less easily access ible than inter views with 
‘movers and shakers’ such as polit icians. 

The second panel focused on survey data as a source for social 
his tory and started with a presen tation by Mor Geller (Hebrew Uni-
versity of Jeru salem) about the KINO-DDR social science re search 
pro ject carried out by the East German Cen tral Insti tute for Youth Re-
search. The pro ject was de signed to elicit viewers’ opin ions of social ist 
films. From a his tory of know ledge per spective, Geller demon strated 
the com plex re lations be tween the social scien tists, the survey, and 
the partici pants, which she char acter ized as ‘a double-ended line of 
com muni cation’. She argued that opin ion polls can be used as a histor-
ical source to open up ways of study ing the relation ship be tween the 
social ist state and its popu lation. 

Marcus Böick (Ruhr-University Bochum) spoke about his ana-
lysis of inter views with man agers work ing for the Treu hand anstalt 
(Trust Agency, set up in 1990 to privat ize East German enter prises), 
which were con ducted by an eth nologist in 1992. After track ing them 
down in the per sonal pos session of a former em ployee, Böick man-
aged to re trieve the inter view tran scripts from a number of floppy 
discs. He used them to write a social micro history of the Treu hand-
anstalt from the per spective and ex peri ence of the mostly West 
German man agers. By iden tify ing narra tive pat terns, Böick was able 
to create types such as the ‘in dus try man ager’ and topoi such as the 
self-definition as pio neers work ing on the eco nomic fron tier of the 
‘wild east’. Böick high lighted open ques tions con cern ing the use of 
datasets re discovered by histor ians when there are no guide lines for 
their appro priate use.

Moritz J. Feichtinger (University of Bern) then intro duced his work 
on quantifi cation prac tices used to moni tor, model, and manipu late 
soci eties. He drew upon the Hamlet Evalu ation System (HES) used 
during the Viet nam War as an ex ample. To under stand and ana lyse 
com puting tech niques dating from the 1960s and 1970s, Feichtinger 
en gages with a pro cess he calls data ‘re-enactment’, which con sists of 
five steps: the con version of data into a read able format; the cre ation 
of a data life cycle model; the anno tation of con verted datasets; the 
simu lation (or mimick ing) of his toric update, mainten ance, aggre-
gation, and query rou tines; and finally, publi cation as a web-based 
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simu lation. According to Feichtinger, this ap proach allows a deeper 
under stand ing of how the use of data shaped (mili tary) represen-
tations of the world that not only in flu enced decision-making and 
policy-making pro cesses, but also had a tan gible impact on the 
Vietnam ese people. 

The comment was given by Christina von Hodenberg. She asked 
what theoret ical, eth ical, and prac tical aspects need to be con sidered 
when re using social science data pro duced in dictator ships, wars, or 
colonial con texts. During the dis cussion both Böick and Pascal Siegers 
em phasized that errors, biases, and self-censorship are typ ical of data 
pro duction in all polit ical con texts. The second part of the dis cussion 
re volved around the funda mental ques tion of whether it makes sense 
to reuse social science data if they do not allow estab lished histor ical 
narra tives to be chal lenged. 

The second day started with a presentation by Irena Saleniece 
(Daugavpils Uni versity) on oral his tory inter views with Lat vian 
teach ers that are ar chived in the Centre of Oral His tory estab lished 
in 2003. Saleniece is con duct ing new inter views and re using exist ing 
qualita tive datasets to write an ex perien tial his tory of the Soviet-
ization of the Lat vian school system between the 1940s and 1960s. 
For her, oral his tory inter views with differ ent gener ations of (often 
bi- or tri lingual) Lat vians serve to counter act the record from the 
state ar chives, which during the Soviet period falsi fied facts and 
silenced in conveni ent voices. She focuses on emo tional, epi sodic, 
and bottom-up per spectives to break through the standard ized ‘Bol-
shevik speak’. 

The director of the Mass Observation Archive, Fiona Courage 
(Uni versity of Sussex), gave an intro duction to the his tory and hold-
ings of the ar chive, as well as her own re search on the value of higher 
edu cation. The ini tial mass obser vation pro ject ran from 1937 to the 
1950s and was re vived in 1981. To this day, the charity-based ar chive 
records every day life in Brit ain using volun teer panel writers who 
fill in question naires three times a year and also keep diaries. Like 
the inter views in the Brit ish Library Sound Ar chive, the data are not 
anonym ized. As Courage put it, the broad con sent of study partici-
pants allows per sonal data to be used to re construct long-term life 
stories.
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In his comment, Pascal Siegers stressed the value of histor ical re-
search on social ization in schools and other insti tutions, arguing that 
histor ians could enrich the debate in the social sci ences. He ques tioned 
the re liabil ity of oral his tory sources, point ing to their subject ivity. In 
re sponse, Lutz Raphael re marked that oral his tory inter views could 
help to re construct pro cesses of subject ivization.

The final panel started with a presen tation by Alex ander Nütze-
nadel (HU Berlin) about the impact of the ‘be havioural turn’ on 
eco nomic his tory. He used ex amples from the DFG-funded pro-
gramme ‘Ex peri ence and Expect ation’ to ex plain how re used social 
science-generated datasets from large-scale sur veys can be com bined 
with tech niques like ‘dis tant read ing’ of trad itional sources such as 
news papers to investi gate how inter actions be tween indi vidual prefer-
ences, beliefs, and eco nomic expect ations led to eco nomic de cisions. 
This histori cization of expect ations not only raises method ological 
ques tions, but also leads to prac tical prob lems re lated to the long-term 
stor age and accessi bility of the re search data pro duced. To manage 
and store the data, the pro gramme has part nered with the Berlin State 
Library to design an infra structure based on MyCoRe, which is free, 
open-source soft ware for the develop ment of data repositories.

The central question of the joint presentation by Benoît Majerus 
and Lars Wieneke (both Luxem bourg Centre for Con temporary and 
Digital His tory, C2DH) was how clan destine global and local net-
works of tax evasion can be iden tified by methods of data ex traction 
from the public regis ter of com panies in Luxem bourg. The main goal 
of their pro ject is to iden tify and ana lyse net works of indi vidual actors 
who regis tered com panies. Al though the regis try is avail able in stand-
ard ized PDF docu ments, named-entity ex traction and a data-based 
under stand ing of these net works pose com plex method ological and 
tech nical ques tions. The data will permit an under stand ing of how 
net works for tax evasion de veloped in Luxem bourg from the begin-
ning of the twen tieth century.

Lastly, Michael Whittall (Friedrich-Alexander Uni versity Erlangen-
Nuremberg) out lined a socio logical pro ject that re visits inter views 
with East German works coun cils con ducted in the early 1990s. These 
histor ical inter views will be com pared with recent sources on works 
coun cils in sel ected com panies that are still in exist ence. Whittall and 
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his col leagues aim to re construct changing per ceptions of works coun-
cils in re lation to factors such as qualifi cations or length of service. Like 
all pro jects repre sented in the work shop that reuse qualita tive data 
pro duced by re search on the transform ation of the 1990s, this pro-
ject faces data chal lenges such as accessi bility, eth ical and owner ship 
ques tions, dif ficulties in research ing histor ical pro duction con texts, 
and issues of long-term storage.

According to Lutz Raphael, who commented on the last panel, 
all presen tations illus trated that the old div ision of labour be tween 
soci ology and his tory is becoming obso lete, not only be cause of new 
sources, but also be cause of changing re search methods. The search 
for weighted factors of causal ity is increas ingly giving way to the 
search for pat terns, mean ing, pro cess, and agency. Even though the 
presen tations touched on differ ent sub jects and sources, Raphael pro-
posed the category of histor ical ex peri ence as a unify ing point that 
could con nect differ ent branches of research. At the same time, he 
pointed critic ally to the emer gence of a method ological gap pro duced 
by com puting pro cesses that are no longer fully under stood by (most) 
histor ians. In response, Andreas Fickers (Luxem bourg Centre for 
Con temporary and Digital His tory, C2DH) de scribed digital hermen-
eutics as a common space where data, tools, and infra structure are 
shared. In his view, histor ians are now ex peri encing noth ing less 
than a turn ing point in the his tory of science that is funda mentally 
changing epi stemic trad itions. 

In his concluding comment, Fickers suggested four differ ent modes 
of re using social science-generated data: re(dis)covery, re interpret-
ation, re contextual ization, and re-enactment. The first aspect in volves 
histor ians apply ing tech niques such as retro digitization, the anno tation 
of meta data, and re storing data that used to be the typ ical domain 
of ar chives or li braries. Re interpret ing data means using new digital 
tools that not only em power histor ians, but also limit histor ical know-
ledge pro duction. Re flect ing on the opportun ities and limits of digital 
methods, Fickers pointed to ‘tool criti cism’ as a new histor ical instru-
ment that can help to narrow the method ological gap. He argued that 
re contextual izing data also poses eth ical ques tions that can in clude dis-
figuring mean ing, while index ation pro cesses can also have ex cluding 
effects. To deal with issues arising from re framing sources in a digital 
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environ ment, he sug gested en gaging in prac tices of ‘eth ical edit ing’ 
and inter face criti cism to under stand how datasets are (re)presented on 
digital plat forms. His last point on re-enacting re ferred to the material-
ity of datasets and the know ledge that is em bedded in both the phys ical 
datasets and the ma chines pro cess ing them.

The final discussion showed that there was no common under stand-
ing of how the terms ‘use’ and ‘reuse’ should be differ en tiated. But 
there was agree ment that social science datasets are valu able sources 
that must be secured, ar chived, and made access ible. Von Hoden berg 
pointed out that there is a lack of inter national data infra structure, 
even though scien tific know ledge pro duction is increas ingly domin-
ated by inter national co-operation. Siegers ex plained this in terms of 
the special ization of nation-based scien tific com munities who demand 
infra structure which fits their needs. Fickers, on the other hand, 
pointed to inter national stand ards, such as the Euro peana meta data 
scheme, that not only enable inter operability, but also make ar chived 
datasets find able. In the end, the work shop showed that the reuse of 
datasets by con temporary histor ians is a dy namic field char acter ized 
by de central ized infra structure and a broad var iety of sources, tools, 
and ap proaches. It became clear that the col lection, organ ization, and 
interpret ation of social science-generated datasets will con tinue to be 
a task for years to come.

clemens villinger (GESIS—Leibniz Institute for the Social Sciences)
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The History of Medialization and Empowerment: The Inter section 
of Women’s Rights Activism and the Media. Third meet ing of the 
Inter national Stand ing Work ing Group on Medial ization and Em-
power ment, held online, 20–21 Janu ary 2022. Conveners: Chris tina 
von Hoden berg and Jane Free land (German Histor ical Insti tute 
London), along side part ners at the Max Weber Forum for South Asian 
Studies in Delhi, the German Histor ical Insti tute Washing ton dc, the 
German Histor ical Insti tute Rome, and the Orient Institute Beirut. 

This conference explored the role of the media in shaping and con sti-
tuting dis cussions of gender roles and women’s rights glo bally, and 
marked the end of a three-year pro ject look ing at the inter con nections, 
con tin gencies, and depend encies of women’s rights and the media 
through out the long twen tieth cen tury. It was organ ized as part of the 
inter national re search pro ject ‘Know ledge Un bound: Inter national-
ization, Net work ing, Inno vation in and by the Max Weber Stiftung’, 
which is funded by the German Fed eral Minis try of Edu cation and 
Re search.

Drawing on their work in the history of femin ism and media 
his tory, Jane Free land and Christina von Hoden berg wel comed the 
partici pants with some method ological remarks. Al though it plays a 
cru cial role as a well spring of and a source of evi dence for femin ist 
activ ism, Free land argued that histor ians seldom look at the media as 
an actor in its own right, one that has shaped femin ist polit ics and ideas 
of pri vate and public life. To ad dress this short coming, von Hoden-
berg sug gested scholars draw from the con cept of medial ization, a 
term de scribing how the growth of mass media (from popu lar press, 
radio, and TV to the inter net) through out the long twen tieth cen-
tury has increas ingly re sulted in the media set ting the con ditions for 
public debate and under stand ing. A key aim of the con ference was 
to investi gate how paying atten tion to the medial ization of femin ism 
might change his tories of femin ism and women’s emanci pation.

The first panel explored the role of the media in dis cuss ing and 
shaping the way we think about the con nections between gender, 
war, and vio lence. Twinkle Siwach (Ja wahar lal Nehru Uni versity) 
exam ined vio lent crimes against women in con temporary India. By 
look ing at the First In for mation Reports logged with the police and 
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how they are picked up by the media, the courts, and civil society 
organ izations, Siwach iden tified differ ent net works of com muni-
cation. Christin Hansen (Pader born Uni versity) then ex plored media 
represen tations of women in combat during the Span ish Civil War. 
While women’s maga zines like Mujeres Libres used the war as a space 
for negoti ating gender roles and femin ism, Hansen argued that these 
represen tations did not chal lenge gender roles, but rather perpetu-
ated them. In com ment ing on the two papers, Freeland in vited the 
partici pants to look more closely at the link between gender and vio-
lence and to think of it not just in terms of gender-based vio lence, but 
as a mutu ally re inforcing dy namic that con tinues from times of armed 
con flict to periods of peace.

The second panel focused on trans national aspects of femin ism 
and the media, with four speakers exam ining the role of the media 
in spread ing femin ism and ideas of women’s emanci pation across 
borders. Marie Cabadi (Uni versity of Angers) com pared the pro-
duction of women’s news letters in Bel gium, France, and the UK 
that were circu lated by women’s centres both nation ally and inter-
nationally. Cabadi argued that women’s news letters could also 
be seen as an exten sion of local femin ist spaces, bring ing together 
women from all over the world. Alex andra (Sasha) Talaver (Central 
Euro pean Uni versity) and Lea Börger ding (FU Berlin) pre sented a 
joint project that com pared two social ist women’s maga zines during 
the Inter national Women’s Year in 1975: Rabot nitsa from the Soviet 
Union and Für Dich from the GDR. Talaver and Börger ding argued 
that both maga zines were simi larly in vested in shaping a vision of 
the global women’s move ment by high light ing women’s soli darity 
based on anti-capitalism and anti-imperialism, while de legitim izing 
and down playing lib eral femin ism. Frederik Schulze (Uni versity of 
Co logne) sub sequently ex plored the cru cial role of medial ization and 
trans national con nections in the his tory of women during the inter-
war period in Latin Amer ica. Schulze em phasized the need to look 
beyond femin ist media and in clude polit ical, edu cational, and scien-
tific publi cations, as well as main stream and enter tain ment media, 
photo graphs, movies, and radio in our corpus of sources. In her com-
men tary, Zsófia Lóránd (University of Cam bridge) high lighted the 
role that historio graphical work has played in broaden ing the view 
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of the 1970s by in cluding the East ern bloc and inter national ist organ-
izations, such as the Women’s Inter national Demo cratic Feder ation.

The first day of the conference ended with the third and final 
launch event of the online ex hib ition ‘Forms, Voices, Net works: 
Femin ism and the Media’.1 The aim of the ex hib ition, as the cur ator 
Maya Caspari (GHIL) high lighted, is to explore the relation ship be-
tween femin ism and the public media in twentieth-century India, 
Ger many, and Brit ain. The ex hib ition follows the ap proach of gender 
histor ian Lucy Delap, who in her recent book sug gests look ing at the 
his tory of femin ism through the meta phor of a mosaic, because

like mosaics, femin ist co alitions were built up from the bits and 
pieces avail able—other move ments, com mitted indi viduals, 
actions and ideas. Some mosaics have been long-lived; others 
have crum bled, and their tiles have been re used, or have dis-
appeared from view.2

Rather than attempting to tell a single chrono logical story, the ex hib-
ition adopts this ‘mosaic’ struc ture to pre sent a series of snap shots of 
moments when femin ists have mobil ized the media in cre ative ways 
across often di verse contexts.

The launch event focused on feminism and the radio in Brit ain and 
Ger many. Kate Lacey (Uni versity of Sussex) stressed the import ance 
of the radio, a medium that has often been over looked by both media 
and femin ist histor ians. Lacey argued that since its in ven tion, the radio 
has helped women to find a voice in the public sphere. At the same 
time, she en couraged us to think of radio not only as a space where 
women can make their voices heard, but also as a forum for active 
listen ing. Lacey further stated that radio’s abil ity to cross not only 
phys ical borders and bound aries, but also those of class, age, and dis-
ability, allows it to di versify the spaces of femin ist media pro duction. 
Along side Lacey, the co-founder of FemFM, Caro line Mitchell (Uni-
versity of Sunder land), de scribed radio in the early 1990s as a very 
male affair. Al though al ready work ing at radio stations, women were 
1 See [https://feminismandthemedia.co.uk/], accessed 11 Feb. 2022.
2 Lucy Delap, Feminisms: A Global History (London, 2020) 20-1. See also the dis-
cussion of this book in the review article ‘Tracing the History of Femin isms: 
Methods, Mean ings, and Questions’ by Jane Freeland earlier in this issue.
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largely in visible at that time. The chal lenge, Mitchell ex plained, was 
to tackle the stereo type that women could not pre sent on air. Combat-
ting this, the col lective FemFM did every thing them selves—from 
design ing the pro gramme and pre sent ing to market ing and writing 
jingles. For FemFM, it was import ant that the voices of women were 
heard on air. 

The second day of the conference began with a panel ex ploring 
how the media chal lenges cur rent period izations of the his tory of 
femin ism. Atsuko Sano (Uni versity of Tokyo) exam ined how the use 
of in for mation and com muni cation tech nology changes the dis course 
on repro ductive health rights in con temporary Ger many and Japan. 
Sano argued that the intro duction of new media has allowed women 
in both coun tries to net work and share in for mation about abor tion and 
contra ception, greatly ex pand ing women’s know ledge. Isabel Heine-
mann (Uni versity of Münster) simi larly ex plored the negoti ation of 
women’s repro ductive rights in 1950s and 1960s Ger many. Focus ing 
on women’s state ments on abor tion pub lished in Stern, Heine mann 
chal lenged the common assump tion that the West German women’s 
move ment began with the abor tion pro tests of 1971. By choosing main-
stream media instead of New Left and femin ist jour nals, Heine mann 
iden tified alter native moments of women’s politi ciza tion. Michalina 
Augusiak (Uni versity of Warsaw) exam ined the memory polit ics of 
the Polish League of Women be tween 1945 and 1989. After ini tially re-
nouncing pre-war women’s activ ism as class-exclusionary, Augusiak 
argued, the state-sponsored organ ization de veloped a more favour-
able ac count of the his tory of the Polish women’s move ment. In her 
com men tary, Hannah Yoken (Uni versity of Jyväskylä) pointed out the 
util ity of the wave meta phor when intro ducing people to the his tory of 
women’s organ izing, while en couraging the partici pants to think about 
when it is neces sary to problem atize and de construct period izations, 
and for which audi ences.

The next panel examined women’s political represen tation in the 
media. Sharon Omotoso (Uni versity of Ibadan) looked at the medial-
ization of cor ruption and its effects on women’s polit ical partici pation 
in present-day Ni geria. Al though female polit icians are usually ig-
nored and down played, Omotoso argued that they are typic ally 
over-reported when accused of cor ruption. There fore, she con cluded, 
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cor ruption is medial ized against women in public office, lead ing to 
women being ma ligned and often bullied out of polit ics pre maturely. 
Jane Freeland ana lysed the last years of the East German women’s 
maga zine Für Dich during German re unifi cation as it moved from 
an of ficial social ist publi cation to a com mercial ven ture. Für Dich not 
only pro vided a space for women’s polit ics and issues in the months 
lead ing up to re unifi cation, but also played an import ant role in 
por tray ing the lives of East German women during the tran sition. Eco-
nomic circum stances were also cru cial in the paper by Dóra Czeferner 
(Insti tute of His tory, Hun garian Acad emy of Sci ences), who ana lysed 
the Hun garian femin ist press in the early twen tieth cen tury. Focus-
ing on A Nő és a Társadalom (‘Women and Soci ety’), Czeferner traced 
the develop ment and struggles of early femin ist media. The com ment 
by Emily Stein hauer (GHIL) centred on the com plex relation ship 
between femin ism, polit ics, and the media. Stein hauer invited the 
partici pants to think about medial ization in this con text as a con stant 
re cipro cal pro cess. 

The last panel explored the role of the media in draw ing atten tion 
to women’s sexual and repro ductive rights. First, Anna lisa Martin 
(Birk beck, Uni versity of London) exam ined sex worker activ ism and 
engage ment with the local press in the 1960s and 1970s. By focus ing 
on letters sent to local news papers, Martin showed that women who 
sold sex were politic ally en gaged in trying collect ively to raise aware-
ness and agi tate for change long before the foun dation of an organ ized 
move ment in the 1980s. How ever, the mes sage of these in formal inter-
est groups was medi ated and largely framed by journal ists. The paper 
by Inbal Ofer (Open Uni versity of Israel) ex plored the con nection be-
tween women activ ists, femin ist agendas, and print media in Spain 
by focus ing on the de criminal ization of abor tion in three main stream 
news papers. Al though femin ist activ ists first intro duced sexual-
ity and repro ductive rights into public debate, Span ish main stream 
media viewed med ical pro fessionals as more legitim ate medi ators 
of these topics. In her presen tation, Ofer there fore gave more room 
to femin ist dis course and media prac tice. The final paper by Jennifer 
Rodgers (Caltech) dealt with the import ance of print media in open-
ing public dis cursive spaces about child birth in div ided Ger many. 
Rodgers ex plored how women in both coun tries mobil ized print 
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media to edu cate and em power women on their right to bodily auton-
omy. How ever, Rodgers focused on under lying ques tions of race and 
eth nicity by con trast ing the roman tic fetish ization of Native Ameri-
can birth ing prac tices with the racial ization of what were per ceived as 
Afri can birth ing prac tices. 

The conference ended with some concluding remarks by Penny 
Morris (Uni versity of Glas gow), who em phasized the inter connected-
ness of media not only in terms of the relation ship between differ ent 
media forms, but also in terms of the trans national prac tices of maga-
zines and femin isms. Jane Free land agreed with Morris that focus ing 
on the media chal lenges both histor ical narra tives of femin ism and the 
very defin ition of femin ism. The media not only shapes dis cussions 
about women’s rights, she argued, but also makes them vis ible, pro-
moting the idea of femin ism as a com plex mosaic. Chris tina von 
Hoden berg took up a ques tion raised on the second day of the con-
ference about the import ance of media eco nomics and the market, a 
topic that de serves further study in the future. 

Overall, the con ference proved that it is worth taking a closer 
look at the media, espe cially for the his tory of femin ism. It fur ther 
showed that femin ist counter-culture and main stream media cannot 
be con sidered separ ately, but that it is pre cisely their relation ship to 
each other and the pro cesses of negoti ation that chal lenge common 
narra tives and pro duce new per spectives. During the two days of 
the con ference, funda mental method ological ques tions were raised 
that call for fur ther stud ies. What are the chal lenges of work ing with 
femin ist media? How can we ex plore the emer gence of femin ist ideas 
and the trans national net work ing of femin ist move ments while con-
sider ing their differ ences, con flicts, and negoti ation pro cesses? How 
do we re flect on the com plex and often changing role of media for 
femin ists?

kAssAndrA hAmmel (University of Freiburg)
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Scholarships Awarded by the German Historical Institute London 

Each year the GHIL awards a number of research scholar ships to 
German post graduate and post doctoral re searchers to enable them to 
carry out re search in Brit ain. The scholar ships are gener ally awarded 
for a period of up to six months depend ing on the require ments of 
the re search pro ject. Scholar ships are adver tised on [www.hsozkult.
de] and the GHIL’s web site. Appli cations should in clude a CV, edu-
cational back ground, list of publi cations (where appro priate), and an 
out line of the pro ject, along with a super visor’s refer ence con firm ing 
the rele vance of the pro posed ar chival re search. Please ad dress appli-
cations to Dr Stephan Bruhn, German Histor ical In sti tute London, 
17 Blooms bury Square, London WC1A 2NJ, or send them by email 
to stipendium@ghil.ac.uk. Please note that due to the United King
dom leav ing the EU, new regu lations for re search stays apply. 
Please check the scholar ship guide lines for fur ther in for mation. If 
you have any ques tions, please con tact Dr Stephan Bruhn. German 
scholars pre sent their pro jects and the ini tial results of their re search 
at the GHIL Col loquium. 

In the first round of allo cations for 2021 the fol low ing scholar ships 
were awarded for re search on Brit ish his tory, German his tory, and 
British–German re lations:

Martin Deuerlein (University of Tübingen): Indigenität: Ein zen trales 
Konzept der Moderne
Almuth Ebke (University of Mannheim): Das Andere der Moderne? Die 
historisch-kritische Bibelforschung und die ‘Einhegung’ von Religion, 
ca. 1860–1920
Andreas Eder (University of Freiburg): False Statements, Illegal Prac-
tices und Unwahrheiten: Die Kommunikation der politischen Lüge in 
Groß britannien und Deutschland 1883–1912
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Louisa-Dorothea Gehrke (Leipzig University): Johann Philipp Breyne 
in den botanischen Gärten Europas: Eine Spurensuche anhand seiner 
Korres pondenz
Franziska Hermes (FU Berlin): Shipwreck and the British East India 
Com pany in the Eighteenth Century
David Irion (LMU Munich): Die Rahmenprogramme der Europäischen 
Union: Bedeutungsgewinn durch De-Ökonomisierung? (ca. 1980–2002)
Josefine Langer (HU Berlin): Überleben und Schreiben: Eine Ver flech-
tungs geschichte früher jüdischer Geschichtsschreibung der Shoah, 
1945–1961
Marie-Christine Schoel (University of Münster): Installation und Ge-
schlecht: Geschlechtertheoretische Analyse installativer Praxis und 
deren Verortung in der feministischen Kunst- und Aus stellungs-
geschichte anhand von ausgewählten Praxisbeispielen

Prize of the German Historical Institute London

The Prize of the German Historical Institute London is awarded an-
nually for an outstanding Ph.D. thesis on:

• German history (submitted to a British or Irish university),
• British history or British colonial history (submitted to a Ger-

man university), or
• British–German relations or British–German com para tive his-

tory (submitted to a British, Irish, or German university).
The Prize is 1,000 euros.

To apply, send one copy of the thesis with
• a one-page abstract,
• examiners’ reports on the thesis,
• a brief CV,
• a declaration that the work will not be published before the 

judges have reached a final decision, and
• a supervisor’s reference

to reach the GHIL by 31 July 2022. Applications and theses should be 
sent by email as a PDF attachment to: prize@ghil.ac.uk.

If the prize-winning thesis is on British history, British colonial 
his tory, British–German relations, or British–German com para tive 
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his  tory, it may also be con sidered for publi cation in one of the In sti-
tute’s book series.

The Prize will be presented on the occasion of the GHIL’s Annual 
Lec ture on 4 November 2022. For further information, please visit 
[https://www.ghil.ac.uk/opportunities/prizes].

Forthcoming Workshops and ConferencesForthcoming Workshops and Conferences

Medieval Germany Workshop. International workshop to be held at the 
German Historical Institute London, 6 May 2022. Conveners: Len 
Scales (Durham University) and Marcus Meer (GHIL).

This one-day workshop on the history of medieval Germany (broadly 
defined) will provide an opportunity for researchers in the field from 
the UK, Continental Europe, and the USA to meet in a re laxed and 
friendly setting and to learn more about each other’s work. Short 
papers of 10–15 minutes will allow re searchers at all career stages with 
an inter est in any aspect of the his tory of medi eval Ger many to share 
their ideas and receive feedback. The par ticipants are there fore en-
couraged to con centrate on present ing work in pro gress, high light ing 
re search ques tions and ap proaches, and point ing to as yet un resolved 
chal lenges of their pro jects. Eva Schlot heuber (Heinrich Heine Univer-
sity Düssel dorf) and Wolfram Drews (Univer sity of Münster) will join 
the work shop as mentors and presenters.

From Cambridge to Bielefeld—and Back? British and Continental Ap proaches 
to Intellectual History. Annual conference of the German Associ ation 
for Brit ish Studies, to be held at the Centre for Brit ish Stud ies at 
the Hum boldt University of Berlin, 2–4 June 2022. Conveners: Sina 
Steglich and Emily Stein hauer (GHIL).

Intellectual history has several points of origin, and the notion of this 
method ological ap proach varies depend ing on its aca demic con text 
and disciplin ary trad itions. In the anglo phone world, intel lectual his-
tory is primar ily the his tory of polit ical thought and as such focuses 
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on spe cific polit ical ideas, having been most prom inently re shaped by 
the pro tagon ists of the famous Cam bridge School from the mid twen-
tieth cen tury. In the German con text, intel lectual history is an chored 
in both the polit ical sci ences and his tory, and as a result is dis cussed 
in two differ ent disciplin ary fields. There fore, the spec trum of intel-
lectual his tory ranges from polit ical theory to the widened per spective 
of the his tory of con cepts, which has gained wide spread atten tion 
and is in trinsic ally bound to one of its found ing fathers, Rein hart 
Koselleck. In France, by con trast, intel lectual his tory is known as the 
his tory of mental ities, and histor ical ‘ideas’ are thus ex plicitly seen 
as em bedded in and shaped by social and cul tural con ditions. This 
rather sim plistic sum mary sug gests that to speak of intel lectual his-
tory and to follow this method ological ap proach is always to move 
on un certain ground. The basic—but not banal—ques tions of ‘why’, 
‘how’, and ‘where’ are the start ing points of the work shop. It will 
discuss these ‘na tional’ and discip linary trad itions of intel lectual his-
tory, along with their advan tages and chal lenges, by bring ing to gether 
scholars from both the British con text and the Contin ental aca demic 
world. The con firmed key note speaker is Professor Richard Bourke 
(Univer sity of Cambridge). 

Education and Urban Transformations: Marginalities and Intersections. 
International conference to be held at the German Historical Institute 
London, 9–11 June 2022. Organized by the GHIL in co-operation with 
project partners in India and the Max Weber Forum for South Asian 
Studies, New Delhi. Conveners: Indra Sengupta (GHIL), Nandini 
Manjrekar (TISS Mumbai), Geetha B. Nambissan (formerly Jawaharlal 
Nehru University), Shivali Tukdeo (NIAS Bengaluru), and Sebastian 
Schwecke (Max Weber Forum, New Delhi).

The conference marks the completion of the current phase of a re-
search col labor ation between the India Research Pro gramme of the 
GHIL, the Max Weber Forum for South Asian Studies, New Delhi 
(pre viously known as the MWS India Branch Office), and project 
part ners from three Indian univer sities and re search in sti tutes on the 
theme of ‘Edu cation and the Urban in India’. 
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In its relatively short lifespan as a domain of academic in quiry, 
the discip line of urban studies has de veloped a re search tra jectory 
that is built on di verse theoret ical grounds and multi disciplinary per-
spectives. Scholars of edu cational studies have also begun to engage 
with changing urban land scapes, an import ant out come of which is 
a re search field at the inter section of edu cation and urban studies. 
This new re search frames the urban edu cation dynamic in terms of 
broad, plural istic con sider ations that go beyond ex clusively city-
centric ana lysis. It places histor ical, social, and polit ical factors as 
essen tial anchors around which the changes in urban and edu cational 
terrains can be under stood. A wide range of actors, in sti tutions, and 
prac tices occupy import ant pos itions in under stand ing urban issues 
such as mobil ity, housing, access, and quality of schools, which have 
become crucial to appreciating the con ditions of living and learn ing 
among mar ginal groups in the urban con text. At the con ference, we 
will dis cuss these issues, which we explored in the pro ject, with inter-
national scholars work ing on these themes in other parts of the world.  
In par ticu lar, the con ference will engage with the follow ing themes: 
nation, citizen ship, and urban edu cation; urban re structuring and 
new marginal ities; and resist ance, know ledge, and peda gogies. 

William Pink (Marquette University) will deliver the key note lec ture. 
A round table on ‘Covid-19, Urban Lives, and Edu cation’ is planned. 

Violence against Women: Historical and Comparative Perspectives. Work-
shop to be held at the German Histor ical In sti tute, 14–16 July 2022. 
Organized by the GHIL, the Essen College for Gender Research at the 
Univer sity of Duisburg-Essen, and the Vio lence and Soci ety Centre 
at City, University of London, and funded by the Anne liese Maier 
Re search Award from the Alex ander von Hum boldt Found ation. 
Con veners: Christina von Hoden berg and Jane Free land (GHIL), 
Sylvia Walby (City, University of London), and Karen Shire (Univer-
sity of Duisburg-Essen).

Bringing together sociologists and historians, this three-day con ference 
ex plores the re lations between gender regimes and gen dered vio lence 
in Britain and Ger many in the twen tieth and twenty-first cen turies in 
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a global con text. The con ference aims to ex plore the follow ing ques-
tions: what does vio lence against women tell us about the histor ical 
develop ment of differ ent soci eties? What can we learn from his tory 
about the circum stances under which such vio lence changes, and 
about success ful strat egies of femin ist resist ance, coalition-building, 
and making vio lence vis ible? What are the impli cations of di verse 
varieties of gender regimes for histor ical variations or changes in gen-
dered vio lence? What are the impli cations of differ ent con cepts of 
vio lence and of gender for histor ical and com para tive work? What 
are the di verse forms of femin ist re sponses to and engage ment with 
vio lence and their impli cations for re ducing it? In asking these ques-
tions, the con ference seeks to bridge disciplin ary divides and de velop 
a greater under stand ing of vio lence against women.

Environment and the British Empire. Summer school to be held at the 
German Historical Institute London, 19–22 July 2022, organ ized by the 
India Research Programme of the GHIL. Convener: Indra Sengupta 
(GHIL).

The summer school is the first to be organized by the India Research 
Pro gramme of the GHIL. The relation ship between imperial ism and 
colonial ism and deva stating, en during changes in the global environ-
ment is now accepted. This summer school will focus on the Brit ish 
Empire, with par ticu lar em phasis on colonial India, in order to exam ine 
this relation ship. How did the colo nial exploit ation of nat ural re sources 
and con trol of popu lations through polit ical power and racial ideol-
ogies trans form the environ ment? Our experts, the emin ent histor ians 
Pro fessors David Arnold (Univer sity of War wick) and Neeladri Bhatta-
charya (Ashoka Univer sity), will dis cuss key ques tions in the history of 
environ ment and empire with stu dents in a lively and en gaging atmos-
phere. While India and South Asia will be the focus of the summer 
school, ex amples will also be drawn from other parts of the British 
Empire, such as Africa and South-East Asia. In addition to the classes, 
ex cursions in London will be organized as a part of the programme.

The course is aimed at advanced BA or MA students of his tory, Eng-
lish, or other re lated sub jects at all German univer sities. An inter est in 
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the his tory of the Brit ish Empire and its col onies and/or environ mental 
his tory is desir able. The course is open to stu dents from all German 
univer sities. It will be taught in English. 

The Politics of Iconoclasm in the Middle Ages. International conference to 
be held at the German Historical Institute London and the Warburg 
In sti tute, in co-operation with the Leibniz In sti tute for the His tory and 
Cul ture of Eastern Europe (GWZO), in Leip zig, 1–2 Septem ber 2022. 
Con veners: Sarah Griffin (Warburg Institute), Marcus Meer (GHIL), 
and Len Scales (Durham University).

This conference will bring together scholars of social, cultural, polit-
ical, and art his tory whose work touches on the phenom enon of 
‘icono clasm’, broadly under stood as any oppos ition towards and 
action against visual matters meant to chal lenge or indeed sup port 
power ful indi viduals, polit ical struc tures, social hier archies, and terri-
torial spaces. Prac tices of censor ing, de facing, erasing, and re placing 
the visual—whether because it was felt to evoke per sons, struc tures, 
and claims now deemed objection able or, by con trast, out of fear 
that it would under mine a cher ished status quo—are under stood as 
versa tile com munica tive weapons de liberately de ployed in the socio-
political con flicts that affected and divided soci eties in West ern and 
Cen tral Europe in the Middle Ages, c.900–1500.

The conference will thus shed light on a previously neg lected 
period that has yet to see its sources ana lysed and recog nized among 
‘the extra ordinarily abun dant evi dence for the ways in which people 
of all classes and cul tures have re sponded to images’, as David Freed-
berg argues. It is likely to become clear that in the Middle Ages, 
too, ‘there has always been a direct con nection between the status 
of images and polit ics’, as Bruno Latour high lights; oppos ition and 
vio lence towards visual matters were con fined neither to art nor to 
re ligion. The con ference will there fore add an innova tive chap ter to 
the study of art and visual his tory by show ing not just the diver sity 
of be haviour dir ected against the visual, but also by demon strating 
that prac tices of criti cizing, censor ing, de facing, erasing, and re-
placing visual matters were seen not only as repre sent ing, but also as 
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shaping social order in the Middle Ages, too. In this sense, of course, 
the con ference is also a con tribution to the medi eval his tory of the 
polit ical, social, and cul tural, where the role of oppos ition and vio-
lence to wards visual matters beyond the field of re ligion has yet to be 
ex plored in detail. To study this vola tile aspect of medi eval soci ety is 
import ant not least be cause cur rent dis courses make use of the past to 
oppose as well as pro mote the deface ment, de struction, or re moval of 
statues, for example.

Things on the Move: Materiality of Objects in Global and Imperial Traject-
ories, 1700–1900. Inter national conference to be held at the German 
Histor ical In sti tute London, 8–10 Septem ber 2022. Organ ized by 
the GHIL in co-operation with the Prize Papers Project. Con veners: 
Indra Sengupta (GHIL), Felix Brahm (Univer sity of Ham burg), Chris-
tina Beckers, Dagmar Freist, and Lucas Haasis (Prize Papers Project, 
Univer sity of Oldenburg).

The eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were defined by in creased 
global ization, the growth of empires outside Europe, the emer gence of 
global markets, and the establish ment of col onial rule in many parts of 
the world. As recent scholar ship has shown, an am plified move ment 
of people—both volun tary and in volun tary—and of objects in space 
and time was at the very core of these pro cesses. This con ference will 
focus on the move ment of ma terial objects and ana lyse the signifi-
cance of their mobil ity in this period of great trans form ation be tween 
the early modern and modern periods.

The conference aims to bring together perspectives from global 
his tory and the his tory of Euro pean imperial ism and colonial ism. By 
focus ing on the global, im perial, and col onial material ity of objects on 
the move within a common ana lytical frame work, the con ference will 
bring these partly dis tinct re search fields into closer con versation with 
each other. It will bring to gether inter national schol ars to dis cuss the 
poten tial of a ma terial his tory with global scope for in vesti gating con-
nections and ex clusions, and for ex ploring the plural ity of cul tures, 
cross-cultural en counters, life pro cesses, and ex change pro cesses in 
con tact zones in differ ent parts of the world. Such a con versation, 
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develop ing out of an ana lysis of ma terial cul ture, has the poten tial 
to chal lenge grand narra tives of global ization or Euro pean expan sion 
and per haps even to break down rigid epochal barriers and allow for 
a new period ization of world history.

Thyssen Lecture Series

Science, Knowledge, and the Legacy of Empire. The Thyssen Lecture 
Series to be held at the German Historical Institute London, 2022–25. 
Organized by the GHIL and the Fritz Thyssen Foundation.

The GHIL is proud to announce a new collaborative lecture series with 
the Fritz Thyssen Foundation on Science, Knowledge, and the Legacy of 
Empire. The series consists of two lectures a year, in May and Octo-
ber, which will be de livered by distinguished international scholars. 
Initially given at Bloomsbury Square, each lecture will be re peated at 
a Brit ish univer sity out side Greater London. The series is planned to 
run for four years, starting in October 2022, and the first speaker is 
Sumathi Ramaswamy, James B. Duke Distinguished Pro fessor of His-
tory, Duke University. 

The imperial and colonial contexts in which modern science 
and scholarship came of age haunt us to this day. Be it the origin 
of museum collections, the Eurocentrism of history textbooks and 
academic curricula, or the lack of minority ethnic university staff—
the shadows of an imperial past loom large. This lecture series will 
engage with the field of ‘science and empire’ and the analytical cate-
gory of ‘colonial knowledge’. Postcolonial studies has long identified 
‘colonial knowledge’ as a hegemonic tool of empire-building. Draw-
ing on this conceptual frame, but also questioning it, we at the GHIL 
see the production and circulation of knowledge in colonial settings 
as an unsettled and fractious process that challenged and destabilized 
colonial state power as often as it supported it. We are interested in 
examining the relationship between localized sites of knowledge pro-
duction and wider, inter-imperial, and potentially global networks of 
circulation. We ask how such forms of circulation affected the nature 
of knowledge thus produced, and the power relationships that have 
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long informed our understanding of colonial knowledge and struc-
tures of domination and subordination. Most importantly, we are keen 
to explore the afterlife of colonial knowledge and imperial science in 
recent, twenty-first century history in Britain, Germany, and beyond. 
How do imperial legacies shape present-day academia and know-
ledge production? How are the colonial past, and obligations arising 
from it, debated today? How do these figure in memory cultures, and 
what role do they play in political relations within Europe, and in 
Europe’s relations with the non-European world?

First Lecture: Sumathi Ramaswamy, James B. Duke Distinguished 
Pro fessor of History at Duke University, ‘Worlding India’, 25 Octo ber 
2022 at the GHIL and 27 October 2022 at the University of Cardiff.

‘Imperialism . . . is an act of geographical violence through which 
vir tually every space in the world is ex plored, charted, and finally 
brought under control. For the native, the history of his or her col onial 
servi tude is inaugur ated by the loss to an out sider of the local place’.  
Taking its in spir ation from this provo cation by the late Edward Said 
(1990), my paper focuses on a range of modern disciplin ary form-
ations which I gloss here as earth sciences, among which I include 
geol ogy, palae ontology, nat ural his tory, and most espe cially, geog-
raphy and cartog raphy. I consider how these sci ences ‘worlded’ 
one spe cific lo cation on the earth’s sur face, ‘India’, as a know able, 
calcul able, intelli gible, and master able place over the course of two 
cen turies of Brit ish col onial rule (Spivak, 1985).  I then go on to dis cuss 
three ‘scenes of world-imagining’ that sur faced among in habit ants of 
the sub continent in re sponse to this world ing of their (home)land 
(Wenzel, 2014). I ex plore how these re sponses cope with the demands 
and (dis)enchant ments of empire’s world ing pro jects through oper-
ations that I char acter ize as ‘geo-reverencing’, ‘geog raphies of loss’, 
and ‘topog raphies of pleni tude’. As I do so, I draw in spir ation from 
polit ical phil osopher Jane Bennett’s The Enchant ment of Modern Life 
(2001), in which she rightly asks us ‘to come to terms as closely as pos-
sible with en chant ing events and affects re siding within or along side 
scien tific calcu lation, in stru mental reason, secular ism, or disciplin ary 
power.’ My goal is to show that these con tend ing world imagin ings 
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are not simply ‘en chanted’ recla mations of a (home)land vio lently 
worlded by the disciplin ary prac tices of the domin ant col onial pro-
ject; rather, they demon strate a ‘con flicted intim acy’ be tween sci ence, 
art, and imagin ation—between all manner of stra tegic archa isms and 
ata visms on the one hand, and the scien tific and novel on the other 
(Terdi man, 1985). This state of con flicted intim acy is what I gloss as 
‘off-modern’, a concept I adapt from Svet lana Boym (2001) to argue 
that for world-making pro jects in col onial and post colonial India, the 
empire’s gift of science is in dispen sable but in adequate (Chakra barty, 
2000). 
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A sortable list of titles acquired by the GHIL Library in recent 
months is available at:

https://www2.ghil.ac.uk/catalogue2/recent_acquisitions.php

For an up-to-date list of the GHIL’s publications see our website:

https://www.ghil.ac.uk/publications
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