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The German Historical Institute London opened
on 4 November 1976 as an independent
German academic outpost. It was conceived
by British and German historians in a spirit of
mutual scholarly regard. Forty years later it has
become an established and respected part of
Bloomsbury’s and Great Britain’s academic scene.
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Foundation and first years (1976-1982)
From 1975 the Association gained government
funding from the German Ministry for Research
and Technology and on 4 November 1976
a permanent and independent scholarly
body was established: the German Historical
Institute London. It was to be a centre for
study and conferences, for practical advice
to historians working on Anglo-German and
related histories, to promote individual and
co-operative schemes of research, to house
historical books and journals and publish
its own specialized monographs, editions
of source materials and study guides. In
the wake of Britain joining the European
Community, the Institute represented, in the
words of British historian, Geoffrey Dickens, ‘a
constant and intimate cooperation between
the working historians of our two countries.’

In 1968 Carl Haase, director of the Hanover
State Archives, proposed the creation of a
London-based German Historical Institute
(GHIL) to parallel similar institutions in
Rome and Paris. His idea was welcomed by
contemporary scholars in Britain and Germany
and in 1969 the first step towards a permanent
organisation was formalized with the founding
of the German-British Historical Association.
The Association staged annual academic
conferences, provided scholarships to German
and British PhD students, and set up a small
office in Chancery Lane. It soon became a focal
point for German researchers visiting Britain.

In 1977 the first director, Paul Kluke, who
had steered the German-British Historical
Association to its goal of becoming the
German Historical Institute, was succeeded
by Wolfgang J. Mommsen, the renowned
historian of Imperial Germany and Max Weber.
Under him, the Institute found a permanent
home at 17 Bloomsbury Square and began
to build its reputation for open dialogue
and pioneering approaches to history.

Memorandum by Carl Haase, proposing
the creation of a German Historical
Institute in London, April 1968, p. 1.

Searching for the ideal location for the German Historical
Institute London.
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The Pharmaceutical Society of Great Britain at 17
Bloomsbury Square, 1890s.

No. 17 Bloomsbury Square, elevation drawing by
John Nash, undated (c.1780s).

Bloomsbury Square from the south eastern corner, 1787, from the mezzotint by Pollard and Jukes. No 17 is at the left
hand corner. The grand building in the background is Southampton House, later Bedford House, which took up the
fourth side of the square until c.1800.

17 Bloomsbury Square: From John Nash
to the Royal Pharmaceutical Society
added the magnificent staircases surmounted
by glass cupolas, designed the neo-classical
front façade with Corinthian pilasters and
commissioned the famous Adam brothers to
undertake this work, using the new stucco
technique. The ornate ceilings in the first floor
reception rooms are also credited to Nash or
the Adam brothers. 17 Bloomsbury Square was
at the forefront of late 18th century London
architecture and interior design, and these
signature features can still be seen today.

Bloomsbury Square was landscaped in the
mid-1600s by the Earl of Southampton and
was one of London’s first formal garden
squares. It was a fashionable residential area
and the typical terraced houses were inhabited
by the upper classes. The corner house at No.
17 changed little for almost 100 years but was
transformed under the ownership of John
Rushout, 1st Baron Northwick. In 1777/8 he
engaged the architect John Nash to remodel
the building and the house was divided into
two, with one entrance on Bloomsbury Square
and the other on Great Russell Street. Nash
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expanded into neighbouring 72 Great Russell
Street, and in 1859 the buildings were rejoined, an additional third storey built, the
porch added and the society’s name engraved
in the exterior frieze. The Pharmaceutical
Society housed a School of Pharmacy,
museum, lecture theatre, examination rooms,
meeting rooms, offices, library and several
laboratories. It remained at No. 17 until 1976
when it relocated to Lambeth, becoming
the Royal Pharmaceutical Society in 1988.

Over the 19th century, Bloomsbury became
renowned for its concentration of academic
establishments, such as the British Museum
and University College London. Bloomsbury
Square itself was occupied by middle class
professionals and eventually became a
haven for firms, foundations, associations
and institutions. No. 17 fitted into both of
these trends when it was leased to the newly
established Pharmaceutical Society of Great
Britain, in 1841. Sixteen years later the society
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Renovating 17 Bloomsbury Square:
The Home of the German Historical Institute
When the Bloomsbury Association won their
case, in 1974, a compulsory purchase order
on No. 17 fell through, and the house was left
vacant. It began to fall into a state of disrepair
while waiting to be sold at auction and, in
the late 1970s, was occupied by a squatter’s
community of artists and craftspeople,
known as the Bloomsbury Co-operative. They
wanted to act as caretakers for the historic
building, pending its permanent use. They
took steps to legitimize their occupation of
the property and turned No. 17 into a sort
of community arts centre. Occupants and
outside groups used the rooms for painting,
sculpting, screen printing, as a photographic

In the late 1960s the British government
announced plans to demolish a 7.5 acre site in
Bloomsbury to make way for the new British
Library building. They included 17 Bloomsbury
Square. In response, a local citizens’ initiative
was formed, known as The Bloomsbury
Association. During the early 1970s the
group, led by George Wagner, an émigré
from Nazi Germany, vigorously campaigned
against the plans because the area was a
long‑settled London neighbourhood and
part of the Bloomsbury Conservation Area.

Squatters protesting at Bloomsbury Square, 15 November 1979.

Richard von Weizsäcker, Mayor of West Berlin
and later President of the Federal Republic
of Germany (1984–94), at the opening of the
German Historical Institute London,
2 December 1982.

The Grade II listed building at 17 Bloomsbury Square underwent
considerable renovations, courtesy of the Volkswagen Foundation.
The Nash staircases with their wrought-iron balustrades and glass
domed roofs were faithfully restored, the elaborate ceilings on the
first floor were repainted using original 18th century pattern books,
and exact replicas of the original crystal chandeliers were hung in
the reception rooms.

generous supporter of the Institute since its
early years, who proved most sympathetic
to the prospect. They bought the historic
building in February 1980 and leased it to
the German Historical Institute and, initially,
three other Anglo-German organisations,
including the German Academic Exchange
Service. On 2 December 1982 the building
was officially opened in the presence of the
Duke of Gloucester and representatives of
the British and German governments.

laboratory, and theatre rehearsal space. Local
bands also performed there at weekends.
During this tempestuous time, the German
Historical Institute London migrated between
offices in Chancery Lane, Bloomsbury
Square and Russell Square. The Institute’s
director, Wolfgang J. Mommsen, appealed
to the German government to purchase
17 Bloomsbury Square as a permanent
home for the Institute. He foresaw it as
a flagship building for Anglo-German
scholarly cooperation and friendship. It was
the Volkswagen Foundation, however, a
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The German Historical Institute Today
As a German institute abroad, the Institute
bridges the historical professions in Britain
and Germany. It builds upon the traditions
of research in both countries and seeks
to bring together contemporary research
agendas and debates. The name ‘German
Historical Institute’ suggests a focus on
German history, but the Institute has always
promoted a wider historical perspective. In
particular, the histories of Great Britain, her
Empire and Commonwealth as well as those
of Germany and Anglo-German relations.

The German Historical Institute has been
overseen by six directors since 1976 and
now solely occupies the whole premises of
17 Bloomsbury Square. Over the years, it has
grown to encompass an academic team of
ten historians from Germany, most of whom
are contracted to complete a Habilitation (a
second book project, a formal, post-doctoral
qualification in Germany). A visiting professor
from Germany (sponsored by the Gerda Henkel
Foundation) works jointly at the Institute and
the London School of Economics. In addition,
there are a number of editors and translators,
a team of librarians and administrative staff
as well as a steady stream of interns and
scholarship holders who come to work and
study for periods of up to six months.

The Institute’s work spans the historical epochs
from medieval through to contemporary
history and covers political, economic, social
and cultural aspects. It varies at any one time in
accordance with the individual projects
undertaken by the research fellows, the
historical specialism of the incumbent director
and wider historiographical trends and
developments. Currently, the emphases are
on cultural approaches to political history,
the history of welfare and social solidarity,
and on global and colonial history.

Staff at the German Historical Institute,
17 Bloomsbury Square, 1994.

Staff at the German Historical Institute,
17 Bloomsbury Square, 2004.

Staff at the German Historical Institute, 17 Bloomsbury Square, 2016.

Staff at the German Historical Institute, the early 1980s.
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Research Focus I:
British and Comparative History
the field. Likewise, the conference organized
by John Brewer and Eckhart Hellmuth on
Rethinking Leviathan (1991) challenged
prevailing assumptions about the 18th century
modern state being strong in the Prussian
and German cases, but weak in Britain.

British history has always been a key research
area at the German Historical Institute. Works
that focus exclusively on British history are
often undertaken by the research fellows
as independent Habilitation projects and
have included political, social and cultural
topics, ranging from 14th century town
development in East Anglia to ‘honourable
speculators’ in 17th and 18th century
London to criminology in civil society.

Other major topics that have dealt with
British history in comparative terms include
the emergence of the welfare state, the
development of trade unionism, British and
German social norms, concepts of nation,
historical organisations and cultural forms of
self-understanding. This comparative tendency
became even more pronounced following
the reunification of Germany in 1990, when
German perceptions of their divided past
visibly began to alter. It has continued over
the years and taken on greater European
contours with the enlargement of Europe and
Germany’s evolving role in the European Union.

At the same time, British historical research
has been pursued in collaborative forums in the
broader context of imperial, Commonwealth
and European history, international relations,
or in terms of comparative historical
phenomena – with comparisons routinely
made with Germany. In 1978, for example,
then director Wolfgang J. Mommsen organized
a conference on the Social History of the
Reformation in England and Germany. This
was considered a path-breaking initiative at
the time for its cross-border comparisons,
and heavily influenced new understandings of

British history in the German language: the German Historical Institute’s publication series, the ‘Deutsche Reihe’.
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The first major undertaking in this area came
to fruition in 1993 under the directorship
of Adolf M. Birke, and was based upon six
years of archival research. It comprised an
11-volume inventory of 30,000 British Control
Commission files held at the National Archives,
Kew. This extensive work provided a unique
research tool on British occupation policy
in Germany after the Second World War.

The Institute’s research agenda lately
came full circle with the tercentenary of
the Hanoverian accession to the British
throne (2014). The Institute organized two
international conferences to commemorate
the occasion. These events provided fresh
insights into the British, European and
German dynamics of a dynasty that gave
rise to British global power, yet has often,
mistakenly, been perceived as dull and boring.

The second major output was initiated by
the director Peter Wende and concerned
19th century diplomatic history. It has since
become the Institute’s longest running
project. The two editorial series British
Envoys to Germany and British Envoys to the
Kaiserreich include a selection of transcribed
and annotated dispatches sent to the Foreign

British Politics and Foreign Policy, 1727–44
Jeremy Black
Debating Foreign Policy in Eighteenth-Century Britain
Jeremy Black
The Last Battle on English Soil, Preston 1715
Jonathan Oates
Defining John Bull
Political Caricature and National Identity in
Late Georgian England
Tamara L. Hunt

The Hanoverian succession of 1714 brought about a 123-year union between
Britain and the German electorate of Hanover, ushering in a distinct new
period in British history. Under the four Georges and William IV Britain
became arguably the most powerful nation in the world with a growing
colonial Empire, a muscular economy and an effervescent artistic, social and
scientific culture. And yet history has not tended to be kind to the Hanoverians,
frequently portraying them as petty-minded and boring monarchs presiding
over a dull and inconsequential court, merely the puppets of parliament and
powerful ministers. In order both to explain and to challenge such a paradox,
this collection looks afresh at the Georgian monarchs and their role, influence
and legacy within Britain, Hanover and beyond.
Concentrating on the self-representation and the perception of the
Hanoverians in their various dominions, each chapter shines new light on
important topics: from rivalling concepts of monarchical legitimacy and court
culture during the eighteenth century to the multi-confessional set-up of the
British composite monarchy and the role of social groups such as the military,
the Anglican Church and the aristocracy in defining and challenging the
political order. As a result, the volume uncovers a clearly defined new style of
Hanoverian kingship, one that emphasized the Protestantism of the dynasty,
laid great store by rational government in close collaboration with traditional
political powers, embraced army and navy to an unheard of extent and
projected this image to audiences on the British Isles, in the German territories
and in the colonies alike. Three hundred years after the succession of the first
Hanoverian king, an intriguing new perspective of a dynasty emerges,
challenging long held assumptions and prejudices.

Cover image: Sir James Thornhill, rear wall painting of the Upper Hall glorifying George I
(1660–1727) and the House of Hanover (1718–24) at the Royal Naval College, Greenwich,
London, UK. Photo © James Britain/Bridgeman Images.

Adolf Birke, Hans Booms, Otto Merker (eds), Akten der britischen
Militärregierung in Deutschland. Control Commission for Germany,
British element. Sachinventar 1945-1955 (1993).

British Envoys to Germany and British Envoys to the Kaiserreich.
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The Hanoverian
Succession
Dynastic Politics and
Monarchical Culture
EDITED BY

ANDREAS GESTRICH AND
MICHAEL SCHAICH

Office by British diplomats posted to the
German states of Austria, Baden, Bavaria,
Hanover, Hesse, Prussia, and Württemberg.
They cover the years when the states were
fully independent (1815–1866) and as they
were subsequently forged into the German
Empire (1871–1897). The dispatches are
significant as they do not simply refer to ‘high
politics’ but also provide British insights into
German local and regional events, German
regional perspectives on international
issues, as well as political, social and cultural
affairs. The first volume was published in
2000 and the fifth instalment in 2016.

One of the key themes on the German
Historical Institute’s earliest research agenda
was the personal union between the Kingdom
of Hanover and Great Britain. (The two
kingdoms shared their monarchs 1714-1837).
However, Anglo-German relations have had
a much broader and enduring appeal.

Other Titles from Ashgate
Politics and Foreign Policy in the Age of
George I, 1714–1727
Jeremy Black

The Hanoverian Succession
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Anglo-German Relations
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Publication to mark the tercentenary of the
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and Michael Schaich (2015)
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Research Focus III:
Imperial and Global History
the stewardship of the present director,
Andreas Gestrich, the German Historical
Institute London set up the interdisciplinary
Transnational Research Group (TRG) on
‘Poverty and Education in India’ with the
Jawaharlal Nehru University (New Delhi,
India), the University of Göttingen (Germany)
and the King’s India Institute (UK). The TRG
is based in New Delhi and brings together
doctoral and post-doctoral students, and
principal investigators, from diverse fields
including history, anthropology, sociology,
teaching and religion. Its focus is on regional
and global comparative approaches to
social and educational policy in India since
the 19th century. The German Historical
Institute London was the first German
humanities institute abroad to initiate
such an approach to international research
networks, and it has provided an innovative
model of international co-operation.

The German Historical Institute London has
always extended its historical gaze beyond
Germany and the British Isles to the former
British Empire and the Commonwealth.
Increasingly, it has also embraced research
agendas that deal with the wider world.
In the 1980s the Institute pursued a dual
approach to imperial history that, on the one
hand, revolved around institutions, structures
and Great Men and, on the other, adopted the
more interdisciplinary approach known as Area
Studies, which focused on the characteristics
of particular geographical, national, regional
or cultural zones. Conferences, for example,
assessed the politically-charged ‘Scramble for
Africa’ at the Berlin West Africa Conference
1884/5 (1985) as well as zonal policies and
practices. In the 1990s, the focus came to be
more on the intellectual side of imperial history.
Since the millennium, transnational
perspectives have become essential to the
Institute’s work. In addition to the histories
of the British Empire and Commonwealth,
global histories of colonialism and the colonies
are now also significant. In 2013, under

Panel discussion at the official launch of the Transnational Research Group, New Delhi, 2015.

The Transnational Research Group on ‘Poverty and
Education in India’ at a seminar in London, 2014.

A selection of publications by the German Historical
Institute and its staff members in the field of imperial
and global history.
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Cumberland Lodge, Windsor Great Park, a former royal residence that became an educational charity in 1947. Amy Buller (author
of Darkness Over Germany, 1943) had wanted to establish a place where university students could reflect on the moral and
spiritual issues of the day, to help combat extremism and work towards the betterment of society. It was a fitting place to debate
the Third Reich.

Research Focus IV: German History
‘intentionalist’ historians about the role of
Hitler. Was Hitler a strong dictator who drove
the Third Reich according to his own ideological
intentions, or did he preside as a weak dictator
over a regime that was chaotically driven by
its own inner structural determinants? The
question polarized historians throughout
the 1980s, continued to be debated into
the 1990s, and the terms (coined at the
conference) are still relevant today.

The Institute has naturally focused on German
history in order to respond to its host nation’s
scholarly interests. Since the early years it
has tackled some of the burning questions
associated with Nazism and the Second World
War including the nature of the Nazi system,
political terrorism, the policies of appeasement
and the failure of resistance movements
in Germany. In fact, the Institute helped to
shape historiography on the Third Reich as
early as 1979 when it staged the Cumberland
Lodge conference on The Führer State: Myth
and Reality. Structure and Politics of the
Third Reich. This pivotal event gave rise to
a fierce debate between ‘functionalist’ and

Another example of the pioneering approach to
German history welcomed by the Institute was
that of British historians David Blackbourn and
Geoff Eley. In the 1980s they found a willing
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studies are also an approach pursued at
the Institute and these have ranged from
micro level studies such as Early Modern
‘Residenzstädte’ and ‘Landowner Towns’
to the macro e.g. Holocaust remembrance
in the USA, Britain and Germany.

audience and platform for their revisionist
interpretations of the influential German
Sonderweg thesis (‘Germany’s special path to
modernity’). They contested the German idea
of a so-called German ‘deviant’ path because
this idealized Western paths to modernity
as ‘normal’. As with the debate between
functionalists and intentionalists, this enlivened
historiography about Germany for many years.
In addition to overarching approaches to
historical periods, the Institute has also
engaged (and continues to do so) in research
about leading historical personalities, such
as Max Weber and Karl Marx. In-depth case
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Library
history in the UK and there is a growing
demand for German specialist works that
have been translated into English.

When the German Historical Institute
moved into 17 Bloomsbury Square in 1982
the Pharmaceutical Society’s former library
rooms were preserved for continued library
use, complete with their antique bookshelves
sourced from London’s International
Exhibition (held at Crystal Palace in 1862).
It was a rare opportunity to refresh and
continue the legacy of a scholarly library
space in such a beautiful, historical building.

In addition to books, the Institute subscribes
to 230 periodicals, including all important
German regional history journals – these
publications are available in either electronic
format or hard copy. The library also
has copies of major English and German
newspapers and magazines as well as access
to bibliographical databases, full-text electronic
resources and audio-visual archives.

Created in 1976, at the same time as the
establishment of the Institute, the Institute’s
own research library has become a major
asset. To date it has some 86,000 holdings
in German and English, covering general
history, German history, Anglo-German
relations, and the history of the British
Empire and Commonwealth, from the Middle
Ages to the present day. Approximately
half of the collection is on German history.
It is the most up-to-date library on German

The German Historical Institute’s library today.

Today, the library rooms are found on the first
floor, ground floor and also expand into the
basement. It is a research library rather than a
lending library, but books are freely accessible
to all registered readers. It is open to the
general public as well as scholars and students.

The Pharmaceutical Society’s library, 1883/4.
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Events and publications
The Institute organizes and hosts a lecture
and seminar series in the autumn, spring
and summer terms of each year, to which
British and German historians are invited.
This includes collaborations with Oxford
University’s History Department and the
Institute for Historical Research London. Other
events include a Summer School for German
university students on themes in British
history, the Early Modern German History
Workshop, in conjunction with the German
History Society and the German Historical
Institute Washington, and the biennial Medieval
History Seminar, also jointly organized with
the German Historical Institute Washington.

The activities of the German Historical Institute
London comprise a wide range of research and
discussion forums, public seminars, lectures
and exhibitions, and scholarly publications.
The Institute caters largely to an academic
audience but does also reach out to the wider
public for whom historical topics, or the impact
of history on current affairs, are of interest.
Since the early years, the Institute has
organized academic conferences. These bring
together scholars from all over the world and
are often collaborative enterprises, organized
with universities and other institutions. They
provide an essential platform for the exchange
of theoretical and methodological ideas and
empirical results in a wide range of historical
fields. On many occasions, the conference
proceedings are subsequently published. In any
one year some 15–20 conferences take place.

One of the highlights of the Institute’s
calendar is the Annual Lecture, delivered by
an eminent historian. On this occasion the
Prize of the German Historical Institute (for
an outstanding PhD thesis on German, British
or Anglo-German history) is also awarded,
as is the Wolfgang J. Mommsen Prize (for
an exceptional German-language study on
British history to be translated into English).

The Institute also organizes a programme of
annual events.
The Postgraduate Students Conference has
been held for some twenty years now and
gives PhD candidates from the UK and Ireland,
working on all aspects of German history, an
opportunity to present their work-in-progress.

Political Cartoons as Historical Sources, conference at the German Historical
Institute, May 2004. Captured in cartoon format by a professional Private
Eye cartoonist.

Tobias Wolffhardt (Left) and Andreas Gestrich (Right) at the presentation
of the first Wolfgang J. Mommsen Prize in 2010. The event was attended
by members of the Mommsen family. Wolffhardt’s work on KnowledgeProduction as a Task of the State. Colin Mackenzie (c.1753–1821) and the
Project of Surveying India is due for publication imminently.

Nostalgia – Historicizing the Longing for the Past, conference at the
German Historical Institute, October 2015.
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