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Introduction
The spread assumption of an actual crisis of humanities in Germany 

is principally also valid for the field of medieval studies. The current 
broad and common interest in problems of medieval history and its deal-
ing in a popular way are not able to evoke a significant change.

It is necessary to give a critical and comparative description of Ger-
man medieval studies especially according to research done in Western 
Europe and the USA. Just a comparative perspective –having insight to 
the historical development of these studies– can be helpful when dealing 
the question why research of German medievalists only have minor im-
pact on foreign researchers since many years. Unfortunately, innovative 
processes –e.g. in case of the development of new methodological con-
cepts– have been implemented by German researchers far too seldom. 
Nearly exclusively well-known became their internationally recognised 
works in the fields of text-criticism and editing primary sources.

The following paper is meant as a contribution to the mentioned 
critical description of German medieval studies, by referring to the his-
tory of historiography. Mainly I want to concentrate on two different 
aspects. After an introductory comment about the most important in-
stitutions in medieval studies I will try to outline the most influential 
publications of leading German medievalists since the middle of the 19th 
century and to mention current images of the Middle Ages. 

At the same time it is necessary to consider methodological dis-
putes, in this case between the main protagonists Heinrich Sybel (1817-
1895) and Karl Lamprecht (1856-1915). Additionally, these different 
images of the Middle Ages have to be related to contemporary political 
and social developments as well as to the impact of certain images of the 



MEDIEVAL STUDIES AS A STATE-SUPPORTING POWER |  Dieter Berg140

Je
r

ó
n

iM
o
 z

u
r

it
a
, 8

2.
 2

00
7:

 1
39

-1
54

   
   

   
 is

s
n
 0

04
4-

55
17

Middle Ages during the German Empire («Kaiserreich») and the Weimar 
Republic. In this connexion especially the longevity of certain images 
with its political implications for several decades –even until today– has 
to be estimated. The German medieval studies and its concepts of the 
Middle Ages have to be recognized in their political and social dimension 
as a «political science».

The beginnings 
Already a first glance at the history of historiography of the actual 

medieval studies reveals a high affinity to social and political develop-
ments in the German Empire of the 19th century. Hence, the political 
crisis during the Napoleonic era and the following French occupation 
shows an approach of leading intellectuals towards the period of the Mid-
dle Ages, which has been a taboo during the period of Enlightenment. 
In view of this desolate situation of state and society in the beginning of 
the 19th century members of nobility as well as the middle class tried to 
seek orientation and to cope with the contemporary crisis by turning to 
alleged height of the First Empire during the Middle Ages, the Holy Ro-
man Empire. 

This situation of crisis also explains the creation of a specific uni-
versal-historical concept due to romanticists from Heidelberg, who un-
derstood the history of the German Empire as part of a universal-human 
process of evolution. In this process the single people –i.e. also the Ger-
man people– deploy their specific individuality according to God’s plans. 
The contemporary period of decay was to overcome by the recourse of 
«undamaged» epochs –the Middle Ages– so that the evolution of people 
could be lead to perfection. 

In search of orientation guide-lines one turned not only to the study 
of literary sources –like German myths and tales– in which a concrete 
«spirit of the people» («Volksgeist») was meant to be detected. At the 
same time romantically minded political philosophers like Adam Hein-
rich Müller (1779-1829) glorified the Holy Roman Empire of the Middle 
Ages as an ideal. The latter was supposedly born by this «spirit of the 
people» («Volksgeist») and met completely the requirements by its cor-
porate hierarchy, thereby suiting its religious designation. The organic 
unity of society and state –as a part of metaphysical order– was meant 
to be realised in the German Empire of the Middle Ages.

An important element of this «ideal expectation» of the medieval 
German Empire can also be seen in the assumption that it was char-
acterized by prestige, power and unity. Apart from the problems of the 
medieval structure of society, the concept of a powerful German Empire 
offered the German enemies of Napoleon a possibility of strengthening 
the political self-confidence of their German contemporaries by an ap-
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peal to this medieval ideal. Simultaneously, authors like Johann Gott-
lieb Fichte (1762-1814) and August Wilhelm Schlegel (1767-1845) tried 
to raise their German contemporaries’ awareness of a national identity. 
Due to this change of a political self-conception one hoped to assist forc-
es, which worked towards a strengthening of the Empire by the mere 
thought of a unified nation. 

This nexus of historical reflexion of medieval history as well as 
the strive to overcome current social crises after the foundation of the 
«Deutsche Bund» (German Union) is especially clear in the academic 
political activities of Freiherr Karl vom Stein (1757-1831). In reaction 
to the experiences from the Napoleonic Wars of Liberation Stein tried 
to strengthen the political patriotism of the Germans by founding the 
«Gesellschaft für ältere deutsche Geschichtskunde» (the society for the 
ancient German history of historiography) in 1819. 

At the end of the Prussian reforms and at the beginning of the Resto-
ration Stein endeavoured to give an impetus for the realisation of the idea 
of the national state in the «Deutsche Bund» (German Union), when col-
lecting and editing all primary sources from the history of Germany from 
c. 500 until c. 1500. Significantly, the reformer only hesitantly received 
support for his private research project from influential persons of politi-
cal life. The latter were worried that the support of national thought by 
studies of medieval history might be exploited by bourgeois powers for 
domestic political aspects. If the appeal of the idea of a German nation 
had supported the war against the Napoleonic occupation until as late as 
1815, it might then be implemented against the movement of Restora-
tion and in favour of a drastic reform of the entire society. The recourse 
to example of the German Empire in the Middle Ages was not neces-
sarily enhancing –as in the view of some romanticists– a justification of 
existing feudal respectively social structures of class and power. In fact 
an appraisal of the political and social role of the bourgeoisie in the Mid-
dle Ages –as done by Gustav Stenzel (1792-1854) 1830 in his History of 
the Prussian State («Geschichte des preussischen Staates»)– could well 
serve contemporary efforts of emancipation of the middle class in the 
states of the German Union («Deutsche Bund»).

Although Stein’s research society under the direction of Heinrich 
Pertz (1795-1876) limited its work in the following years to the develop-
ment of a new method of text-criticism and to the exemplary edition 
of primary sources, the political reservations still remained. Leopold 
von Ranke (1795-1886) and his scholars received greater support. They 
were generally not estimated as suspicious by von Metternich and the 
governing powers. This was mainly due to their concept of nativeness 
of historical individuality and their claim for objectiveness in their his-
tory works based on new methodological maxims of source criticism. 
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Additionally, Ranke as an «objective» historian abstained from giving 
a judgement of past times. He aspired to describe historical facts and 
chronological sequences in their genesis, in their interrelation and in 
their consequences. Ranke also abjured to disabuse others about past 
times «which were directly related to God» and renounced to the possi-
bility exploiting his historical knowledge to solve contemporary political 
problems.

Since the 1830s a co-operation between Stein’s «Gesellschaft für 
ältere Geschichtskunde» and the circle of Ranke’s scholars became re-
ality. Pertz and his colleagues published their editions as early as 1826 
continuously. These works served leading Ranke scholars when using 
their new methods of source criticism and exemplifying their historical 
theory of findings, the latter later known as historicism («Historismus»). 
Due to the superiority of this historical method, the postulate of not hav-
ing any political affiliation as well as objectiveness of description –firstly 
linked to the study of medieval history–, medieval studies advanced to 
the most accredited and leading discipline within historical science. As 
late as in the 1840s these historical methods and principles of critical 
assessment of sources, but also the editing methods of the scholars of 
the Monumenta Germaniae Historica were absorbed by historians doing 
historical research of modern times. However, the claim for leadership 
of medieval studies was not contested. By reason of its complex meth-
odological instruments it remained the authoritative discipline in the 
field of historical science. 

The publishing results of the cooperation between the MGH (Monu-
menta Germaniae Historica) and the school of Ranke were very consid-
erable and essential for research in medieval studies since the 1830s. 
Since that time not only decisive editions of primary sources emerged 
–most of them still used today–, but also relevant regestae and interpre-
tations of the history of the German medieval empire. Here to mention 
are Johann Friedrich Böhmer’s (+1863) «Regesta Imperii» as well as the 
«Jahrbücher der deutschen Geschichte» (Annals of the German histo-
ry), that are also still used today due to its wide range of source mate-
rial. Important Ranke scholars, who later became leading researchers in 
medieval studies, were involved in these projects; such as Georg Waitz 
(1813-1886), Rudolf Köpke (1812-1870), Heinrich Sybel (1817-1895) 
and Wilhelm Giesebrecht (1814-1889).

According to the principles of their master, the Ranke scholars tried 
to write an «objective» –as they claimed– politically non-affiliated his-
tory of the Empire on the basis of monographs about German monarchs 
since Otto the Great. But if the depicted image of the history of the 
Empire is analysed in detail, one will find clear preferences and contem-
porary perspectives. In general only the political history of events is con-
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sidered and the monarch is described as the protagonist. Political active 
persons are only those amongst the social elite, i.e. the nobility, which 
is identified as the people. Since Otto I the German Empire is presented 
as the leading power, in which «German nationality» is manifested, like 
Wilhelm Doenniges (1814-1872) stated in his annals of Otto I. 

This is even associated with the thesis of political supremacy of the 
German people above all others. All non-aristocratic classes of the popu-
lation as well as problems from the field of social or economic history 
were not taken into consideration. Despite the claim of objectiveness all 
these interpretations primarily served the glorification of single mon-
archs and the accordant elite, which formed and represented a unified 
and therefore powerful Empire claiming a European supremacy. The ex-
ploitation of this ostensibly objective image of the Empire in the Middle 
Ages in relation to the idea of a national state as well as in relation to a 
historical legitimacy of the prevalent system was not only obvious, but 
also implemented by the political powers of the Restoration period. 

However, not all descriptions of medieval history written by schol-
ars of Ranke had a stabilising impact on the existing political regimes 
within the members of the Deutsche Bund (German Union). E.g. histo-
rians like Johann Gustav Droysen (1808-1884), Heinrich Sybel (1817-
1895) or Georg Waitz (1813-1886) were influential supporters of liber-
alism. The example of Georg Waitz’ «Deutsche Verfassungsgeschichte» 
(German constitutional history) shows the relevance of constitutional 
studies of the history of the German medieval empire in relation to the 
political discussion in the German «Vormärz» (pre-March period) and in 
the National Assembly. 

Based on the postulate that history is the intrinsic source for the in-
sight of a nation and its character and that all modern constitutional and 
state institutions can also be detected in German history, Waitz started 
his analysis of German constitutional history analysing the Germanic 
tribes. Here the liberal historian Waitz –always strictly «objective» ac-
cording to the principles of the school of Historicism– designed a picture 
of the old Germanic constitution including obvious lineaments of a lib-
eral constitutional state. 

According to Waitz the decisive element in the Germanic constitu-
tion was «freedom» of the individual member of the people («Volksg-
enosse»), whose political rights were based on properties possessed as a 
free man. In a close connection to this freedom of the people was king-
ship, which owed its creation an election process, undertaken by the 
people and hence had a constitutional character. The nobility, which 
had only a greater prestige, had no genuine power in the Germanic con-
stitution. The latter was based on a cooperative order of free individuals, 
to which the mass of «dependent people» in the lower social stratum did 
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not belong. Later developments of the constitution like the instalment 
of feudalism or the patrimonial system were not to be seen as part of the 
«spirit of the German people» («German Volksgeist»). They represented 
a special development and an alien element, not having something in 
common with the German national character. 

Due to the link between freedom and the legal system within the 
community of the members of the people («Volksgenossen»), old Ger-
manic freedom was able to be preserved. According to Waitz it symbol-
ized the undetachable heritage of the German people, which had to be 
recalled by historical reflection. Simultaneously, the analysis of the old 
Germanic constitution offered the possibility to seek and detect para-
digms to solve contemporary constitutional problems. This was done 
by the principles of modern source criticism, however, but also by the 
interpretation of the source material aiming towards the pursuit of the 
constitutional ideal –perhaps unknowingly.

The Revolution of 1848 and further developments 
The ambivalence between the standards of the Ranke school –to pro-

claim objective historical truth– and the implicit covering of research ob-
jects in connection with actual political problems remained in the follow-
ing years. Especially after the revolution of 1848 and the emerging wish of 
the German bourgeoisie of creating a strong national state, German me-
dievalism almost received a national mission. Due to its high prestige and 
the standards of «objectivity» and «truth» in its historical works, German 
medievalists obtained the task to give reasons for and to legitimate histori-
cally the wish of creating a German national state. In this context Ranke 
and his scholars completely controlled the personal and conceptual devel-
opment in their discipline. Therefore in the 40s only those authors could 
find appreciation concerning their studies who dedicated themselves to 
this so-called history craft –both in method and conception. 

However, the predominance of the Ranke scholars did not exclude 
controversies, especially if they contained a political background. A 
prime example for the important role of German medievalists in daily 
political discussions about a national state is the famous dispute between 
Sybel (1817-1895) and Ficker (1826-1902). The origin of the conflict 
between the liberal Prussian protestant Heinrich Sybel and the catholic 
Julius von Ficker from Paderborn, who was not a member of the Ranke 
school, lay in the panegyric hymn written by Wilhelm von Giesebrecht 
and dedicated to the medieval emperors in his history of the German 
Empire («Geschichte der deutschen Kaiserzeit»), the first volume being 
published in 1855.

Major objective of Giesebrecht, a Ranke scholar, was –according to 
the prologue– the glorification of a period in which the emperor was 
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able to determine the history of the Occident and in which the German 
people was unified, on the height of its strength, able to determine its 
fate and capable to rule over other people. With his work Giesebrecht 
tried to strengthen the national consciousness of his contemporaries. 
Additionally, he gave orientation guidelines concerning the concept of a 
German national state while falling back on the history of the medieval 
empire. Leading principle was the insight that the past had to legitimate 
what was to come.

Against the background of the dualism between Prussia and Austria, 
the strive of the Austrian Empire against the movements of independ-
ence in Italy and the shaping of a future national state due to a «klein-
deutsch» (small German) or «großdeutsch» (large German) concept, in 
the year 1859 Sybel began to criticise fundamentally Giesebrecht’s sug-
gestion of an universal medieval empire. Central point of this struggle 
was the question of judging the imperial policy of German sovereigns 
from the Ottonian emperors to the Staufen emperors, and here espe-
cially their intensive political engagement in Italy. The universality of 
the medieval concept of empire remained controversial. Disputable was 
also the problem, whether the medieval empire was weakened in the 
High Middle Ages and thereby decaying into several territories, because 
or despite its connection to universal papacy and the connected Ital-
ian policy. Here, Sybel condemned the intervention of German rulers 
in Italy due to a false interpreted concept of the medieval Empire. Their 
political interests in Italy prevented them from paying attention to their 
original national duties in the German Empire. On the contrary, Ficker 
–following the ideas of Giesebrecht– not only defended the imperial pol-
icy of the German sovereigns since the Early Middle Ages, but entitled 
the universal medieval Empire as a genuine national power and as the 
genuine expression of the national identity.

The reference to everyday politics of this academic dispute since 
1859 is evident. Again, analysis of medieval history had been misused to 
canonize actual political and social decisions. There were two competing 
concepts of a future national state –traditionally described as the small 
German («kleindeutsche») or large German («großdeutsche») solution. 
The catholic historian form Paderborn, Ficker, recurred to the example 
of a universal empire in the Middle Ages. This was to deduce the ne-
cessity of a large German Empire («großdeutsches» Reich) under the 
rule of a catholic Austrian emperor. The Prussian protestant historian, 
Sybel, used the same source material to prove the failure of a universal 
imperial policy in the Middle Ages, thereby deducing a small German 
(«kleindeutsch») understanding of the concept of empire and of the Em-
pire as a political power. In awareness that the universal imperial policy 
in the Middle Ages had been the tomb of the national welfare» («Grab 
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der Nationalwohlfahrt»), Sybel asked for a solution of a small protestant 
Prussian empire.

The discussion about a political assessment of medieval imperial 
politics of the Empire was over latest in 1866 after the battle of König-
grätz. However, medieval research was still functionalised by the Ranke 
scholars for the political configuration of the German Union. Since the 
1850s medieval research projects were additionally promoted by a grow-
ing interest in the history of the old Empire. Here, the foundation of the 
historical commission of the Bavarian Academy («Historische Kommis-
sion bei der bayrischen Akademie») in Munich had a positive effect. Not 
only the editorial work on the annals of the German history («Jahrbüch-
er der deutschen Geschichte») was continued, but also new and impor-
tant editorial projects of source material were started. Here to mention 
are p.ex. the papers of the German National Assembly («Deutsche Re-
ichstagsakten»), the chronicles of the German towns («Chroniken der 
deutschen Städte») as well as the papers of the general assemblies of the 
Hanseatic League («Hanserecesse») and the famous «Germania Sacra». 
The quality and value of these editorial works can still be estimated as 
very important. Until today these fundamental editions have not been 
substituted and are still being used in historical research.

Important for the understanding of German medievalism during the 
50s and 60s is the fact that leading historians did not disclaim the ex-
ploitation of their research results for the political future of their state. 
Waitz, Sybel and other historians did not hesitate to interfere in actu-
al politics of their time. They engaged for their political conviction as 
members of parliament and as publicists. Especially as the latter they 
provided in the field of the historical research –i.e. medievalism– high 
reputation as educational authorities. However, the long-term objective 
remained the unified German national state. 

The foundation of the german Empire in 1871 
This objective seemed to be achieved due to the foundation of 

the German Empire in 1871. Historians supporting the small German 
(«kleindeutsch») solution such as Sybel saw themselves approved in 
their actual interpretation of medieval history linked to daily politics. 
In the aftermath the major task of national-thinking medievalists was 
to maintain these political achievements. At the same time the political 
and academic leading position had to be secured and defended against 
lots of threats. On the one hand this was contemporary history. Due to 
the fundamental changes in society and economy it had gained a grow-
ing interest since the 70s. On the other hand the specialisation within 
the subject, a specialisation in medieval and modern history, was in-
tensified. This evoked a high need for seeking a specified academic and 
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public profile among medievalists. All fields of historical science had to 
compete more and more with newly created disciplines like national 
economy and sociology. Both academic disciplines seemed to be more 
qualified finding solutions for social problems in context with a proceed-
ing industrialisation process than the traditional disciplines. 

Historians and especially medievalists saw themselves threatened 
in their social leading position as functional elite and in relation to 
social values by three different forces: supporters of positivism, mate-
rialism and socialism. Most important was the movement of socialists, 
who had to be restrained by an alliance between nobility and bour-
geoisie. German historians had a strong impact on securing existing 
structures of society and sovereignty. Especially medievalists tried to 
endure their importance as normative benefactors within politics and 
culture. Additionally, they tried to give historical reference for future 
developments in the Empire. They advocated their elitist position as 
they did not only produce specialised knowledge, but also worked as 
academic teachers.

The functional elite of these so-called «Mandarins» –as Fritz K. Ring-
er called them in his famous study «The Decline of the German Manda-
rins» (Cambridge Mass. 1969)– was a «functional governing class» that 
–using the elite knowledge– decisively standardised the education of 
teachers in high and middle schools, but also «bourgeois education» in 
higher bureaucracy in the fields of justice and medicine. As an accepted 
functional elite university professors in the field of medieval history lived 
mainly separated from new, productive social groups, but they still felt 
deeply obliged with the state and its society. Since they highly identified 
themselves with the ideal of a national state, they had to detect every 
single attempt of changing society as subversive. Additionally, they at 
least had to try preventing it. It was not by chance that medievalists as 
well as historians in the field of modern history tried to secure their state 
supporting elite function when strictly selecting young scholars. Until 
the end of the Empire no socialist gained entry to the selected and well 
protected guild of medievalists.

The further development of medievalism can only be explained against 
the background of the struggle defending the existing society against revo-
lutionary tendencies. Concerning research institutions members of the 
described elite helped creating a very close connection between medieval-
ist research institutes, e.g. the Monumenta Germaniae Historica, and the 
state. Therefore the Monumenta Germaniae Historica were changed from a 
proprietary company into a semi-governmental corporation. Furthermore, 
they tried to utilising history associations, who steadily grew in number, 
by fostering the general association of German history associations («Gesa-
mtverein deutscher Altertumsvereine») for the young Empire. 
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In case of productivity of German medievalists one can find a 
steadily growing number of publications since the 70s. Due to the high 
amount of publications in several fields of research one cannot assume 
a coherent image of the Middle Ages in the Empire. However, one can 
detect a limitation of research interests as it refers to the investigated 
time period and the inner circle of leading medievalists. On the one 
hand medievalists were concentrating on the history of the Empire from 
Saxons to the Hohenstaufen, on the other hand they concentrated on 
kingship, urban history, the expansion to the East and the traditional 
constitutional history of the Empire.

The limitation to certain fields of research interest was not arbitrar-
ily. For all important medievalists it was a common interpretation –e.g. 
Georg von Below (1858-1927)– that only the state had to in the focus of 
historical research. As the state governs the historical world and there-
fore history could only be seen through the eyes of the state, especially 
the fields of constitution, administration and economy were of specific 
interest. Since the 80s the history of the medieval cities found increasing 
attention. This is comprehensible against the background of an alliance 
between aristocracy and bourgeoisie under the reign of Bismarck. Es-
pecially investigations on the development of communal autonomy and 
economy of the city in the high Middle Ages were important. Further, 
the history of the Hanseatic League and the important trade companies 
were intensively investigated as examples of bourgeois assertiveness. 
Von Below and other historians identified and exploited these insights 
from the history of the medieval bourgeoisie in daily politics and used 
them as a treasure trove concerning empiric analogies which could be 
used in contemporary politics («Fundgrube empirischer Analogien für 
die Gegenwart»).

Some historians even went further when exploiting and functional-
ising their results in daily politics. Since the 80s they did not hesitate to 
legitimate the imperial endeavours of the government with recourse to 
the history of the Hanseatic League and the so-called colonization of the 
East. Even in Bruno Gebhardt’s manual of German history («Handbuch 
der deutschen Geschichte») in its edition from 1891 the major task of 
the kings was described as securing and increasing the territory of the 
Empire. According to Gebhardt (1858-1905) the majority of German 
monarchs had this task of expansion in alliance with the burghers of the 
cities even after the times of the Staufer. On the one hand this happened 
by economical activities of the Hanseatic League, on the other hand due 
to the expansion of the German nature when colonizing the Slavs.

The expansion of the Empire did only experience obstacles by cer-
tain territorial rulers, who pursued individual interests. These rulers as 
representatives of particular powers weakened the power of kingship 
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since the Staufer in the interior of the Empire. In respect to the wish 
of creating a central royal power that had its objectives domestically as 
well as in foreign policy, the aims of single German rulers creating their 
own territories had to be viewed as condemnable. Sectionalism of Ger-
man rulers was rated destructive so that the development of several ter-
ritorial states of the late Middle Ages demonstrating their cultural variety 
could only be seen as an aberration and decline of the Empire.

The categories for the evaluation of the Empire’s history are rea-
sonable: The ideal image of a central national state ruled by a strong 
monarch was normative and mother-of-all German nation. The state 
was the highest objective under which all individual interests had to 
subordinate. Any efforts against centralism were principally estimated 
as an aberration. The same was valid for political powers that tried to 
query the stability of the existing structures of sovereignty. Since the in-
vestiture contest the papacy proved to be destabilising as it sought to be 
a universal power interfering unauthorized into the autonomous fiefdom 
of secular power.

Georg von Below (1858-1927) was surely the most important rep-
resentative of this governmental image of medieval history. His efforts 
aimed at the implementation of a political historiography –i.e. of a histo-
riography that was confronted only with those parts of culture that had 
the closest contact to the state. His concept of history was decisive for 
the development of medievalism until World War I and further; not to 
mention the so-called dispute of methods («Methodenstreit») with Karl 
Lamprecht (1856-1915).

For Below, who saw himself as a representative and defender of the 
Wilhelminian system of society, this debate was more than a pure aca-
demic dispute. He struggled for political historiography that appreciated 
the importance of nation, state and leading elite personalities. He dis-
missed cultural history («Kulturgeschichte») like it was postulated by 
Lamprecht. The latter proposed a special analysis in the field of social 
history, especially in order to show the process of paraphrase («Proz-
esshaftigkeit») of history and not the academic research on individual 
rulers. The historian Below disliked this kind of analysis. On the one 
hand this assumption of a kind of natural historical development saw 
Lamprecht in the tradition of having a materialistic philosophy and 
therefore supporting the position of social-revolutionists. On the other 
hand the cultural history written Lamprecht incorporated all elements 
that were not German. Below evaluated Lamprecht’s sectionalist histo-
riography as containing ideas of pacifiscm, cosmopolitanism and inter-
nationalism.

Below’s «victory» in this dispute of methods –like that one over the 
liberal historian Otto von Gierke– had a deep impact on medievalism in 
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Germany. For a long time a change of perspective in favour of social his-
tory was hindered and social historical research discriminated as politi-
cally dangerous. At the same time political historiography («politische 
Geschichtsschreibung») prevailed –this meant a concentration on the 
history of the state and its constitution. This governmental point of view 
looked towards political ideals of the Empire, having the normative of a 
central national state. Federal or sectional elements in medieval history 
were seen as destabilising and destructive.

The concept of a national state was linked to the idea of a universal 
importance of the medieval emperorship. Only those epochs that helped 
establishing a universal thought of this emperorship were viewed as the 
height, the period of blossom («Blütezeit») of the Middle Ages. This in-
cluded a successful struggle against interference of the papacy in the 
field of the medieval «state». The development of several different ter-
ritories in the Empire after the ending of the Hohenstaufen had to be es-
timated as phenomena of decline and degeneration, as the royal central 
power was severely weakened. A strong leading figure was determinative 
for the historical development so that world history could be seen as the 
history of power –determined by the power of strong individual rulers. 
History of social developments or social groups was almost completely 
neglected, if not involved in the process of political thought.

From the end of the Empire to the end of the weimar Republic 
Latest since the Wilhelminian times the German medievalism 

gained the image of a conservative science, which stood against any 
power or kind of political change including ideas of materialism or so-
cialism. Social history remained proscribed in Germany –in the very 
contrast to Western Europe. The social theories of Lamprecht were 
successfully integrated and enhanced in historical research especially 
in England, France and the USA. In Germany the governmental im-
age of the medieval Empire and its personalised approach dominated 
even after the fall of the German Kaiserreich. Decisive elements of 
this image could even be exploited by the Nazis. Like in the German 
Kaiserreich certain images of the Middle Ages were functionalised in 
daily politics. Thus, German medievalists were able to describe the 
German Middle Ages as the fate of Germany («Deutschlands Mittela-
lter als Deutschlands Schicksal»). One did not hesitate to show con-
tinuity from the First Reich to the Third Reich: This Third Reich was 
meant to include essential elements of the medieval Empire, i.e. unity, 
power of a leader/ruler, pure power of the state on the domestic level 
and occidental oriented mission in the field of foreign relations («Ein-
heit, Herrschaft des Führers, reine Staatlichkeit nach innen, abend-
ländische Sendung nach außen»).
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This kind of explanations –having a clear propagandistic charac-
ter– can only be seen in the tradition of a political history, in which 
scientific insight was exploited for political interests such as stabilising 
and legitimating sovereignty. Until today the role of medievalism in this 
matter is not completely and sufficiently analysed. However, I claim that 
a sufficient estimation of the role of medievalism e.g. for the NS-ideology 
can only be recognised in context with this science since the late 18th 
century. Due to the lack of time more detailed examples will be given in 
the written version of this paper. 

Conclusion and outlook
I would like to summarise my reflections and give some thesis: 

 1. Since its beginnings in the 19th century, the discipline of medieval 
studies in Germany had never been a science without purpose and 
aims. This discipline was always closely linked to the political and 
social situation in Germany. 

 2. Since the 19th century there was a close relation between the disci-
pline of medieval studies and the political movement of the creation 
of a national state. The link to the history of the first medieval em-
pire served as a point of reference legitimating the national political 
claims since the 19th century.

 3. Since the 19th century we can see two main research focuses in the 
work of German medievalists: a) the edition of medieval source ma-
terial to reinforce the national movement; b) the concentration on 
research about the history of the empire and the state in the Middle 
Ages with similar aims.

 4. Since the 19th century the discipline of medieval studies in Ger-
many considered itself as a state supporting science. At the uni-
versities only protestant, national-conservative professors could be 
found who did not accept Jews and socialists as university teachers 
until World War I. 

 5. The training of German scholars in the seminar method was exem-
plary and served as a model for medievalists in Western Europe and 
in the United States. This training included the method of source 
criticism and was used during many decades especially also in the 
case of teachers training. 

 6. Not the beginning but the end of World War I manifested a breach in 
the development of the discipline of medieval studies in Germany: 
after the defeat the German medievalists even became more radi-
cal in politics, they refused to accept the Weimar Republic, they 
claimed the revision of the treaty of Versailles with the recuperation 
of the lost territories of the Empire and claimed authoritarian forms 
of government.
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 7. Other fields and methods of historical research –like p. ex. cultur-
al history proclaimed by Lamprecht– were rejected, but accepted 
quickly in Western Europe and the United States. 

 8. The anti-democratic attitudes of the majority of the German me-
dievalists helped the national socialists to take over the power. No 
considerable resistance could be noticed by German history profes-
sors against the movement of chasing away from the universities 
colleagues for political or racial issues. 

 9. The majority of professors arranged with the system, in their writ-
ings they adopted the style and language of the ideology of the na-
tional socialists and figured as opportunists and helpers. Only some 
of them rejected the national socialists at the end of World War II. A 
prominent personality like Marc Bloch cannot be found in German 
universities in the field of politics or in the field of research. 

10. But the national socialists were not capable to homogenise German 
universities. Attempts to introduce more academic teachers who 
were members of the party, did not succeed. 

11. Concerning research topics, the majority of German medievalists 
concentrated during the Third Reich/Empire on traditional topics 
like the history of the German Empire and German constitutional 
history, a new field was German regional history, especially con-
cerning the border regions of the Germany which were lost in the 
Treaty of Versailles. The work on the edition of exclusively German 
source material was continued. 

12. The occupation with foreign medieval research was rejected; espe-
cially the new currents of the Annales in France, these works were 
only taken slowly into consideration in Germany in the 1960s.

13. Nevertheless since the 1920s some very important research works 
were published, which mainly were taken into consideration after 
World War II, for examples studies published by Herbert Grund-
mann (1902-1970), Percy Ernst Schramm (1894-1970) and Gerd 
Tellenbach (1903-1999). 

14. Only the actual research projects could prove the suspicion that 
some German medievalists helped consciously or unconsciously by 
doing research in the fields of regional history, history of the settle-
ment etc. to support the Nazi politics of expansion and destruction. 
These historians actually discussed the question of the relation be-
tween power and historical research and the question of the politi-
cal and social responsibility of academics and their research topics. 
These discussions are not finished. 

15. There was a continuity of academic staff at the universities after the 
end of World War II. Only some professors who were very deeply 
involved in the atrocities of the Nazi regime were excluded from 
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universities. Questions about the presumptive political involvement 
of professors concerning their work at universities were not asked 
in the 1960s. First research projects started in the 1980s. 

16. The Federal Republic of Germany tried to provide continuity and 
objectivity also concerning the research topics in medieval history 
following the principles of Ranke. Only in 1960s professors started 
to discover new fields of research and included slowly and very cau-
tiously ideas provided by the French school of the Annales. Nev-
ertheless in Germany the research in the field of medieval studies 
continued in the years after World War II to be very traditional and 
only receptive. Since the 1960s German medievalists did not start 
important innovations in this field.




