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In 2013, Germany celebrated the bicentennial of the so-called Wars of Liberation of 1813–15. These wars were the culmination of the Prussian and German struggle against Napoleon between 1806 and 1815, which occupied a key position in both German national historiography and memory. Although these conflicts have been analyzed in thousands of books and articles, much of the focus has been on the military campaigns and alliances, emerging sovereign states and reform movements and early articulations of modern nationalism. Karen Hagemann argues that we cannot achieve a comprehensive understanding of these wars and their importance in collective memory without recognizing how the interaction of politics, culture and gender influenced these historical events and continues to shape later recollections of them. She thus explores the highly contested discourses and symbolic practices by which individuals and groups interpreted these wars and made political claims, starting in the period itself and ending with the centenary in 1913.
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“It is a dreadful barbarism to which we have forced our enemies, through which they in turn forced us to commit atrocities that would never have happened otherwise.
Oh, my beloved friend, my heart stops when I think of this pernicious circle,
which coils itself around millennia of history! Will there never come a time when Man will fully enjoy the privilege of being ennobled above all creatures through the gift of reason;
will freely and cheerfully live up to the duties that flow from this highest form of nobility;
will be allowed to be human, without inhumanity being demanded of him
in the name of familial love, welfare, the fatherland, national honor?”
The French officer Marquis Hypolit Drouot d’Hericourt
in a letter to his German fiancé Minna Warburg in the winter of 1812,
cited in Friedrich Spielhagen’s novel Noblesse oblige (Leipzig, 1888)
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Figure 1 Georg Friedrich Kersting, “Theodor Körner, Karl Friedrich Friesen und Christian Ferdinand Hartmann on Outpost Duty” (Theodor Körner, Karl Friedrich Friesen und Christian Ferdinand Hartmann auf Vorposten), oil painting, 1815, Nationalgalerie, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin. 
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Figure 2 Georg Friedrich Kersting, “The Wreath-Maker” (Die Kranzwinderin), oil painting, 1815, Nationalgalerie, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin. 


Prelude
War, Culture and Memory

In November 1816, an article on the latest exhibition at the Berlin Academy of Arts appeared in the Zeitung für die Elegante Welt. Held one year after the end of the 1813–15 wars against Napoleon, this exhibition was entirely devoted to “patriotic art.”1 One of the works introduced in the report was the diptych On Outpost Duty – The Wreath-Maker (see Figures 1 and 2), painted in 1815 by the Saxon artist Georg Friedrich Kersting, who had joined the artistic group of “Dresden Romanticism” some years before.2 During and after the wars of 1813–15, Kersting expressed his German-national and early-liberal convictions in his paintings more explicitly than most of his artist friends.3 When he painted the diptych, the wars against Napoleonic France were coming to an end, and hopes for a German-national rebirth and greater political liberty were running high in the circles of “patriots”4 to which he belonged: reform-oriented, educated middle- and upper-class civil servants, officers, clergymen, educators, writers and artists whose objectives were the “liberation of the fatherland” and frequently more political liberty as well. His diptych depicts the complementary figures that embodied those hopes: young military volunteers and a “German maiden.”5
On Outpost Duty, which Kersting himself had entitled “Theodor Körner, Karl Friedrich Friesen and Christian Ferdinand Hartmann on Outpost Duty,” portrays three men who, like Kersting, served as volunteers in the Lützower Freikorps (Lützow Free Corps), which had been authorized by the Prussian King Friedrich Wilhelm III one month before his declaration of war against France on 15 March 1813. The corps was to enlist into its ranks mainly “young men from abroad” – that is, from German regions outside Prussia – who could arm and outfit themselves. Because of its all-German composition and the activities and publications of its best-known members, for the contemporary public and in collective memory it symbolized the German-national and early-liberal goals of the struggle for liberation.6 Among the most enthusiastic propagandists of the volunteer corps were Friedrich Ludwig Jahn, Friedrich Friesen and Theodor Körner.7 Jahn, a Prussian teacher and journalist who is today known as the Turnvater – “the truly German father of gymnastics” – was one of the most influential activists of the early national movement. In 1810, together with his friend Friedrich Friesen, a teacher from Magdeburg, he began to build up a group of national-minded male gymnasts – the Turner.8 In the spring of 1813, Jahn’s and Friesen’s attempts to mobilize young men throughout Germany for the Lützowers were supported in no small part by an appeal from the popular young Saxon poet Theodor Körner, which had been distributed as a leaflet in Dresden, among other places, in early April 1813. Körner also supported the war effort with poems and songs, which became extremely popular in the volunteer movement. Körner’s appeal challenged the “arms-bearing young men of subjugated Saxony” to join the struggle for liberation and enter the ranks of the Lützow Free Corps, which he described as follows: “In our company there is no distinction of birth, station or country. We are all free men, defying hell and its confederates, whom we will drown, if need be with our own blood.”9 Using similar rhetoric, he sought with his lyric poetry to mobilize young men for the wars as a struggle for both liberation and political liberty.10 By August 1813, the corps had grown to 3,666 men, with three-fifths of them from German-speaking “foreign countries,” primarily from the Protestant areas of northern, central and western Germany.11 Five hundred young men from Saxony alone joined the corps, among them the penniless Kersting, whose uniform and weapons were financed by his older and more-established painter friends Carl Gustav Carus, Caspar David Friedrich and Gerhard von Kügelgen.12 In the corps he befriended Heinrich Hartmann, a law student and member of the patriotic student associations (Burschenschaften) from Thuringia.
Educated contemporaries in Berlin and elsewhere were well aware of the Lützow Free Corps; had surely heard of Jahn, Friesen and Körner; and very likely had read, listened to or personally sung some of Körner’s lyrics, which were not only popularized in the poetry collection Lyre and Sword, published only one year after his death in August 1813, but also quickly set to music by such well-known composers as Carl Maria von Weber in 1814 and Franz Schubert in 1815.13 Contemporaries who saw Kersting’s painting On Outpost Duty in the exhibition at the Berlin Academy of Arts in 1816 or read about it in a journal or newspaper understood its iconography.
The painting represented for them the German-national and early-liberal agenda of the wars of 1813–15 epitomized by the three bearded volunteers dressed in the black, red and gold uniform of the Lützowers and an “old German beret,” all symbolizing their German-national aims.14 Kersting’s diptych, however, was not merely an emphatic declaration of his belief in this agenda. At the same time, he created in it a memorial to three fallen friends, all of whom had died during the fighting of 1813–14: from left to right Hartmann, Friesen and Körner. The three Lützowers – marked as heroic by the Iron Cross medal on their chests – are keeping watch at an advance post on the frontier of the German fatherland, symbolized by the oak forest. They represent the German nation to the outside world as a valorous, manly community of brothers who are restoring their national and thereby their virile honor by liberating the fatherland from the French. Theodor Körner in particular was quickly stylized in contemporary discourse and collective memory as the very embodiment of the young German-national hero (deutscher Heldenjüngling) who voluntarily sacrifices his life to protect the “fatherland” from its enemies.15
The companion piece, The Wreath-Maker, represents the complementary interior image. The German oak forest, symbolizing the unified German nation, connects the two paintings. This nation is shared by both sexes, but assigns men and women different, gender-specific spheres of activity. Whereas the three men in On Outpost Duty are represented as individuals whose names are carved in the oak trees close to the young woman, her portrayal lacks individuality. In her plain, white, national dress and pinned-up blonde hair, she is the allegorical incarnation of the moral and domestic German maiden who emboldens men’s fighting resolve, upholds virtue and modesty at home, greets and honors the returning victors with wreaths and commemorates the fallen heroes. For that very reason she is the ideal visual embodiment of the German-national war aims for which the three young heroes are fighting. The allegory of Germany as a young woman was quite widespread in the art, literature and poetry of the time.16
Kersting’s complex diptych thus represents a gendered vision of the German nation that was popular in the patriotic circles of the small elite of educated middle- and upper-class men and women in Prussia and beyond at the time of the wars against Napoleon. They not only aspired to the liberation of their fatherland, but also to national unity within a confederation and greater political rights, especially a constitution. This German-national and early-liberal idea of the nation competed during and after the wars with a far more widespread notion of a Christian-conservative regional patriotism focused on the territorial state and its monarchical ruler, which was propagated by the Prussian and other territorial governments, the churches and army leaders. The two approaches thus represented competing visions of the future of the German nation and its political order that were debated with increasing vehemence during the wars of 1813–15 and the first postwar decades. Despite all political differences, the supporters shared an understanding of patriotism17 as the self-sacrificing “love of the fatherland,” an adoration of German culture and language and similar ideas about the gender order. In the context of the war, these common ideas, which are also present in Kersting’s diptych, created the unity beyond all political conflicts that was necessary for a successful war against Napoleon.18
After 1815, Kersting continued to paint explicitly patriotic subjects. In 1821 he exhibited The Soldier’s Farewell to His Family, now lost, in the Dresden Academy exhibition, and in 1829 he showed his oil painting The Outpost there (see Figure 3). In this picture Kersting again portrays a volunteer. This time, however, he shows a solitary and isolated soldier on sentry duty, lying alone on a hill, far from his comrades and the civilization that is still suggested by the houses vaguely visible in the background. The middle-aged man, whose beret and full beard reveal his German-national allegiance, appears to be more melancholy than valorous. The color blue dominates the picture, intensifying the lonely, cold aspect of the volunteer, who is wrapped in his cape and clearly shivering. He no longer radiates the middle-class, manly self-confidence of the subjects in Kersting’s earlier drawings and paintings. The nameless volunteer appears to be more doubtful, broken and ambivalent, mirroring Kersting’s own situation at the time and that of the nation in general.
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Figure 3 Georg Friedrich Kersting, The Outpost (Auf Vorposten), oil painting, 1829, Nationalgalerie, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin. 
Kersting’s paintings were not as well received by art critics in the 1820s as they had been during and immediately after the wars of 1813–15. A period of restoration had set in after the final victory over Napoleon in June 1815, and the national opposition movement increasingly became the target of conservative criticism and censorship. The Turner and the Burschenschaften as the vanguard of this movement were outlawed and their leading proponents persecuted following the Carlsbad Decrees of September 1819. In Prussia alone, 345 trials were held in the wake of these decrees.19 Kersting’s paintings no longer fit the zeitgeist. Through his art, he had tried to support the early-liberal demand that the territorial states of the German Confederation created by the Congress of Vienna in 1815 award more political rights to the men who had valorously protected their fatherland and approve the promised constitutions. After the final victory, the conservative governments of the restoration period increasingly attempted to suppress such dangerous ideas. In 1818 Kersting had to abandon his attempts to make a living as a freelance artist and accept a position as supervisor of the designers at the Royal Porcelain Manufactory in Meissen, near Dresden, which allowed him to marry and support a family. Kersting continued to paint in his leisure time, but he never again achieved the same reception as in the period during and immediately after the wars of 1813–15. He responded to the conservative political climate by changing his sujet, increasingly painting middle-class men and women performing gender-specific tasks in appropriate interiors. His German-national and early-liberal paintings were forgotten as the nineteenth century wore on. Kersting’s name surfaced only sporadically in writings about art. On Outpost Duty – The Wreath-Maker was not shown again until the Third Reich, when it resurfaced as part of a 1936 exhibition on German Romanticism in Rostock. The reception in the Nazi press emphasized the nationalist aspects of the iconography in the two paintings and suppressed their liberal agenda.20 After 1945 the two paintings were included in the permanent exhibition first of Charlottenburg Palace and later of the Old National Gallery in Berlin. Only recently have art historians rediscovered Kersting’s oeuvre, although they usually continue to overlook its gender dimensions.
Kersting, his paintings and their changing reception (to the point of total oblivion) are a fitting starting point for a book on war, culture and memory focusing on the history of Prussia’s wars against Napoleon between 1806 and 1815 and how they were remembered up to the First World War. Kersting’s story encapsulates several themes that this book explores. Its aim is to rewrite the history of the wars by emphasizing the importance of the era’s political culture for war mobilization; connecting the analysis of this culture and the contested contemporary perceptions of the wars with the study of the creation of collective memories; and focusing on the significance of gender and other constructed differences in these intertwined processes of the creation of meaning and memory. I use the concept of “political culture” here, broadly defined as the concepts, “values, expectations, and implicit rules that expressed and shaped collective intentions and actions.”21 The focus of the study is on the highly contested discourses and symbolic practices by which individuals and groups made political claims in the broadest sense.22 The construction of competing memories played an important role in this hard-fought process. Although art and other visual representations were obviously very important in the intermedial creation of the collective memories, I decided to concentrate my analysis on textual representations and cultural practices to give the book a clearer focus. In the following Introduction I discuss in more detail the framework of the study, reflecting on the place of the wars in history, historiography and memory, and outlining my own approach.
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Introduction Revisiting the Wars against Napoleon

In 2013, the media and museums throughout Germany began to mark the bicentenary of the last, ultimately victorious wars against Napoleon in 1813–15, which are usually referred to as the “Wars of Liberation.”1 Several academic conferences have debated the history of the period and a plethora of public events – including a vast reenactment of the central battle at Leipzig in October 1813, lectures, readings and “history festivals” – have recalled the wars.2 Documentaries and other programs on television,3 newspapers and magazines,4 popular history books and bestselling historical novels have re-narrated them.5 The hype around the anniversaries of the Napoleonic Wars began in 2005 in Britain, occasioned by the anniversary of the Battle of Trafalgar with a major exhibition on Nelson & Napoleon. Exhibitions in Austria, Germany, Italy, Russia and Sweden followed.6 The most recent include Napoleon and Europe: Dream and Trauma, a Franco-German project that was shown in Bonn in 2011 and in Paris in 2013. It explores “the close connection between the level of expectation that Napoleon created and the deep distress he caused.”7 This book also emphasizes the ambivalence, frictions, ruptures and contradictions that marked the period of the wars of the Napoleonic Empire and the preceding French Revolution – which raged across and beyond the Continent between 1792 and 1815 – and its legacy. The sometimes sudden and dramatic transformations in the economy, politics, the military and society that characterized this time occurred unevenly across Europe and were accompanied by stagnation and the persistence of tradition in other areas of work and life, particularly in the culture of everyday life and mentalities. Contemporaries had to cope with the coexistence of accelerated change and cultural continuities, and the contradiction between universalist rhetoric and exclusionary practices.8 These ambivalences also formed the memories of the Napoleonic Wars from 1803 to 1815, which were at once national and European. The nation – defined, following Benedict Anderson, as an “imagined community” – was the main framework in which most memories of these wars were initially constructed and in which they then evolved and circulated.9 Many European countries recall the era even today as a “formative period” in the history of their nation.10 This “nationalization” of memory, which is also reflected in the research, is, however, accompanied by the emergence and formation of a “shared and entangled,” specifically European memory of the same wars.11
This dual national and European dimension of the memories of the wars between 1792 and 1815 stems from their specific character: They were the first modern world wars, or as David A. Bell has put it, the first “total wars,” to be conducted by mass armies that used patriotic and national propaganda to mobilize men for fighting.12 For Bell, this “fusion of politics and war” characterizes the period and led to a “cataclysmic intensification of the fighting” that justifies the description of “total war” mainly for three reasons: the much larger size of armies and the dramatic increase of the frequency of battles; the changing relations between the military and civilians; and a new “culture of war,” which used a nationalized rhetoric to legitimate the proclaimed aim to annihilate the enemy.13 It relentlessly pushed states toward “an inexorable spiral of escalation that ultimately” ended “with the collapse of one side or the other from sheer exhaustion and exsanguinations.”14
In many ways Bell’s approach, which emphasizes the importance of the culture of war, can help us to understand the specific dynamic of the period. In using the contentious concept of “total war,” we risk, however, projecting an ideal definition drawn from present-day scholarship onto a historical period that was marked by a rapid and contradictory transformation.15If we wish to understand the interplay between the complex processes at work, we need to historicize them. Only then can we recognize that the related political and military goals of these wars and the different forms of mass mobilization had far-reaching structural consequences with significance far beyond the military and the conduct of war. Most important, compared to earlier periods, was the trend to deploy mass armies of a size previously unknown.
The number of soldiers deployed surpassed anything ever before seen in Europe. In 1813 the Grande Armée was around 440,000 men strong, and the coalition field army around 510,000.16 In order to defeat Napoleon, his enemies had to build up mass armies and appropriate French military strategy with its general aim of annihilating the troops of the adversary. This development had far-reaching consequences not only for the military but also for civilian society. For the wars between 1792 and 1815, scholars estimate up to five million war dead in Europe; in relation to the size of the population this matches the death rate of the First World War.17 The magnitude of the armies meant that war casualties rose to previously unheard-of levels. Only a minority of the victims were soldiers who died in battle; most perished from injuries, diseases and epidemics that also affected the civilian population. Thousands of veterans returned home disabled and faced the prospect of survival without adequate state support.18
Civilians experienced more troop movements combined with military engagements, occupation and annexation than in all of the eighteenth-century wars put together. They had to pay the costs of mass warfare. Old forms of supply through state repositories were replaced by new requisitions systems. The lands crossed and occupied by mass armies also had to feed and house them; in this respect, these armies did not distinguish between friend and foe. The civilian population had to finance the wars not only by means of higher taxes and tariffs, but also by providing all kinds of goods: weapons and uniforms, along with food, animals and carts. Occupied territories were exploited and compelled to make financial contributions, intensifying economic hardship. Economic warfare became an important strategy to defeat the enemy; the Continental Blockade is the best-known example of this strategy.19
Warfare on this scale necessitated the support of large segments of the population. Larger and smaller states, monarchies and republics alike appealed to patriotic sentiment to mobilize men to volunteer for military service. They also needed the support of male and female civilians to provide equipment for the armies, medical services for sick and wounded soldiers and charitable contributions for invalids, widows and orphans. The war as a situation of declared “national emergency” thus opened up opportunities especially for noble and middle-class women to become active in arenas of public life that had previously been closed to them. The levée en masse that Revolutionary France introduced in August 1793 set the model for other states. It demanded that young men of military age become soldiers, and that older men support the war effort with material and ideas. Women, by contrast, were to ensure that the warriors were equipped with tents and uniforms, care for sick and wounded soldiers and bolster the men’s fighting resolve. Political differences notwithstanding, the same ideas about the gender order of war informed the propaganda that accompanied military mass mobilization in the various belligerent countries.20
Influenced by the experiences of these new forms of mass warfare as well as the political culture of the time, self-perceptions and perceptions of the Other by the inhabitants of many European regions and nations changed fundamentally. Because these wars led to the circulation of millions of people – soldiers, prisoners of war and civilians – throughout Europe and beyond, many men and women experienced the otherness, but also similarities, of different European cultures for the first time. The increased use of a highly gendered “patriotic-national”21 rhetoric in war propaganda provided a discursive framework for the articulation of these differences and similarities that seems to have led to a nationalization of collective identities. Traditional stereotypes about the differing character of peoples (Völkerstereotype) now became modern ideas about disparate national characters (Nationalcharaktere).22 As a result, to an extent unprecedented in previous wars, the discourse of the time created ideas of ethnic and national identity that would continue to define European culture well into the twentieth century. At the same time, in this discourse the idea of a European identity that united the included “civilized” nations against their external “Others” in the “barbaric East” and the “uncivilized South” as well as the “savages” in the colonized world were further developed. These wars, therefore, had an enduring influence on the creation of the collective identity and memory of most European regions and nations, and the ways in which they were remembered had both regional and national as well as transnational dimensions.23 They shaped the thinking about Europe and the world beyond, but the collective recollections of the wars themselves were constructed mostly as regional and national memories.24
The Anti-Napoleonic Wars in Historiography and Memory
For these reasons, the exploration of the history of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars, specifically how they were experienced and remembered, needs to start on the level of the region and the nation, even though most European countries were involved in the wars of the Napoleonic Empire between 1803 and 1815. Only on the regional and national levels can the many factors that influenced the perception and recollection of the wars against Napoleon be carved out in greater detail. The focus of this study is German-speaking Central Europe, especially Prussia. For the Prussian monarchy and other parts of Germany, the period of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars that began in 1806 with a devastating defeat and ended in 1815 with a decisive victory occupied a key position in both historiography and memory up to 1945. Several contesting interpretations emerged and competed for hegemony in the German-speaking regions during the nineteenth century, the period in which the historiographical “master narratives”25 and collective memory of the period were formulated.
In the German historiography, two master narratives became most influential. Both focused on the wars of 1813–15. The monarchic-conservative Prussian narrative spoke of “Wars of Liberation” (Befreiungskriege) fought by “subjects” who were “monarchical to their very marrow,” followed the king’s call to resist, and were led by his generals.26 The liberal German-national interpretation, in contrast, spoke of “Wars of Liberty” (Freiheitskriege) conducted by “the German people” (primarily understood as the educated classes) as a “free, autonomous movement” and a “struggle for liberty” against external and internal forces.27 A third interpretation challenged both approaches following the Democratic Revolution of 1848–49, as Marxists viewed the wars of 1813–15 as “people’s wars.” Unlike the liberal reading, however, the Marxist interpretation featured the active, autonomous conduct of the “popular masses,” including the urban and rural poor.28 The debate on the name and meaning of the wars of 1813–15, which had already begun during the wars themselves, centered on whether they were simply a struggle for liberation from French rule led by the Prussian king or had been instigated by the German people, who forced the Prussian monarch and other German princes into a movement for national liberation and political liberty. Until the foundation of the German Empire in 1871, this distinction was politically vital because it legitimated liberal and democratic demands for more political rights, particularly the granting of a constitution; justified the borders envisioned for a united Germany (that is, whether to include or exclude Austria in a gross- or kleindeutsch model of the empire); and raised questions about Prussia’s influence in any future German confederation. After the unification, the distinction, and with it different political traditions, were mainly used to legitimate competing vision of the German nation.29
These political conflict lines were complicated by the quite different regional experiences and thus recollections of the period between 1792 and 1815. Some regions, especially in the southwest of German Central Europe, had already encountered war in the 1790s and since then had either belonged to the Napoleonic Empire, been affiliated with Napoleon and become members of the Confederation of the Rhine in 1806 or, like Austria, continued to resist. Other regions, particularly in the northeast of Germany, did not face war and occupation before 1806 and were afterward either incorporated into the French Empire, integrated into the Confederation of the Rhine or tried to stay independent like Prussia.30 As a consequence Germans fought against Germans: First the male inhabitants of military age in the German départements of France were conscripted for the Grande Armée. This began in 1797 with the recognition in the Treaty of Campo Formio of the extension of France’s borders up to the Rhine, and after 1806 the same happened to the men liable for military service in the member states of the confederation. The German soldiers and officers who fought for Napoleon until he was defeated on German territory in the Battle of Leipzig in October 1813 mainly remembered the struggle as the “wars of Napoleon.” Their recollections were quite different than the memories of their German opponents in the Austrian and Prussian armies, who recalled the occupation by the Napoleonic Empire as “the time of the French” and their struggle against France as the “wars against Napoleon.” In the analysis of German experiences and memories of the time it is therefore important to keep this difference in mind and clearly differentiate between the period of the Napoleonic Wars and the Anti-Napoleonic Wars as one part of it.
Political controversies and regional differences dominated academic historiography throughout the nineteenth century.31 Its master narratives were not only complemented by conflicting recollections of the wars in different regions and social groups as expressed in autobiographies and war memoirs; several other media of memory, too, were part of the process of memory construction. The most important literary media were novels, biographies, textbooks, songs and poems. Together with pictorial media (paintings, prints, book illustrations, postcards and collectors’ cards), commemorative festivities and rituals as well as monuments and symbols, they had a decisive influence on the collective memory of the period of the Napoleonic Wars.32
Together these media of memory created nuanced and conflicting interpretations of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars in nineteenth-century collective memory. These conflicts were especially developed before the foundation of the German Empire in 1871. Thereafter, the democratic and liberal interpretations of the wars of 1813–15 increasingly lost influence. A unifying metanarrative became pervasive: that of the wars of 1813–15 as the “birth of the German nation.” It revolved around the notion that the period of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars was a “glorious era” and a “truly heroic time”33 that “Germans cannot recall often enough,”34 because the German people had rediscovered their own manly valor and warlike power along with the strength of unity. This interpretation, which glorified the “heroes of the Wars of Liberation” as models for succeeding generations, gained increasing influence, especially in popular culture, and stood at the center of the celebration of the centennial in 1913–15. Its major function was to create national unity across political, regional and social differences as well as to foster the population’s willingness to make sacrifices for the nation, which was especially needed during World War I.35
During the Weimar Republic, the story of Prussia’s defeat by the Napoleonic army in 1806 and of Germany’s national “regeneration“ in the “Wars of Liberation” continued to be very popular among nationalists and conservatives, since it was well suited to the situation of the defeated nation. In the mass media of the time, particularly historical novels and films, conquered Germany after 1918 was compared to routed and occupied Prussia after 1806. The myth of a successful “national uprising” against the French between 1806 and 1815 was used to foster nationalism and anti-French sentiments more than a hundred years later. Now the national-conservative reading of “Wars of Liberation” clearly dominated scholarship and public culture. The period between 1806 and 1815 remained a popular subject in the mass media as well as academic historiography after 1933 and was used to create a historical tradition for the Third Reich. Any liberal interpretation was completely suppressed in historiography and cultural memory. The Nationalist Socialist reading stressed the idea of a “national community” (Volksgemeinschaft) and its heroic willingness to fight and sacrifice in the struggle against internal and external enemies.36 Before 1945, whenever national conservatives believed that nationalism needed a boost, recollections of the “German heroic age of the Wars of Liberation” and the cultivation of the songs, symbols and rituals of that period reemerged in public life.
After the Second World War, the period of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars soon became a focus of historical research in the German Democratic Republic (GDR). Taking up the tradition of Marxist interpretation, interest centered on the role of the “popular masses.”37 The GDR styled itself the “living custodian” of the “legacy of the movement for liberty of 1813” and sought to legitimize itself in this way as a “people’s state” based on liberty.38 GDR historiography shifted the focus from the military, political and intellectual history that was dominant until 1945 to social history. In particular, regional studies yielded new information on the form and scope of popular uprisings before and during the wars of 1813–15.39 Ideological and political strictures, however, limited the possible insights of this scholarship from the outset, because interpretations not in keeping with Marxist dogma were deemed to be unacceptable.
In the Federal Republic (FRG), in contrast, historians lost interest in the era as a kind of counterreaction to its earlier preeminence and to the dominance of a pro-Prussian and nationalist interpretation. In the late 1960s, however, scholars began to rediscover the period between 1806 and 1820. Initially, their research focused once again on Prussia, but increasingly encompassed the Confederation of the Rhine and Austria as well.40 The tenor of many publications was rather critical of the role of Prussia, which was now perceived as the center of militarism and conservatism in Germany. This interpretation reflected the politics of the Allies, who had enforced the abolition of Prussia after 1945. Firmly distancing themselves from the older conservative and liberal Prusso-centric historiography, some historians, in their attempts to create a counternarrative, even denied that any broader patriotic-national mobilization had occurred in Prussia during the wars of 1813–15.41 Today, most scholars interpret Prussian history in a more balanced way and emphasize the regional differences within Germany.42 All agree that the “Wars of Liberation” were not, as earlier generations of national-liberal historians like Friedrich Meinecke had claimed, the “natal hour” of “German nationalism.”43 The history of the discourse on the “German nation” begins four hundred years earlier, in the period of the Reformation and Renaissance, but, as this book argues, it gained a new quality during the war years.44
As scholarship on Napoleonic Germany revived in the FRG, it moved in three directions, focusing on military campaigns and alliances, emerging sovereign states and reform movements, and early articulations of “modern nationalism.”45 These three thematic areas, however, were often treated in isolation from one another. Studies either featured specific campaigns, military organizations and diplomatic relations or focused on the political and social consequences of Napoleonic conquest by highlighting structural transformations, state-building and reform policies or explored the emergence of nationalism. Moreover, this scholarship often ignored the economic, social and cultural dimensions of the wars. Only recently have historians begun to explore the wide variety of war experiences in Central Europe. Their studies emphasize the differences between soldiers and civilians as well as friends and foes of Napoleon, but also the importance of geography, social status and profession, education and linguistic skills, ethnicity and gender for war experiences.46 What most scholars tend to overlook, however, is that Prussia itself was marked by extreme differences in the experience of the wars. The monarchy was (next to Austria) the largest German state, with a population of more than ten million in 1816 that included Poles and Germans, Protestants, Catholics and Jews. After the Congress of Vienna, Prussia had extensive territories in the east as well as the west because it not only recovered major parts of its pre-1806 territory, but also acquired the rest of Swedish Pomerania, the northern parts of the Kingdom of Saxony, the province of Westphalia and large areas of the Rhineland.47
If we want to understand the specific character of the Napoleonic period with all of its ambiguities and the construction of its memories, a more comprehensive approach is needed, one that links the analysis of the military and warfare with political and cultural history. This approach has to recognize that the contemporaries seem to have perceived the era as both a traumatic time of ongoing warfare, military occupation and economic hardship and an epoch of opportunity that offered new ways to engage in society and state and allowed for novel political claims.48 The political culture of the time reflects this ambivalence; shaped by the needs and possibilities of the day, it was a mix of old and new ideas and practices, borrowed from all available sources – even the enemy.49
The present study contributes to this agenda by revisiting the history and memory of Prussia’s wars against Napoleon between 1806 and 1815 with a focus on the political culture that formed the perception of contemporaries and their memories. Its aim is a multilayered analysis of the contested long-term process of constructing meaning and memory that began during the wars themselves. By concentrating on the period until World War I, it explores how competing discourses and cultural practices influenced both historical events and the perception and collective memory of them, how these memories changed over time and which factors influenced the changes. I argue that only by incorporating the dimensions of political culture and memory into the interpretation of the period of the Napoleonic Wars and Prussia’s and Germany’s anti-Napoleonic struggle, and by taking account of the interplay among the constructed differences that defined belonging and exclusion, can we understand the extent of the patriotic-national mobilization for these wars and their conflicting perceptions and memories. Only then can we comprehend how the many contesting voices in the political discourse and the recollections of contemporary witnesses in communicative memory within Prussia and beyond were increasingly overshadowed by a hegemonic master narrative that lastingly shaped cultural memory of these wars in Germany since the late nineteenth century.
Gendered Experiences, Perceptions and Memories of War
The question of how to define the terms “experience,” “perception” and “memory” has been widely debated in recent decades by scholars who pushed for a linguistic and cultural turn of history.50 One of the most influential historians in the debate on “experience” was Joan W. Scott, who, in the early 1990s, challenged “the appeal to experience as incontestable evidence and as an originary point of explanation” for subjective perceptions, identities and practices. Her criticism was that historians who seek to make experiences visible take meaning as transparent and reproduce rather than contest given ideological systems in the belief that the “facts of history speak for themselves.”51 She suggested that we instead look beyond subjects’ experiences, defined as the process by which subjectivity is constructed, and focus on the way in which individuals and groups perceive a historical situation and try to make sense of it for themselves. Thus, we need to analyze the discursive systems underpinning experience, the forms of representation those systems use and the ways they operate, because “discourses position subjects,” thereby producing experiences and forming perceptions.52 Accordingly, experience is a linguistically shaped process of weighing and assigning meaning to events as they happen, which is embedded in the “cultural understandings and linguistic capacities” of historical subjects and thus is time-specific, relative and changeable.53 “Experience” in this sense is more like an individual or collective narrative of the perception of a historical event or development. This definition leads to two methodological consequences: on the one hand, the need to focus on the specific forms of the articulation of perceptions and their narratives, and the conditions of their production. The forms used and their literary traditions had an important effect on what was said in a particular style of writing. The imagined audience mattered as well, as did the distance in time between the experienced event and the writing of the record. On the other hand, it leads to the necessity to historicize and differentiate the accounts of perceptions as time-specific and born of particular circumstances.54
This approach not only allows us to conceptualize “perception” as an evolving construct – a narrative that can take a number of different forms and be changed and enriched by the passage of time and the process of reflection – but also enables us to examine the entanglement of contemporary perceptions and constructed memories.55 For the exploration of this relationship, the distinction between “communicative” and “cultural memory,” introduced by Jan Assmann, is fruitful. For him, the former is generational and based on collective communication, and spans no more than two or three generations. It is socially framed – that is, it depends on the respective group that produced it – and is much less structured and hierarchical than cultural memory, which is sustained by social and cultural institutions in the form of buildings, monuments, symbols, rituals, art and texts, and constitutes remembrance and belonging in a more lasting and normative mode. The main function of cultural memory is to create the identities of collectives (communities, nations, states etc). Both forms of memory together make up “collective memory.”56 Along with the distinction between communicative and cultural memory, Aleida Assmann suggested differentiating between “storage memory” and “functional memory.” The former is the reservoir of texts and rituals that were in the past, or will become in the future important for the historical legitimation of a community. The latter refers to the public use of history and memory for the construction of the collective identity of a political/social group, state or nation.57 This study focuses on functional memory and is based on the assumption that emotions play an important role in its use for identity construction.58 People’s connection to a group, state or nation and their specific culture is emotional, not rational. Their “emotional attachments are shaped, tapped into and evoked through the mobilization of symbols and images.” They are therefore a crucial part of the political memory culture.59
Although recollections tell us more about the time when they were produced than about the remembered past, at least in communicative memory, the narratives must still reflect important pieces of this past if they are to become and remain influential. Thus, we need to connect the analyses of history and memory. The historical context in which producers of narratives work, the competing narratives of the past that they face and the specific media they use, as well as the market for which they produce all shape the narratives in contemporary discourse and memory. In the process of memory construction, which is a continuous reinterpretation of historical remembrance in the context of changing presents, “intermediality” – the interplay of different media as “carriers of memory” and their narratives – is a key element because it ensures a particularly successful construction of emotionally loaded collective memories and the creation of a sense of belonging.60 The German-national imagery in Kersting’s patriotic paintings is an excellent illustration of how intermediality works in memory culture. Kersting and his patriotic paintings are also an example of the continuous and contested process of memory construction and the importance of the suppression and forgetting of memories. This process leads to the coexistence of multiple and differing hegemonic and marginal memories and their related cultures, which legitimize and organize contemporary hierarchies of power. Politics, ethnicity, class and gender play an especially important role in the hierarchical construction of collective identities.61 Historically specific cultures of memory are closely related to the development of nation-states, their distinct political cultures and constructions of national identities.62 Based on these reflections, I ask who produced discourses and memories and with what aims; what media were chosen to disseminate them and what were the conditions of their production on the literature market; and finally why certain interpretations of the present and recollections of the past became “hegemonic” while others were suppressed, rewritten or forgotten.
One dimension of the history and memory of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars that was forgotten until recently was the highly gendered nature of discourses and cultural practices.63 Just as most of the extensive historiography on these wars has ignored the gendered character of their history and recollection, the theoretical debate on memory has overlooked the importance of gender for the construction of remembrance. Only recently has feminist scholarship begun to discuss the close interrelationships between gender and memory.64 In this study, “gender” is understood as both an important subject of investigation and a method of doing research. As the latter, gender “is above all an invitation to think critically about how the meanings of sexed bodies are produced, deployed, and changed.”65 Scholarship suggests that, while a pattern of hierarchy and complementarity shapes gender relations to some degree, concepts of masculinity and femininity depend on their historical context, are never constant and are continually being negotiated.66
In this process of cultural negotiation, the invention of tradition and the construction of memories each play an important role. Not only is memory always gendered, as Aleida Assmann has emphasized, but gender is also one of the most important interpretive patterns (Deutungsmuster) that structure the process of memory production. She observed that women are often the “subjects of memory” because they transmit more differentiated, complex and often ambiguous communicative memories; but at the same time they are the “objects of oblivion” by men who dominate the production of cultural memory.67 In this gendered process of memory construction, women’s memories tend to disappear in perceptions, not because they did not exist, but because they were regarded as insignificant. This is especially true of nineteenth-century national cultures of memory, which – based on the constructed division between “the public” and “the private sphere” – associated men with “public” and women with “private memory.” This distinction subsequently framed female memories as less important and excluded them from the national memory culture.68 For that reason, war memories, which in most European countries were at the center of national memory culture, are usually narrated in a highly gendered way. One important function of the gendering of national war memories is the restoration of the social and gender order in postwar societies. War as a “gendering activity” – one that ritually marks the gender of every member of a society in war propaganda and at the same time questions these discursively constructed gender lines in everyday practice – destabilizes dominant prewar ideas about the gender order. Thus, in the postwar period, it becomes all the more necessary to stabilize the gender order and with it the social order.69
A striking example of this complex process is the history and memory of women’s patriotic activities during the wars of 1813–15. Women participated as authors in the patriotic-national discourse, even if their numbers were still very small, and founded their own patriotic associations – some 600 in Germany alone – that collected money and material and organized wartime nursing and relief work.70 Although most of these women’s associations ceased their activities after the wars, thereby reestablishing “proper” gender relations, and their memory was suppressed in the immediate postwar decades not just in the public arena but also in historiography, women recalled them in their oral narratives and some even described them in their memoirs or novels. Only because some women kept alive the memory of female patriotic activism during the wars of 1813–15 could it become a model for the middle-class women’s movement that emerged in the 1840s. Its members used this memory to give their challenging political agenda a tradition that created continuity. In the second half of the nineteenth century, with the rise of the women’s movement, female and male novelists who wrote about the period of the Napoleonic Wars finally included female forms of patriotism more regularly in their historical novels. This example also helps us to understand the relationship between history, historiography and memory. Paul Ricoeur has described them as at once distinct and complementary, interactive and overlapping modes of interpreting the past and relating it to the present and the future.71
Based on these reflections, the five parts of this book connect history and memory and follow the process of memory construction. In the first part, “A History of Defeat, Crisis and Victory,” I provide a brief overview of the main developments in Prussia and other parts of Germany between 1806 and 1820, emphasizing the dimensions of political culture and contemporary perception. The second part, “Discourses on the Nation, War and Gender,” assesses the often controversial and highly gendered public debates in the years during the wars of 1813–15 and the first postwar years, their media and the war-specific literary market, which allows me to touch on continuities and disruptions of the discourse in nineteenth-century collective memory. The focus here is on Prussia and the central, northern and western regions of Germany. In the third part, “Collective Practices of De/Mobilization and Commemoration,” I examine the degree of political and social mobilization for war and the cultural practices (festivities, celebrations, rituals and symbols) that the Prussian monarchy and its military, churches and communities in particular used to mobilize during the wars and to demobilize and commemorate during the early postwar years. Such practices of the political culture became a lasting blueprint for the subsequent mobilization for and commemoration of war in Germany, as demonstrated in the last chapter of this part, on the invention of the tradition of the cult of death for the fatherland and with it the honoring and commemorating of war heroes. The first three parts of the book are mainly based on an extensive study of the political literature (newspapers, journals, brochures, pamphlets, sermons, songs and poems) and printed documents on and by the military (memoranda, decrees, regulations and instructions, field newspapers) published between 1806 and 1820 and afterward, but also include several autobiographical accounts. Parts four and five focus on the process of literary memory production. In part four, “Literary Market, History and War Memories,” I explore first the conditions that formed this process during the nineteenth century, especially the changing political culture and the transformation of the literature market. Then I examine the nostalgic invention of history and the development of academic, military and “popular historiography”72 on the period of the Napoleonic Wars, which provided the master narratives that informed all other media of memory. Afterwards I analyze how these wars were narrated in autobiographies and war memoirs written by military and civilian eyewitnesses from different parts of Germany and published in great numbers during the nineteenth century.73 Finally, in part five, “Novels, Memory and Politics,” I study how the most popular media of literary memory production – novels – narrated the Prussian and German history of the years between 1806 and 1815. I examine novels of the recent past (Zeitromane)74and historical novels75 published between 1815 and 1914 and their varied narratives and ask how these narratives changed over time and which factors influenced this change. The study ends before the First World War because the national myth of the “Wars of Liberation” as the birth of the German nation had been formed by that point and was the master narrative of German history.
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Part One A History of Defeat, Crisis and Victory


The events of 1806 and their aftermath were one of the most important subjects in German historiography until 1945 because they stood at the heart of the national myth of Germany’s “renewal” after the “debacle” of the crushing Prussian-Saxon defeat. If we want to understand the importance of this defeat and its aftermath for the history and memory of the period of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars, we need to understand more fully the experiences of war and occupation and to take into account the distinct regional differences within German Central Europe. These variances can explain why in Prussia and other parts of northern Germany the hatred of Napoleon and all things French was more intense in 1813 and the patriotic-national movement more developed than elsewhere in German Central Europe – in particular the south and west. These northern regions had suffered more during the war of 1806–07 and the subsequent occupation by the French army under Napoleonic rule than the southern and western territories belonging to the Confederation of the Rhine.1 The experiences of warfare and occupation fed anti-French sentiment far beyond “educated circles.”2 The distinction between an “inner” and “outer fringe” of the Napoleonic Empire introduced by Michael Broers is helpful here. The southern and western territories of Germany, alongside the Low Countries and Northern Italy, belonged to the “inner empire.” These territories profited from French rule; here, the Napoleonic system left a powerful institutional heritage. In the “outer empire,” to which the old Prussian and other northern and eastern territories belonged, Napoleonic rule “was traumatic and destabilizing.” It was “ephemeral, in that it left few institutional traces.”3 This difference was felt not only by contemporary politicians but also by the people, a fact that has been ignored in some of the recent scholarship.4
In this first part I cannot analyze in detail the concrete military and civilian experiences and perceptions of the wars of 1806–07, the French occupation and the subsequent developments in Prussia and other parts of northern Germany that led to the wars of 1813–15, but I will include them more systematically in the following overview of the main developments between 1806 and 1820 than is often the case, because we cannot understand 1813 without 1806. In the beginning was not “Napoleon” but a defeat.5
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1 The Defeat of 1806 and Its Aftermath

On 9 October 1806, Prussia declared war on France. This was the first time since 1795 that the monarchy had joined in a coalition war against France. In the separate Peace of Basel of 5 April 1795, Prussia had made a pact of neutrality and left the fight against the French army above all to Britain, Austria and Russia. As a consequence of this decade of neutrality, large parts of central, eastern and northern Germany, unlike the south and southwest, had escaped war. But when the Prussian government learned in August 1806 that Napoleon was engaged in alliance negotiations with Britain and had unilaterally offered the return of Hanover as an inducement, an unambiguous response seemed unavoidable. Hanover, a German electorate in personal union with the British monarchy, had been occupied by France in 1803. When French troops in 1805 violated the neutrality of Ansbach in Prussian territory on their march to face the Austrians and Russians, Prussia had remained at peace with France because of a formal treaty promising to give Hanover to Prussia in exchange for Ansbach being awarded to France’s ally Bavaria. Thus, when Napoleon offered Hanover to Britain, the path to war seemed inevitable for the Prussian monarch Friedrich Wilhelm III, who saw no “honorable” alternative.1
His decision met with the support not just of the “war party” in his own entourage, which had been promoting war against France since 1805, but also of a broader public. When Napoleon had assumed power, educated people throughout Germany had welcomed him because they hoped that he would promote peace and reform. In 1805–06, however, the mood began to change. Because of his imperialist policy, the French emperor was increasingly detested, especially in Prussia. The French Lieutenant Colonel Marcellin de Marbot, who spent late August 1806 in Berlin, recalled in his memoirs: “Before my departure from Berlin I had evidence of the frenzy to which their hatred of Napoleon carried the Prussian nation, usually so calm. [...] The officers whom I knew ventured no longer to speak to me or salute me; many Frenchmen were insulted by the populace.”2 The Prussian public seems to have perceived the upcoming war as a struggle in which the “honor and continued existence of the fatherland were at stake.”3 According to eyewitnesses, public opinion was dominated by a “great thirst for war” and “the certain hope of victory.”4 Among the army, the political administration and the population at large, the Seven Years’ War was still remembered as a time of glory. The Prussian army felt invincible, and marched to battle with “high hearts, drums beating and trumpets sounding.”5
Nevertheless, the timing could hardly have been worse for Prussia: the coalition with Russia remained largely theoretical; the army corps promised by Tsar Alexander failed to materialize; and apart from Saxony, Saxony-Weimar, Brunswick and Hanover, no other German powers were willing to join the coalition. Thus, its army of 142,800 soldiers was no match for the French foe with 208,563 soldiers: 177,376 of them French and 31,187 Germans who belonged to the troops of the Confederation of the Rhine, which Napoleon had established on 12 July 1806 as a military alliance and federation of Germans under his protectorate.6 The confederation originally included only 16 German territorial states. After the last emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, Franz II, had abdicated and dissolved the empire on 6 August 1806, and Napoleon had triumphed in his struggle against the fourth coalition, 23 more states joined. Only Prussia, Danish Holstein and Swedish Pomerania remained outside it, alongside the Austrian Empire (see Map 1).7
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Map 1. Central Europe at the Height of Napoleonic Power, 1812. 
The devastating defeat of 14 October that the anti-French coalition suffered at the battles of Jena and Auerstedt – just five days after war was declared – came as a terrible shock to the Prussian monarchy. Over the following fortnight, the French broke up a smaller Prussian force near Halle and occupied the city of Halberstadt. Soon thereafter the commanders of the Prussian fortresses of Küstrin (1 November) and Magdeburg (8 November) surrendered without a fight. The conquest and occupation of central and northern Germany as well as large portions of Prussia by the Grande Armée took just a few weeks. On 27 October 1806, Napoleon’s troops entered Berlin, where France then declared the Continental Blockade against Britain. The royal family and their court fled along with the central administration to Königsberg, where Friedrich Wilhelm III arrived on 10 December, only to continue his flight to Memel in East Prussia with his retinue. On 11 December 1806, Napoleon made peace with Saxony.8 The magnificent success of the Grande Armée continued in the course of the subsequent campaign. The traditional Prussian and Russian armies had no chance against the foe’s modern mass army. After the Prusso-Russian defeat at Friedland on 14 June 1807, Russia and Prussia were forced on 9 July to sign the Peace of Tilsit, which exposed the debacle of the Prussian monarchy to the whole world. Its territory diminished from 314,448 to 158,008 square kilometers, and the population dropped from approximately 10 million in 1804 to 4.6 million in 1808 (see Map 2).9
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Map 2. The Expansion of Prussia, 1807–71. 
The Paris Treaty of 8 September 1808 ended the occupation of Prussia, but also set tribute payments at 140 million francs. This sum, on whose payment in installments the withdrawal of the last French troops depended, was soon reduced to 120 million, but with interest, interest on arrears and bank transfer costs at an extremely unfavorable exchange rate, amounting to more than 34 million taler, payable over 30 months. These payments were difficult to realize because of the state’s substantial financial problems. Between 1807 and 1815, the monarchy was constantly on the verge of bankruptcy. State spending during the war years 1806–07 and 1812–15 was at least twice the usual peacetime level. Income fell between 1807 and 1812 to less than half the 1805 level. For example, according to official calculations, the Prussian state took in about 15 million taler in 1807–08. The budget, however, was more than 28.1 million taler, of which the military claimed 16.6 million (or 59 percent). Such a discrepancy between income and outlay remained the norm for more than a decade.10 The financial shortfall of the Prussian state was so great that many bureaucrats had to be dismissed, and salaries and pensions went unpaid for months at a time. The situation for lower civil servants and pensioners, in particular, worsened dramatically. Their hardship, which contemporaries described vividly, was so great that they gradually had to sell all of their possessions.11Even middle- and higher-level civil servants suffered visibly from the nonpayment of their salaries.12
The monarchy also lost important material bases for its military power as the French took the Prussian fortresses of Stettin, Küstrin and Glogau with their stocks of weapons and munitions as a security.13 Six secret articles of the Paris Convention stipulated that for ten years, the strength of the Prussian army could not exceed 42,000 men. Any additional recruitment of militias or civil guards was prohibited. The army was thus reduced to one-sixth its peacetime size in 1806, which had been 247,000. A large number of soldiers and officers had to be discharged. These men lost their livelihoods and represented a substantial source of political unrest.14 They perceived the defeat not only as a “national debacle” but also as a dramatic loss of military and personal honor as men.
Perceptions of the Defeat among the Military and the Public
The campaign of 1806 revealed to the bewildered public a Prussian army in a very sorry state. It had not merely been defeated; it had been ruined. In the words of an officer who had been at Jena, “The carefully assembled and apparently unshakeable military structure was suddenly shattered to its foundations.”15 The many public and private accounts by contemporary witnesses painted an unflattering portrait of an army convinced of its invincibility, which had severely underestimated the enemy. Nearly half of the 108,000 mobilized soldiers came from other German-speaking lands, many recruited by dubious methods, pressed into service as mercenaries and disinclined to fight. They were ill prepared after years of peacetime service, during which emphasis had increasingly been placed on elaborate forms of parade drill and appearance. A mechanically drilled and slow-moving army with a vast train dependent on magazine provisioning was no match for the larger, more flexible and fast-moving French forces, which requisitioned necessities from the lands they invaded.16 The result was a disastrous defeat and a chaotic retreat. Commanded by elderly and incompetent generals, and with officers in the middle and lower ranks drilled in obedience and incapable of independent leadership and action, the confused soldiers had fled headlong and in droves after the first blows by the French army. The military train blocked the roads with hundreds of carts and coaches, preventing an orderly retreat. Thus the troops withdrew in chaos, and all military order dissolved.17
The Prussian press soon harshly criticized the army’s “failure.” This began on 4 November 1806 with the publication of an anonymous open letter from “a citizen to the duke of Brunswick” (the commander of the Prussian forces) in the Berlinische Nachrichten, one of the capital’s two most important newspapers. It was followed by a long series of public complaints, critiques, slander and sarcasm but also rebuttals and justifications in newspapers and magazines. A rapidly growing number of pamphlets and articles were devoted solely to the events of the recent war. Civilians and military men alike participated in this passionate public exchange.18
Among the harshest critics of the old Prussian army and the “downfall of its own making” were those officers who had already intensely debated the causes of the “French fortunes in war” before the defeat of 1806–07 and had repeatedly but unsuccessfully called for army reform.19 Only in the context of discussions of the military causes of the defeat, which permanently shook the foundations of the state and the army, did they gain a hearing. This group of officers included the later Prussian General Field Marshal Neidhardt von Gneisenau, who was a second lieutenant in 1806.20 He reached devastating conclusions in his November 1806 exposé On the War of 1806:
The inability of the duke of Brunswick to design a solid campaign plan, [...] the army’s distrust of him, the disunity among the luminaries of the general staff, the neutralization of some of its most able members, our army, unaccustomed to war, the lack of preparation for war visible in nearly all its branches, the fixation on worthless details of elementary tactics that had become habitual in the years of peace, our recruiting system, with all its exemptions, which demands military service of only a portion of the nation and extends their period of service inordinately, so that they serve reluctantly and can be held together only by discipline; [...] the sorry state of our regimental artillery; [...] the poor quality of our weapons; [...] and to sum it all up, the arrogance that prevented us from moving with the times, [all this] causes the patriot to heave a silent sigh.21


In his memorandum, which he submitted to the Prussian king, Gneisenau analyzed all of these weaknesses of the Prussian army in detail. In closing, he referred to a further central point that aroused general criticism: “Our blindness toward what measures the bold foe could undertake against us played an important role, however. We assumed it would be easy to overcome this enemy” (emphasis in the original).22
The public debate on the causes of the “debacle” indicates that the overestimation of their own military abilities, coupled with the national chauvinism fostered by many officers, was brought down by the defeat of 1806, but that the officer corps still clung to the underlying military arrogance, which made it hard for them to stomach the discussion over the causes of defeat.23 For generations, Prussian military men had been raised to see their “pride” and “honor” in the army, and they therefore believed that the defeat had robbed them of everything they held dear. The insult to their individual and collective sense of honor, which they drew from the regiment, the army and the “Prussian nation,” seems to have been the most painful one.24 In their haste to save their personal honor, officers began with wild mutual recriminations and denunciations soon after the defeat. They fought veritable verbal duels, which often enough ended in actual duels.25
In order to restore the lost honor of the army and with it that of the “Prussian nation,” in November 1807 the king set up a Royal Commission to Study the Capitulations and Other Events of the Recent War, which he charged with “investigating the causes that led to the unfortunate events of the recent war” and “discovering, on the one hand, those officers who contributed by violating their duties, and on the other those who, despite the accidents that befell the army, distinguished themselves personally.”26 The monarch intended this commission and the “regimental tribunals” established shortly thereafter – which as corporative courts were elected by the officers of each regiment for the purpose of assessing the conduct of each of them in the recent war – to effect a “self-cleansing” of the Prussian military.27 All officers “whom the regimental tribunals found to be above reproach” were to receive a certificate stating “that they had been determined to be blameless.” This certificate was a prerequisite for their reinstatement or pension.28 Younger officers in particular participated vigorously in the “self-cleansing” process. Unlike many older, higher-ranking officers, they had little to lose. They wanted to justify themselves – “cost what may” – “so they might continue to serve.”29
The work of the “self-cleansing commission” led to the dismissal of a large number of incompetent officers and a significant restructuring of the officer corps, including a considerable lowering of their average age. At the start of the war of 1806–07, the Prussian army numbered 7,096 officers (among them 142 generals and 885 staff officers). Of these, 4,933 had left by 1813 (including 103 generals and 635 staff officers); 208 were forced to leave in the course of criminal proceedings. Only 3,898 officers of the 1806 army also fought in the subsequent wars of 1813–15.30 By restructuring the officer corps, the “self-cleansing” process significantly contributed to reducing inner-military resistance to army reform. It was also intended to improve the army’s greatly diminished reputation in civilian society and to promote the necessary public support for military reforms.31 The latter two objectives, however, were not attained to the hoped-for degree.
Public criticism of the army’s “disgraceful failure” did not end in 1807–08. For that reason, the king tried in September 1808 to stop it by a cabinet decree prohibiting any form of oral or written “argument” by military or civilian individuals that “might compromise” the state and the army. This measure proved rather counterproductive, especially because it could only be enforced in the Prussian rump monarchy, but not in the territories controlled by France.32 Critiques of the army, and with it implicitly of the government, were one outlet for the desperate mood of crisis caused by the experiences of war and occupation that had swept up broad strata of Prussia’s civilian population after the 1806–07 defeat.
Civilian Experiences of the War of 1806–07 and French Occupation
The experience of war, defeat and occupation came as a shock to broad segments of the population in Prussia and in central and northern Germany who, after many years of peace, experienced for the first time at close range what the violence of war meant for everyday life. The residents of those regions through which the Grande Armée passed, and which they besieged and occupied, were particularly affected. French troops did not hesitate to bombard contested villages and towns continuously and to set fire to homes and farms. The writer Willibald Alexis, who experienced the shelling of Breslau during the French siege of 6 November 1806 to 5 January 1807 as a young boy, recalled, “The foe showered bullets upon the city and not upon its fortifications, and while few soldiers remained there, all the more citizens came to harm. Serious fires both day and night; the fire alarm vied with the rattle of the guns. Single bombs shattered entire houses.”33 Since Breslau, unlike most other fortified cities, did not surrender without a fight, the city felt the full force of the enemy’s destructive fury. After the capitulation, a veritable orgy of pillaging erupted, in which, according to Alexis, the “German compatriots” serving under Napoleon proved “more despotic and crueler still than the French.”34 Eyewitnesses in other Prussian regions reported similar occurrences. The old conflicts between Catholic southern Germany and Protestant northern and eastern Germany apparently resurfaced here.
The rampant pillaging of conquered villages and towns was an everyday wartime experience in 1806–07. In a letter to her son Arthur from the embattled city of Weimar in late October 1806, the widowed author Johanna Schopenhauer reported:
The hardship in the city is terrible. [...] The town has been literally abandoned to pillaging; the officers and cavalry remained innocent of atrocities and did what they could to protect and to help. But what could they achieve in the face of 50,000 furious men who were left to do as they pleased that night, since the first leaders permitted it, at least passively! Many houses have been completely plundered; the shops, naturally, were first; linens, silverware, and money were carried off; the furniture, and anything that could not be transported left to rot. [...] All those who abandoned their houses have lost nearly everything. Some were so fortunate as to be given officers to billet right away, who offered them some protection, often at peril to their own lives. Those who came off best were those who, like us, had courage, showed no fear and were acquainted with the French language and customs.35


Similar scenes were repeated everywhere. Frequently, the accounts noted that officers had tried to maintain military discipline, but the troops had been impossible to control, particularly while the fighting was still going on. Since the Napoleonic army lived off the land and was billeted in town houses, estates, farms and cottages, people of all classes whose regions were touched by the war were affected.36 Fear of the conquering troops of the Grande Armée spread quickly throughout Prussia and northern Germany, although the censored newspapers tried every means of preventing panic.37
The Grande Armée occupied Prussian territory for more than two years. Only after the amount of the contributions that remained to be paid had been agreed upon did the last French units leave the country in December 1808, with the exception of the fortresses on the Oder at Glogau, Küstrin and Stettin. It is impossible to reconstruct precisely the material costs to the population of the presence of the approximately 150,000-man occupying force, which was distributed across the monarchy in four commandements (only East Prussia, which had been evacuated in August 1807, was exempted). In any case, it represented a significant economic and social burden for the inhabitants, who had already financed Prussian arms and the war. The Continental Blockade weakened the economy, contribution payments burdened the entire country, and with the peace treaty even the most remote corners of Prussia, which had previously known the French troops only from hearsay, had to billet and provision soldiers, and provide forage as well as horses and servants for transport. Few people profited from the war, chief among them army suppliers, carters, moneylenders and smugglers.38
The effect of war and occupation was an economic and social crisis that encompassed broad segments of the Prussian population, 80 percent of whom still lived in the countryside, as they did elsewhere in Central Europe. The majority of the urban population resided in small towns with fewer than 1,000 residents. Only 5 percent of the cities had more than 2,000 inhabitants.39 In 1810, Berlin, with a population of 145,000 civilian and 13,500 military inhabitants, was the sixth largest city in Europe after London, Paris, Vienna, Amsterdam and St Petersburg.40 Around 1800, more than two-thirds of the population in Prussia worked in agriculture. The vast majority of them owned no land. Fewer than one-fifth of Prussians earned their living from the trades. The nobility, upper and middle classes were a small elite in the cities and countryside. Only 1 percent of the population belonged to the aristocracy, and, on average, 1–10 percent to the urban upper class and 10–35 percent to the urban middle classes. Most people in towns and villages (40–65 percent) were poor.41
As suggested earlier, the economic conditions of the vast majority of the Prussian populace deteriorated dramatically after 1806. The economy all over Europe suffered as a result of the many wars and the trade and tariff policies that accompanied them. But the situation of the monarchy was particularly precarious in comparison to the states of the other German-speaking regions that belonged to the Confederation of the Rhine or were directly annexed to France. The economy of rump Prussia, especially the export sectors, suffered severely from the Continental Blockade. Areas particularly affected were grain production in the eastern provinces and textile manufacturing in the Mark Brandenburg and Silesia. As elsewhere on the Continent, the demand for iron products, in contrast, remained relatively stable as a result of the wars. Unlike in the western and southern regions of Germany, cutting off the Prussian market from English goods gave only a limited boost to domestic production. France sought to create a new market for its own industry in the monarchy by fostering the import of French manufactured goods at a very modest tariff. This measure led to a severe depression in the Berlin and Potsdam silk-weaving industry, among others. 42
In addition, the enormous tribute payments in cash and in kind that Prussia had to make to France, the significant burdens of the French occupation and the continuing march-through of French troops exercised a chilling effect on economic and social life. Cities and counties amassed enormous debts in a very short time with no prospect of relief. Where no money could be borrowed, all payments had to be tendered in cash or in kind, or directly distributed among the population. The two-year sojourn of Napoleonic troops in Berlin from 1806 to 1808 alone cost 15.1 million taler in contributions and billeting expenses.43 During this period, the capital’s 145,900 inhabitants had to support 15,000 French soldiers and officers.44 As a result, many firms and estates went bankrupt. Heinrich von Béguelin, a high official in the Prussian financial administration, summarized the precarious economic situation in his political memoirs, which were published posthumously in 1819:
The plight of private citizens was just as terrible [as that of the state]. The estate owners were drained by the contributions, delivery of supplies, and billeting of troops. House owners suffered a similar fate, their properties also lost half their value, and it was only with great effort that they could let some of them for half the previous rent. Holders of government stocks received no interest and feared losing their capital, for which they were offered 50 percent. The manufacturer was compelled, for lack of sales, to give notice to his workers. The merchant sold nothing, or did so only on credit. The civil servant daily feared dismissal, and many had received no salary for years.45


In fact, not only were many manufacturers, craftsmen and merchants – and their employees with them – affected by Prussia’s economic crisis, but so were the owners of houses, agricultural land, and stocks and bonds.46
The situation in the countryside was even more dramatic.47 A “Memorandum of the Committee of the Kurmark Estates” of May 1808 poignantly summarized the desolate state of the province under occupation:
Thus is the situation in the countryside, where the helpless peasant, bereft of animals, grain and bread in vain entreats his no less devastated landlord to help him, and at last, hard-pressed by billeting, desperately leaves the paternal farm – just as in all villages many farms already stand utterly empty. Thus is the situation in the towns where the lack of bread daily arouses insurrection; where within a few days the growing want and dearness of provisions must drive desperation to the utmost.48


In some regions agriculture came to a complete standstill. Peasants left their homes and farms. Rural poverty increased substantially, and with it petty crime, violence and prostitution rose. Reports to the government complained not only about “immorality, the abandonment of obedience [and] tampering with other people’s property as natural consequences of war,” but they also described the increasing “wantonness” of the female sex and the rise in venereal disease as signs of destitution.49 Here the sources use the suffering of the civilian population not only to emphasize the brutality and ruthlessness of the French enemy, but also to describe its “demoralizing” effects on the population, especially the female part, which had become out of control and “immoral.”
Misery, starvation and epidemic disease (especially typhus, dysentery and cholera) spread. In their wake, the death rates in town and country alike skyrocketed. In Königsberg, where soldiers, unemployed civil servants and other refugees from all parts of Prussia lived crowded together, the weekly number of deaths in August 1807 rose to 230–240 from a prewar figure of 30–40.50 Even in the relatively prosperous regions around Berlin and in the capital itself, the situation became so dire that the first food riots began to break out in April 1808 in response to grain and bread shortages.51
Such unrest over food remained rare, however. There were virtually no protest actions against the French occupiers between 1806 and 1808 in Prussia. The population stayed extremely calm and lived through the “time of the French” passively. The economic and social effects of the war and the occupation nevertheless led to radical changes in the civilian population’s attitude toward Napoleon and the French. Indifference and antipathy were transformed into rejection and hostility well beyond military and patriotic circles.52 This development is well documented in the status reports compiled regularly for the Prussian king during the French occupation, beginning in July 1807, by the financial official Johann August Sack, who served as chairman of the Commission on the Implementation of the Peace.53
The reports of this commission as well as the letters and diaries of educated contemporaries indicate that a strong sense of crisis had gripped not only the government and the administrative and military elites but also the Prussian population more generally after 1806, which increased until 1812. This sense of a “fundamental crisis” was fueled by the experiences of social, economic and political downfall in the wake of the defeat and occupation and intensified by the already widespread collective feeling of living in a “time of upheaval,” which was a reaction to the economic, social and political changes accelerated by the French Revolution and the wars that accompanied it.54 It led to the questioning of accepted patterns of interpretation, norms and values, thereby revealing their contingency and fragility.55
The educated male elites in Prussia’s administration and army overwhelmingly reacted to the crisis of the monarchy’s state, army and society with calls for “revenge”; that is, they hoped for the opportunity of another war against France under more auspicious circumstances and thus not just for the restitution of the Prussian monarchy in its pre-1806 borders, but also of the nation’s honor, their military’s honor and their own “manly honor.”56
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2 Reform and Revenge
Political Responses

Looking back at the aims of Prussian reformers and patriots between 1807 and 1813, to whom he had belonged, the Prussian statesmen Baron vom Stein wrote:
Our chief idea was to rouse a moral, religious, patriotic spirit in the nation, to inspire it anew with courage, self-confidence, a readiness to make any sacrifice for independence from foreigners and national honor, and to seize the first opportunity to begin the bloody and hazardous struggle for both.1


As he had before, Stein emphasized in his reminiscences written in 1823 that, after the devastating defeat in the 1806–07 war, all aims of Prussian policy were subordinated to one “universal objective” – military liberation from Napoleonic domination. All Prussian reform initiatives were dedicated to the “chief idea” of a “national rising” (Erhebung).2 In his view, this applied not just to policies for which he was responsible as Prussian Minister of State between October 1807 and November 1808; the governments under Baron vom Stein zum Altenstein and Burggrave zu Dohna-Schlobitten (1808–10) as well as Baron von Hardenberg (1810–22), who followed him in this leading position, set similar priorities.3
Some historians share this assessment, stressing that Prussia “had to rebuild a state which had been defeated and sliced in two, and which was still bleeding from its wounds,” and that, until 1813, the three governments differed only in their specific responses to this challenge.4 Other scholars place more emphasis on the political differences between these governments and the various reform groupings in the administration and army. They stress that Stein’s supporters tended to pursue a “conservative modernization” of the state administration and military structure. In so doing, they were strongly oriented toward the old society of estates and the traditional institutions and corporative liberties under the Holy Roman Empire. The reformers around Hardenberg, in contrast, according to these historians pursued a reform policy oriented toward modern political concepts, which grappled with the French model and for that reason tended to be more open to ideas of political and economic liberalism.5 What most scholars overlook, though, is that, despite differences of opinion, the small circle of reformers in the administration6 and the military7 agreed on the paramount immediate goal: the self-assertion of the Prussian state. This goal was based on their assessment of the causes of the defeat of the monarchy and more generally of Napoleon’s domination of Germany.
The Debate over the Causes of the Defeat
The objective of regenerating the Prussian state was at the heart of most discussions of the “Prussian debacle” in educated patriotic circles, which began with a critique of the causes of the Prussian military defeat but quickly proceeded to place the army’s failure in a broader political, social and cultural context. Everywhere in Prussia, as in other regions of Germany, these circles perceived the defeat as one of many indicators of the “decline” of the German nation, manifested in the dissolution of the Holy Roman Empire.8 Severe censorship by the French and Prussian authorities meant that the main sites of this discussion were letters and internal memoranda exchanged outside the censorship system, as well as private social gatherings and patriotic associations, on the one hand, and books, brochures and journals published abroad – in other German-speaking states or even foreign countries – and smuggled in illegally, on the other. 9
Two basic lines of argumentation emerged in this debate. The first attributed the collapse of the traditional state and military order primarily to political failings. The disintegration of German unity was seen as the chief cause of the defeat, and particular reproach was directed at the “treachery” of the German princes. Fearing the ideas unleashed by the French Revolution, they had increasingly suppressed the liberties and rights of their subjects and made “dishonorable” alliances with France for the sole purpose of maintaining their individual power. The Prussian government, in particular, had clung to a rigid corporative organization of estates, an obsolete military system and outmoded methods of warfare, refusing to institute necessary reforms. Like the other German states, Prussia had resisted the zeitgeist for all too long.
In keeping with this idea, the Pomeranian historian Ernst Moritz Arndt, a leading German-national publicist of the time, noted in his pamphlet The Prussian People and Army in 1813 that the most recent history had shown once more that those who cling to the old ways and fail to move with the times would be swept away by their tempests.10 The politicians of Revolutionary France, and later Napoleon, had been mere instruments of God for the realization of a “higher plan of world history.” The devastating defeat of 1806–07 had brought down Prussia’s decaying edifice of state and promoted the internal forces of political and military renewal.11 Other reform-minded patriots wrote similar things about Prussia, but also about other German states. These reflections on the times were frequently accompanied by harsh criticisms of the princes and their governments, which were accused of unwillingness to enact reforms.12 Instead of “buttressing the tottering edifice with strong new supports,” they had “merely [clung] more tightly to the crumbling ruins,” wrote the Bavarian jurist Anselm von Feuerbach in his 1813 pamphlet On the Repression and Re-Liberation of Europe. Exaggerated fears of revolution and rebellion had prevented them from recognizing the signs of the times. Instead of “jumping onto the back” of the “winged horse” of history and guiding its flight with the “master’s sure hand,” they had reined it in, and even tried “to yoke it like an ox.” Out of the same fear they had also failed to fight the “enemy with his own weapons” and to make the cause of their crowns the cause of their nations.13It was mainly authors of early-liberal and German-national leanings who sought to explain the “Prussian debacle” and the fall of the Holy Roman Empire in this political and reform-oriented manner.
The other line of argumentation explained the debacle mainly in terms of the “decay” of “German customs and morals,” and the absence of a “national spirit” of self-sacrifice, combined with the lack of a “valorous” attitude and religiosity. There was much lamentation about “citizens’” absent sense of “patriotic” responsibility toward society and the state, and deficient sentiments of “honor and valor.” They had thus not lived up to their roles as “protectors of home and fatherland” and had therefore also “failed as men.”14 This second, cultural explanation, quite compatible with the first, not only dominated in Prussia’s patriotic circles but was also shared by many German-national authors from other regions. It was so widespread because it offered a meaningful interpretation of a defeat that had seemed incomprehensible to many, and that had had such catastrophic results. It took up dominant, religiously colored patterns of thought and feeling and did not fundamentally challenge existing political authority in Prussia or elsewhere.15 Only in combination with the first line of argumentation did it become dangerous for the authorities.
At first it was mainly patriotic Protestant clerics who tried to explain the defeat in these terms. One of them was the Hessian pastor Friedrich Wilhelm Kleinschmidt, who published his sermon “The Evil Spirit of Our Age Is an Enemy of the Word of God” in the theological journal Magazin für Prediger in late 1807. In the sermon, which he had given a few months previously, he accused his fellow mankind of frivolousness, false enlightenment, unbelief, prodigality, hedonism, covetousness, unfairness, selfishness and pride and admonished them to repent. In particular those who “might influence others through their reputation” should do everything in their power to counteract this “harmful spirit.” Without repentance, the corruption would only increase, and the enemy would gain more and more influence.16 As in many sermons after 1806, the argument here is still limited to the traditional religious interpretation of the defeat as a result of godless and sinful deviation from the path of Christian virtue.
This interpretation was quickly taken up in historical and political magazines, broadsides and pamphlets and charged with patriotic-national rhetoric, which in turn influenced later sermons. Before 1813 the writings of pioneering German-national thinkers such as Ernst Moritz Arndt, Johann Gottlieb Fichte or Friedrich Ludwig Jahn already had a substantial impact on patriotic-minded educated people.17 Journals such as the Vaterländisches Museum brought out in 1810–11 by the Hamburg publisher Friedrich Perthes,18 or Minerva, edited by the former Prussian officer and historian Johann Wilhelm Archenholz also helped set the tone. The monthly Minerva, in particular, which appeared beginning in 1792 first in Hamburg and from 1808 in Jena, was a journalistic institution because of its long tradition and large print-run of 5,000. The journal was extremely popular with the educated public in central, eastern and northern Germany. Many Prussian officers and state officials were subscribers; even Friedrich Wilhelm III is said to have been a regular reader. Between 1806 and 1813 it developed into a leading periodical for the discussion of economic, social, political and military reforms, with particular attention to Prussia. Many authors published their contributions anonymously, as was common at the time, in order to shield themselves from state repression.19
An intense debate over the causes of the “national debacle” began in Minerva immediately after the Prussian defeat, and continued for many years. Apart from contributions criticizing the outmoded political and military system, the magazine also regularly published articles discussing immorality and unbelief as important reasons for the defeat. Unlike in sermons, however, in the magazine this accusation was combined with a criticism of German men for abandoning patriotism. Thus, for example, an author wrote in the September 1811 issue, “Nowhere does one see the decisiveness that befits a man in storms and among the ruins of a world; everywhere there is an absence of self-sacrifice for the common good, which maintains states, and all love of country has been extinguished.”20 Apart from patriotism, understood as self-sacrificing “love of country,”21 German men also lacked “manly courage” and a “sense of honor,” the critic continued. Men’s “dishonorability” had turned into “defenselessness.” In this contribution, a sense of honor was no longer expected only of princes and the aristocratic elites, but of all men. A central cause of the lack of patriotism and manly courage and honor, the author believed, was the lack of faith and trust in God.22
Arndt had argued similarly in 1809 in the second part of his work Spirit of the Times, when he wrote that nothing gives a man more strength than trust in God, and nothing fills him with as much enthusiasm for great and difficult undertakings as a sense of religion.23 Other authors in Minerva – but also well-known political writers such as the Saxon-Gotha court counselor Friedrich Jacobs, the Hessian professor Philipp Friedrich Boost or Friedrich Ludwig Jahn in his popular 1810 work German Folkdom – attributed the lack of patriotism to “perverse cosmopolitanism” and a “slavish desire to emulate” all things foreign, whose most extreme expression they criticized as “Gallomania,” which led people to “ape” all things French, even to the extent of giving up their own language.24 This cultural-political explanation became increasingly popular before and during the wars of 1813–15, far beyond German-national circles.25 The small number of female authors who participated in this debate argued similarly. They, too, like the German-Swedish translator, poet and salonnière Amalie von Helvig, criticized the “failure of men” and their “loss of honor.”26
Both the political and cultural explanation of Prussia’s defeat and the “downfall” of Germany influenced the politics of the Prussian reformers in the government, administration and army after 1806–07.
An Agenda of Revenge and Reform
Faced with catastrophic conditions in the Prussian rump monarchy, there was, between 1807 and 1813, very little room for political maneuvering. Therefore, leading reform-oriented government and military officials agreed, despite all other differences, that in the medium term only military victory over France could restore the state’s autonomy, as Stein stressed in retrospect. The central political objective was, consequently, to turn Prussia into a “valorous nation” (wehrhafte Nation) able to lead the liberation struggle against Napoleon in Central Europe. The ideas about the nation that developed in these debates on the causes of the Prussian defeat and the necessary steps toward liberation remained quite open and ambiguous. The small circle of patriotic-minded educated men who dominated the discussion used the word “nation” synonymously with the terms “people” (Volk) and “fatherland” (Vaterland) and applied them to both the Prussian territorial state and the German nation as a whole. In these circles, the vision of a German “cultural nation” (Kulturnation) whose unity rested on primordial factors such as shared history, language and culture was tied either to a Christian-conservative regional state patriotism or a more liberal version of it. Prussia was generally regarded as a “monarchical nation” that stood above the various ethnic groups in the population of the territorial state and formed the heart of the German cultural nation. Many of these ideas had already been developed in the eighteenth century, and some went back still further. What was new in Prussia under the specific conditions of French rule after the defeat of 1806–07, however, was the discourse’s focus on a single major objective: the struggle for liberation from Napoleon. This was accompanied not just by further politicization, but also by a militarization and virilization of the concepts of “the nation,” “the people” and “the fatherland” as well as an intensification of the exclusionary aspect of patriotic-national ideas. Political argumentation using patriotic-national rhetoric became increasingly commonplace in the educated classes after 1806–07.27
Reform-oriented circles in the Prussian government, administration and military tried to realize their aim of remaking Prussia as a “valorous nation” that would be able to triumph over Napoleon and his empire primarily by tackling five tasks. First and foremost, financial policy had to ensure that the Prussian state could afford to settle the demanded reparations to France, which would end the occupation, and support the occupying French army. Furthermore, a cautious financial policy was necessary to fund the planned military reforms and the costs of the hoped-for next war.28
Second, a new approach to military policy was needed. After 1806–07, reformers in the state and army largely agreed that the monarchy would be able to withstand the French foe only if it recast its own military system along the French model and introduced universal conscription, at least during wartime. To realize this aim, they worked on a rapid reorganization of the Prussian army.29 They believed that two preconditions would be necessary for its success: On the one hand, its “self-cleansing,” which would bring a younger generation of officers who supported military reform into positions of responsibility; and, on the other hand, greater acceptance for the army by the population, especially the middle class. The military system needed to correspond better to middle-class notions of freedom and honor. An army with draconian punishments and compulsion was no longer considered up-to-date.30 Against stiff resistance in the army and the administration, the Military Reorganization Commission set up by the king on 15 July 1807 under the leadership of General Gerhardt von Scharnhorst managed by 1813 to reform not just the military administration and justice system, but also the system of training, recruitment and provisioning.31 Old privileges of the nobility, above all preferred access to officers’ commissions and the principle of seniority, were abandoned in favor of a more meritocratic commissioning and promotion of officers. Military law was adapted to middle-class legal concepts and special rights largely dismantled. In the interest of a necessary improvement in troop motivation to fight and readiness for duty, the legal position of soldiers and noncommissioned officers was also strengthened. The “Articles of War for Non-Commissioned Officers and Common Soldiers” of 8 August 1808, as the basic legal order of the Prussian army, were especially important here. They replaced the old military regulations of 1797, whose emphasis on “the strictest obedience” and Christian “fear of God” made them as out-of-date as the threats of draconian corporal punishment such as running the gauntlet for the most minor offenses.32 The new “Articles of War” programmatically announced, “that in future, any subject of the state, without regard to birth [...] shall be obliged to perform military service.” For the first time, noncommissioned officers and soldiers were explicitly addressed as “men of honor.”33 The “Regulation on Military Punishments,” issued together with the “Articles of War,” accordingly removed all corporal punishments for noncommissioned officers and soldiers.34 These reforms created a decisive precondition for the introduction of universal conscription, which only became possible when war was declared on France, because it violated the Treaty of Paris.
In conjunction with this military reorganization, the reformers in the Prussian state and military believed, third, that it was necessary to create “military readiness” in broad segments of the male population, who were to be mobilized for military service by means of universal conscription for the first time. Up to that point the canton system of recruitment, introduced in 1733, called only a relatively small proportion of Prussian men of military age to do service, and these had mainly been from the rural lower classes. Not just aristocrats, civil servants and members of the educated and propertied middle classes, but also the male inhabitants of entire regions and industrial districts – such as the western territories of the monarchy, as well as large cities, including Berlin and Potsdam, Brandenburg, Breslau and Magdeburg – had been exempted from conscription. The canton system was abolished in Prussia on 9 February 1813.35 For a military based on universal conscription, a new type of soldier was necessary: “subjects of the king” (Untertanen) had to become autonomous “citizens of the state” (Bürger des Staates)36 who were prepared to take up arms and defend their home and country. The universal obligation to do military service was linked early on with the promise of increased political rights, albeit mostly for men of property.37
Fourth, the reformers were convinced that a “warlike national spirit” of “patriotic self-sacrifice” also had to be fostered in large segments of the population, not just in men of military age. They regarded this as essential, since the virtually bankrupt Prussian state needed broad financial and practical support to make war on France. The population was not only expected to pay high taxes and dues and to buy war bonds, but also to equip and supply the militia and volunteer units, care for the sick, wounded and crippled soldiers, and support the civilian victims of war, particularly widows and orphans. Both the organization of the militia and volunteer units and war charity were left to the provincial estates, municipalities and churches and thus to the local population. To mobilize the inhabitants, an intensive propaganda campaign had to be waged before and during the war that promoted a “bellicose spirit” and patriotism. The debate on the options for such a campaign was part of a wider discourse in patriot circles on German “national education.”38 The patriots saw five routes to this objective: the promotion of “publicity” (Publicität) – today we would say an uncensored public sphere – by means of which patriotic-minded writers were first and foremost to influence the educated men who shaped public opinion; the furtherance of patriotism among the “common people” by popular enlightenment; the education of male youth, whose “civic and bellicose spirit” was to be awakened as early as possible by schoolteachers and professors; the development of a public culture of patriotic-national symbols, rituals and festivities that created community and collective identity; and the strengthening of the general population’s “religious faith.” The Prussian reformers, like many patriots, believed that the willingness to sacrifice life and property for the fatherland was mostly based on a strong Christian faith.39 Therefore, they allotted to the state-controlled established church and its Protestant clergy the task of an intensive religious-patriotic education from the pulpit. Although it has often been overlooked in scholarship, the Protestant Church and religion thus played an important role in the reformers’ plans for “national education.” Given the precarious diplomatic and domestic circumstances, they considered religion to be the central and safest means for the state to promote a “bellicose spirit” and “self-sacrifice” well beyond the small, educated elite.40
Last but not least, reforms in the state, economy and society had to be initiated in order to reduce Prussia’s modernization deficit, keep pace with the performance and efficiency of the French state, and put the monarchy in a political and economic position to conduct a successful war. As in the field of military reforms, here, too, it was only the defeat of 1806–07 and the subsequent profound crisis that forced an “anti-revolution”: catching up with the economic, social and political changes that had already been made by the French foe through energetic reforms.41 The Prussian reformers agreed in principle on the need to tackle these five tasks, but their opinions differed about the best means of handling them. In the implementation of their reform project, however, they faced not just massive misgivings on the part of the king and the highest court circles, but also opposition in parts of the administration and the noble elite.42
A similar reform agenda was pursued by the states in the Confederation of the Rhine. Different and especially challenging, for the Prussian reformers, was the fact that the monarchy was faced with the trifold necessity of coping with the consequences of war, preparing for another war and reforming the state, economy and society.43 Military reforms and the attendant question of financing the substantial costs of the army and war had therefore a far more central status within overall modernization measures in Prussia than in the Confederation of the Rhine.44 Even here, though, the constantly growing French demands for war financing and the resulting dramatic rise in war debts left the reformers under pressure to embark on radical new paths: in the states of the Confederation of the Rhine and Prussia alike the war and its financing were the nervus rerum of reforms in state and society.45
The Response of the Prussian Public
The reforms that the Prussian government began to introduce in 1807 did little to change the massive loss of authority and popular confidence, which increased steadily until 1812.46 Apart from the military reorganization, the immediate practical effects of most reform projects before 1812–13 – administrative, financial, educational and agrarian reform, trade regulations, the emancipation edict and the laws regulating municipal government – remained too limited or brought instead of relief new burdens (in particular special taxes and compulsory loans) to the broader population. The reform policy thus appears to have increased people’s sense of crisis and widened the chasm between subjects and the Prussian state instead of fostering support.47
In light of the desperate mood of the population, all plans for a popular uprising against Napoleon – which leading army reformers around Gerhard von Scharnhorst and Neidhardt von Gneisenau in particular had considered after 1807, pointing to the Spanish uprising of 1808–09 – appeared unlikely to succeed and were therefore rejected by the Prussian king.48 The lack of support for an armed uprising in Prussia and northern Germany is evident in the short-lived military adventure of the extremely popular Hussar Major Ferdinand von Schill, who had commanded the successful defense of the fortress of Kolberg in 1807. He led his own regiment against the Kingdom of Westphalia in a campaign begun on 28 April 1809, which ended in bloody defeat only one month later.49 Friedrich Wilhelm III was also unwilling to support Austria when it declared war against France on 9 April 1809. The king’s realistic skepticism was confirmed by the devastating defeat of Austria. Only seven months after Franz II had started the war, with British support, he was forced to agree to the Treaty of Schönbrunn with France on 14 October 1809.50
Between 1806 and 1812, regional patriotism and loyalty to the Prussian king were expressed only on a few extraordinary occasions. These included the reentry of the army in Berlin, led by the garrison troops under the command of Ferdinand von Schill, in December 1808; the return of the royal family to the capital in December 1809; and especially the death of Queen Luise on 19 July 1810, which was popularly perceived as a very disconcerting stroke of fate.51 The elaborate obsequies, which were carefully staged by the state and churches and went on for two weeks, became the most important events in the kingdom between 1807 and 1813 in which the entire country publicly displayed its patriotism and loyalty to the royal family.52 The ceremonies throughout the kingdom reunited the royal family with the people for the first time since the defeat of 1806–07. A plethora of poems, sermons and commemorative broadsheets expressed the subjects’ sorrow.53 Autobiographical texts indicate that the queen’s death in fact moved contemporaries profoundly. When they mourned the loss of the much-loved queen, it was not just as the “mother” of the Prussian nation, but also as a symbol of hope for national renewal.54
The brief burst of regional patriotism on the occasion of the queen’s death did little to change the persistent sense of crisis in Prussia, which peaked in 1812 during mobilization for the Grande Armée’s invasion of Russia. On 4 March the Prussian king ratified a military alliance with France, which turned the entire region into a deployment and march-through area for the invasion troops, and burdened it with substantial armaments contributions for the war against Russia that Napoleon began on 24 June 1812. Prussia was expected to muster an auxiliary corps of 30,000 men for the Grande Armée, which was 457,000 and later 600,000 men strong and moving eastward through Prussian territory. One of the most affected regions was East Prussia. In order to provision the assembled armies, which had been promised free passage, the exhausted country had to deliver 600,000 hundredweight of flour, two million bottles each of beer and brandy, one million hundredweight of hay and straw, six million bushels of oats, 15,000 horses, 44,000 oxen, 3,600 horse-drawn wagons with carters as well as field-hospital supplies and munitions. The costs were to be settled later against the remaining contribution payments (at that time only 12 million taler were left), but the total sum of all payments made during the renewed occupation came to 85 million taler. The alliance with France was tantamount to a total surrender by Prussia, imposed renewed heavy burdens on the population and, because of requisitions and pillaging, it painfully reminded people of the French occupation of 1806–08. When the Grande Armée marched off to Russia, the Prussian monarchy was once again economically and financially on the verge of state bankruptcy and had relinquished the last vestiges of its political reputation.55
Public opinion in Prussia began to change only in the autumn of 1812. With Moscow in flames in September, but above all with the withdrawal and retreat of Napoleon’s army, which in the winter of 1812 was moving toward an ever more obvious defeat, hope awakened everywhere. A universal and final reversal of the mood came with the march-through of the ragged remains of the Grande Armée in eastern Prussia, and Napoleon’s official admission of defeat in December 1812. At this point, reports from East Prussia as well as Berlin and the surrounding marches indicated “that only a spark is needed to ignite a flame.”56 Within just a few years, the negative experiences with French domination had created an anti-French mood, which, now that the defeat of France finally seemed possible, was transformed into a willingness to fight for liberation from French domination. Thus, more and more voices were raised in addresses, letters and petitions to the Prussian king demanding an alliance with Russia.57 The first signal for the Prussians to rise up came with the Convention of Tauroggen, which General Hans David Ludwig von Yorck signed on his own authority as commander of the Prussian auxiliary corps on 30 December 1812. The chief content of this agreement with Russian headquarters, of which the king publicly disapproved, was the temporary neutralization of the auxiliary corps.58
In February 1813 public outrage in Prussia reached the boiling point. “The king is no longer in a position to suppress the enthusiasm that has taken possession of nearly all hearts,” the English privy agent in Berlin, the future Hanover minister of state and cabinet minister Baron Ludwig von Ompteda wrote to London on 20 February.59 The mood was fired not just by the advance of the Russian army, which had reached Königsberg in January 1813, but also by the king’s appeal of 3 February to form volunteer units and the resolution of the diet (Landtag) of the East Prussian estates of 7 February to establish a provincial militia and arm the population of its territory, which was not authorized by the monarch. Prussia did not openly declare war on Napoleon until 16 March 1813, however.60
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3 Liberation and Restoration
The Wars of 1813–1815 and Their Legacy

The wars of 1813–14 were the first in Prussian history to be conducted based on universal conscription. A first step was the enactment on 9 February 1813 of the “Edict Lifting Previous Exemptions from Cantonal Duties for the Duration of the War,” drafted by General Scharnhorst, which introduced compulsory military service for all men between the ages of 17 and 24 who had previously been exempt. Those who volunteered for a rifle detachment on foot or horseback or an artillery detachment within eight days could choose their own units. Those who came later had to serve in the unit assigned to them by the military authorities. Young men in frail health; those whose fathers had died and who had inherited the running of a town house, farm or larger property; the sons of widows without older brothers who were not serving in the military; those who were known as the sole breadwinners of their families; and “active and salaried officials” of the Prussian state as well as clerics remained exempt. The edict thus retained broad exemptions from service in the standing army. As the military reformers intended, service in the standing army became exclusively a matter for young, unmarried men with no domestic establishment of their own. In order to make service attractive, they were assured that “every man in the military, without regard to estate and wealth, shall be given the chance, according to his abilities and conduct, to be promoted to officer or non-commissioned officer as soon as he has served one month and the opportunity arises, and shall have a preferred claim to a position in the civil service.”1 In addition, more political rights were promised to all men who willingly fulfilled their military duties.2
In his appeal “To My People,” issued one day after Prussia declared war on France, on 17 March 1813, Friedrich Wilhelm III called upon all men capable of bearing arms to defend their country and announced the immediate introduction of a militia (Landwehr) for the duration of the war and the later establishment of a general levy (Landsturm). That same day, he issued the “Edict on the Organization of the Militia,” also drafted by Scharnhorst, which regulated the implementation of the Landwehr. It stipulated that the provincial estates had to set up the militia as an autonomous military organization alongside the standing army. All men between the ages of 17 and 40 who were capable of bearing arms and did not belong to the standing army or the special units of the rifle detachments were obliged to serve in the militia. The “Conscription Act” of 3 September 1814 retained general conscription without proxies for peacetime as well.3 By 15 March, Prussia had already been divided into four military governorates (Militär Gouvernements) (between the rivers Elbe and Oder, between the Oder and the Vistula, between the Vistula and the Russian border, and Silesia), each headed by one civilian and one military governor, with the latter having the final say in case of “imminent danger.” These military governorates, which were joined by the governorates between the Elbe and the Weser and later on between the Weser and the Rhine were responsible for organizing the war on the ground.4
The Prussian field army managed to mobilize 245,000 men by early August 1813. Of those, 119,000 belonged to the troops of the line (among them more than 9,000 volunteers in rifle detachments), 113,000 to the militia, 11,000 to the various volunteer formations and 2,000 to the train and craft units. Therefore 46 percent of all soldiers in the field army were militiamen and 8 percent volunteers. Prussia had 281,000 men under arms, including 6,900 officers. Thus, in 1813 not only did Prussia have twice as many soldiers fighting as it had in 1806, but the army consisted almost exclusively of “locals.” More than 10 percent of the male population was deployed in 1813, compared to only about 2 percent in 1806.5 This enormous mobilization was only possible because the kingdom had already begun rearming secretly before 1813, in contravention of the Paris Convention. Two cabinet orders of 6 August and 24 December 1808 had introduced the so-called Krümper system.6 It stipulated that each month, five of the oldest trained “inlanders” – that is, local recruits – in every infantry company would be granted a furlough, and the same number would be newly inducted. Those on furlough assembled on Sundays and holidays for further training. This system of recruitment, which was later extended to the artillery and cavalry, established a trained military reserve without officially expanding the army. It thereby created the preconditions for rapid general mobilization. By August 1811, some 80,000 men were under arms, and another 35,000 to 40,000 could be mobilized on short notice. Fortified storehouses had been set up to outfit them in Pillau, Kolberg, Spandau and Silesia. The price of this secret rearmament was a further rise in the state debt. The Prussian state could only raise the requisite funds through daring financial transactions and extensive private loans.7
This military mobilization received political support from an intense patriotic-national propaganda campaign beginning in early 1813. With the advance of the Russian army, which reached Königsberg in January and Berlin in March 1813, rigid French and Prussian censorship was essentially abolished.8 Russian headquarters insisted, as Berlin’s Chief Commissioner of Police Paul Ludwig Le Coq complained in a report to the central government on 8 March 1813, “that any and all printed matter directed against France should appear and be distributed by all means, even if it contains slanders.”9 The resentment and hatred that had built up against Napoleon were expressed in the subsequent period in a large number of anti-French cartoons, satirical poems, farces, and calls to arms. Soon, more and more pamphlets appeared containing war songs and poems intended to mobilize the population. Beginning in the spring of 1813, a whole wave of patriotic-national newspapers and journals were also founded.10 After the official declaration of war, this flood of publications was also promoted by the Prussian army leadership, the military and civilian governors of liberated regions, and the central administrative council of the allied powers under Baron vom Stein, which were all equally interested in mobilizing for war. As a result, they not only supported the printing and distribution of leaflets but also disregarded government censorship. In the war years 1813–14, censorship was largely abolished in practice, especially for individual books and pamphlets. The “war of swords” – to cite the much-used phrase of the time – was accompanied by an intensive “war of quills.”11
The rapid and relatively successful mobilization of Prussian men for the volunteer units and the militia, as well as of the rest of society for the various forms of support necessary for the war effort, would have been impossible without the broad and intensive attempts to mobilize public opinion. Coercion by the state and the army was not enough. They urgently needed to win public support in 1813. Thus, in the propaganda of the time, the term “people’s war” (Volkskrieg) was one of the most frequently invoked Pathosformeln (pathos formulas), or highly emotional national slogans.12 It represented the idea of a war based on universal conscription and supported by the entire population, whose success derived from the unity between princes, their governments, the army and the subjects of the Prussian and German nation.13
Prussia and Germany during the Wars of 1813–15
Austria provided the greatest number of troops to the allied forces during the wars of 1813–15. The allied coalition fought under the main command of Austrian Field Marshal Karl Philipp, Prince of Schwarzenberg, but Prussia was the driving force among the German powers. The kingdom began the war in alliance with Russia. On 14 March, the Duchy of Mecklenburg-Schwerin joined the coalition of Kalisch of 28 February 1813, followed by Sweden on 22 April, Great Britain during the ceasefire of 4 June to 10 August and Austria a short while later. Thus, 500,000 allied soldiers in three armies confronted the Grande Armée, whose strength had returned to 440,000. Through skillful delay tactics that were also flexible, the coalition succeeded in capturing the initiative, winning a whole series of battles from late August and uniting the three armies by the beginning of October 1813.14 Recognizing the coalition’s likely military success, Bavaria also joined on 8 October. After the Battle of the Nations near Leipzig, which began on 16 October and ended on 19 October with an overwhelming defeat for Napoleon, who lost one-third of his men, his army had to retreat across the Rhine. Within a few weeks, the Confederation of the Rhine had been dissolved. In accord with the Leipzig Convention of 21 October 1813, pending territorial reorganization the coalition set up four general governorates (General Gouvernements) in the liberated northern and western regions: one in the region between the Weser and the Rhine, which was already controlled by Prussia, one in the Grand Duchy of Berg, one in the Grand Duchy of Frankfurt am Main, and one in the Kingdom of Saxony. Each was headed by one civilian and one military governor and placed under a central administrative department located in Frankfurt am Main, directed by Baron vom Stein. This body replaced the central administrative council of the coalition powers, which had been established on 4 April following an agreement between Prussia and Russia, also with Stein at the helm. On 19 November, universal conscription was introduced in the new general administrative districts and the roundup of recruits began immediately. On 24 November, Colonel Otto August Rühle von Lilienstern, who had been among the Prussian army reformers, was appointed Commissioner General for German Armaments. He was responsible for overseeing recruitment and ensuring the uniform organization of the system of defense on behalf of the central administrative department.15
Napoleon’s forced retreat to French territory raised the question of whether the war was over, or should be continued until the emperor was toppled. While Austrian Chancellor Prince Klemens von Metternich and his government favored peace negotiations with France, the Prussian and Russian army leadership wanted to destroy the enemy utterly and for that reason pushed for a quick march on Paris. In fact, Napoleon decided this conflict by ignoring the allies’ peace overtures. On 31 December 1813, the coalition troops crossed the Rhine. Three months later, they marched into the French capital. Prussia had begun the war of 1813–14 under the rhetorical auspices of a “people’s war” with the declared aim of national “liberation.” In the first year, the war indeed could not have been successfully conducted without the broad mobilization of men for military service and the support of much of the general population in Prussia. After the victorious Battle of the Nations in October 1813, however, Austria became increasingly influential in the coalition against Napoleon. From the beginning, Metternich tried not merely to cool patriotic-national tempers in Germany, among other things by pushing for the return to a strict enforcement of censorship laws, but at the same time also to pursue a policy of moderation toward France. In the period that followed, the war increasingly became a traditional cabinet war over the German and European balance of powers.16
In order to restore this power balance, the 30 May 1814 Treaty of Paris avoided dividing Europe into victors and vanquished. France’s 1792 borders were confirmed, with the addition of a few captured territories. The rulers of the states of the Confederation of the Rhine (with the exception of Saxony, which had fought on France’s side to the end) were guaranteed their possessions as well as their sovereignty. This recognized the territorial changes that had occurred since 1803 and prevented a return to the conditions of the Holy Roman Empire that had been dissolved in 1806. At the Congress of Vienna, held from 18 September 1814 to 9 June 1815, which decided on the future political organization of Europe, too, Metternich succeeded in pushing his politics of restoration. The aim of the Congress was to settle the many issues arising from the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars. The Holy Roman Empire was replaced by the German Confederation with 39 member states, which in 1815 encompassed some 630,100 square kilometers with a population of approximately 29.2 million.17
The war of 1815, which was unleashed by Napoleon’s return to France and began officially on 25 March with the declaration of war by the old coalition partners, was even more clearly an old-style cabinet war. This no longer applied only to the war aims, which the rulers had already sought to enforce with diplomatic negotiations that ran parallel to the war, but also to the manner in which the war was conducted. On 7 April 1815 Friedrich Wilhelm III once again called the “Prussian people” to arms. The other German states also mobilized their populations, but the war was fought mainly with the regular troops of the standing armies, who were the first to be deployed, because the conflict already ended on 3 July 1815 with the capitulation of the provisional French government.18
The second Treaty of Paris of 20 November 1815 did not challenge the great land consolidation of the Napoleonic era, but it was less favorable to France, which now lost the border regions that its revolutionary armies had gained in 1790–92; the state was reduced to its 1790 boundaries. The old powers were restored throughout Europe. The politics of restoration did not, however, go so far as to reestablish Germany in the borders of the Holy Roman Empire, reintroduce the emperorship or reinstitute the mediatized and secularized imperial principalities. There were also substantial shifts of territory between the German states. Austria relinquished its possessions and claims in southern and western Germany in favor of its possessions in the Alps, Hungary and Galicia as well as Italy. The petty states went empty-handed. Saxony survived only in greatly reduced form. Bavaria was able to expand its position in southern Germany and Hanover greatly enlarged its territory. Prussia had to cede the majority of its acquisitions from the Polish partitions to the newly created Kingdom of Poland, which was dependent on Russia, and failed to enforce its demand for a total annexation of Saxony, but did acquire two-thirds of the Saxon kingdom and a substantial part of Rhineland-Westphalia as well as the Saar. At 278,000 square kilometers, the Prussian state returned to nearly 90 percent of its former size in 1806, while its population of 10.3 million surpassed the old levels. Following the “Edict on the Improved Organization of the Provincial Authorities” of 30 April 1815, Prussia’s state territory was divided into ten provinces: East Prussia, West Prussia, Posen, Pomerania, Silesia and Brandenburg in the old state territory and Saxony, Westphalia, the Lower Rhine and Jülich-Cleves-Berg in the newly acquired territory. This growth, which was mostly in the west, integrated Prussia, which had previously expanded mainly in the east, more than ever before into the center of Central European politics. Alongside Austria, it became the leading power in the German Confederation. In the immediate postwar period and the decades that followed, the power competition between the two monarchies substantially influenced German policy. (See Map 3)19
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Map 3. Central Europe, 1815–66. 
Politics and Political Culture during and after the Wars
Prussia was able to assume a leadership role among the German powers in the anti-Napoleonic struggle for liberation not least because its central war aim – liberation from French domination – enjoyed relatively broad support within its own population. There is substantial evidence that the attempt to create a patriotic-national mood in larger segments of the Prussian population was comparatively successful above all during the first war of 1813–14. This became evident earliest and most markedly in the territories that remained Prussian, especially the Kurmark, the Neumark, Western Pomerania and East Prussia.20 Following the front, over the course of the war it then swept through the liberated old Prussian possessions outward to the entire northern, central and western German territory, albeit with significant regional differences.21 The main indicators of a patriotic-national mobilization in Prussia during the wars were, first, the relatively large number of men who volunteered for military service; second, the scope of voluntary material support for the war and relief work for its victims; and third, the broad acceptance of the patriotic-national symbols, rituals, festivals and ceremonies developed in the context of the war.22
Patriotic-national mobilization also reached parts of the Confederation of the Rhine in 1813–14. At first, the existing reservations against Napoleonic domination were balanced out here by the new circumstances in economic and political life created by the French. Many educated people had even welcomed the Napoleonic regime because they hoped for rapid reforms under French influence.23 As it became increasingly obvious that Napoleon was pursuing quite traditional dynastic power politics, educated people in particular became more and more critical. The growing costs of the army and the war also fostered anti-French attitudes in broader parts of the population, which is indicated by the protests that began in some regions of the Confederation of the Rhine in early 1813 and the growing number of young men of military age who refused to fight under the French flag.24 Anti-French unrest was reported in 1813–14 from Bremen, Hamburg, Lübeck, Lüneburg, Oldenburg, Dresden, Erfurt, Hanau, the region of Lippe, Hesse-Darmstadt, the Kingdom of Westphalia and the Grand Duchies of Berg and Frankfurt am Main, among other places.25 This economically and socially motivated protest, however, should not be equated with patriotism or nationalism. It more closely resembled early-modern social riots. From the summer of 1814 on – after the first victory over Napoleon – patriotic-national mobilization generally started to wane. The main reason for this was the altered political climate. Even in Prussia, the “patriotic collective experience” of 1813 was not repeated at the start of the second war in spring 1815.26
In light of the new form and breadth of patriotic-national engagement, historians consider the war years 1813–15 to be the phase in German history in which a broader national movement emerged for the first time.27 The regional dissemination and scope of this movement and its influence remain subject to debate, however. Historians emphasize, on the one hand, that a national discourse already existed among the elites in the German-speaking lands long before the period of the wars against Napoleon, and that, during the war years 1813–15, too, this discourse mainly involved educated circles.28 Moreover, scholars warn against equating Prussia with Germany.29 These two caveats are vital, but they cannot really diminish the importance of the patriotic-national movement itself, which went beyond Prussia, at least briefly touching North, Central and West Germany, and for the first time extended beyond the educated elite. That this quite diverse movement was locally based and had no unifying political program contributed to its success. The very vagueness of political concepts held political controversies at bay, and the combination of regional patriotism with a vision of a German cultural nation had an integrative effect because it represented the complexity of German identity formation in the conflicted field between Heimat (local home region), territorial state, nation-state and nation.30Against the backdrop of a liberalization of censorship practice, the national Pathosformeln repeatedly invoked in war propaganda – such as the “unity” and “fraternity” of the German national community (Volksgemeinschaft) in a “people’s war” – appear at first to have nourished hopes that liberation from the Napoleonic yoke would be followed by a more liberal reorganization of Germany in consensus with the princes.31
Only when victory over Napoleon seemed increasingly likely and the question of the postwar political order moved onto the agenda did a greater discursive specification of political concepts begin, accompanied by the eruption of political differences. This process, which intensified parallel to negotiations at the Congress of Vienna, was decisively promoted by the growing disappointment with political developments. Not only did the governments of the German states increasingly attempt to roll back the de facto press freedom of wartime by tightening censorship in 1814–15, but the Congress of Vienna also produced – against all hopes for more political liberties and territorial unification in a single German federal state – only a weak compromise.32 The German Confederation (Deutscher Bund) was merely a loose federation of German territorial states, an association of “Germany’s sovereign princes and free cities,” whose objective, according to the Federal Act of 8 June 1815, was to preserve the external and internal security of Germany and the independence and inviolability of the individual German states. There was to be neither a common head of state nor a federal government. The only constitutional organ provided for in the Federal Act was a Federal Convention (Bundesversammlung) in Frankfurt am Main, a permanent congress of envoys of all 39 member states under the Austrian presidency. But a federal army was created, under the authority of a federal military commission, which conducted business on behalf of the federal diet. Of the ten army corps in the federal armed forces, Austria and Prussia provided three each. In addition, in 1819 a state police agency was set up in Mainz for the purpose of political surveillance.33 Instead of national unity and political liberty the German Confederation brought more united military forces and stronger police control.
In order to respond to demands for political reform, Article 13 of the Federal Act vaguely announced that “All states of the Confederation will have a constitution based on the provincial estates (Landständische Verfassung).”34 While this established the duty of the individual states to create constitutions in their territories, it neither set a date nor specified any content. The central question, and with it the potential for conflict inherent in Article 13, was and remained whether “provincial estates” referred to chambers of the old corporative type or to a modern form of popular representation. By 1824, 15 states of the German Confederation had made good on the Federal Act’s promise of constitutions. They included Bavaria (on 26 May 1818), Baden (on 22 August 1818), Württemberg (on 25 September 1819) and Hanover (on 7 December 1819).35 The Prussian king, too, had promised more political rights in exchange for the nation’s willingness to perform military service in his constitutional declaration of 22 May 1815. He had even announced the formation of a “popular representation,” which would more firmly anchor the state of civil rights and liberties and just administration based on order, and further strengthen harmony between the sovereign and the “Prussian nation.”36 These promises, however, were not realized until the Revolution of 1848–49. All that existed were estate assemblies (Ständeversammlungen) in the various Prussian provinces.37
From 1815 on, a growing national opposition movement tried to resist the politics of restoration, and above all the German system of petty states and neo-absolutism. Its members demanded the civil rights and liberties that monarchs had promised them as compensation for their wartime service, and were particularly committed to the provincial estates announced in the Federal Act. A significant portion of the universally male and mainly young activists of this movement had fought in the recent wars as volunteers and now joined forces in various patriotic-national men’s clubs, the most important of them being the gymnastic associations (Turnvereine), the student associations (Burschenschaften) and the nascent choral societies (Gesangsvereine), along with the German Societies (Deutsche Gesellschaften) and the Committees for a National Festival. Their organized political activities were quickly and radically ended by the Carlsbad Decrees of 20 September 1819, which had the status of provisional federal laws. They banned the national-liberal opposition of the Turner and Burschenschaften, removed liberal- and national-minded university professors from their academic positions, expanded the censorship of the press and set up the Central-Untersuchungs-Commission, a central commission for the “joint investigation, as thorough and extensive as possible, of the facts relating to the origin and manifold ramifications of the revolutionary plots and demagogical associations directed against the existing constitution and the domestic peace of both the Confederation and the federal states.”38The first wave of an intensive persecution of the demagogues followed in the wake of the Carlsbad Decrees, although it proved impossible to suppress the oppositional national movement altogether. The nationalization of political culture continued apace, accompanied by a greater ideological differentiation of national political concepts.39
1 “Verordnung über die Aufhebung der bisherigen Exemtion von der Kantonpflichtigkeit für die Dauer des Krieges,” in Das Preußische Heer der Befreiungskriege, ed. Großer Generalstab, Kriegsgeschichtliche Abteilung II, 3 vols. (Berlin, 1912 and 1914), 2:386–387.

2 See chapter 5 and 6 in the second part.

3 Wohlfeil, “Heer,” 102–153.

4 Max  Lehmann, Scharnhorst, 2 vols. (Leipzig, 1886 and 1887), 2:556; and Mieck, “Preußen,” 56.

5 The difference in size between the field army (first line) and the army as a whole reflects the 36,000 men of the garrison and reserve troops (second line); see Generalstab, Heer, 2:458–551, esp. 548–551; and Wohlfeil, “Heer,” 86–87 and 159–161.

6 The word Krümper comes from the vocabulary of the standing armies, and refers to the regiments’ hidden reserves of supernumerary recruits on leave.

7 See Generalstab, Heer, 1:1–374; Treue, “Preußens Wirtschaft,” 509; and Wohlfeil, “Heer,” 100–104 and 122–123.

8 See Karl-Heinz  Schäfer, Ernst Moritz Arndt als politischer Publizist: Studien zu Publizistik, Pressepolitik und kollektivem Bewußtsein im frühen 19. Jahrhundert (Bonn, 1974), 59–65.

9 Paul  Czygan, Zur Geschichte der Tagesliteratur während der Freiheitskriege, 3 vols. (Berlin, 1909–1911), 2:49–60.

10 See Hagemann, Muth, 128–157.

11 For more, see chapter 4 in the second part.

12 Aby Warburg introduced the term Pathosformel in 1911 to refer to an artistic mode of expression that speaks to the emotions and passions. See Philippe-Alain  Michaud, Aby Warburg and the Image in Motion (New York, 2004), esp. 7–19. In 1921, Max Weber defined the “national” as “a specific kind of pathos that links a human group with a common language, religion, customs or shared destiny to the idea of a political power organization of their own, whether already existing or desired.” Weber, Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft: Grundriß der verstehenden Soziologie (Tübingen, 1972, 5th edn.), 244 and 530, as well as 240–245 and 527–531. It is in this dual sense that I use the term nationale Pathosformeln.

13 See the second part.

14 The most important victories were won on 23 Aug. at Großbeeren, 26 Aug. at Katzbach, 26–27 Aug. at Dresden, 29–30 Aug. at Kulm, 6 Sept. at Dennewitz and 3 Oct. 1813 at Wartenburg. For the history of the 1813–14 military campaigns in Central Europe and France, see Leggiere, Napoleon; and idem, The Fall of Napoleon, vol. 1: The Allied Invasion of France, 1813–1814 (Cambridge, 2007). On the situation in Prussia during the war, see Clark, Kingdom, 358–378.

15 See in particular, Johann Jakob  Otto August Rühle von  Lilienstern, ed., Die Deutsche Volksbewaffnung in einer Sammlung der darüber in sämmtlichen Deutschen Staaten ergangenen Verordnungen, ed. General-Kommissair der Deutschen  Bewaffnungsangelegenheiten (Berlin, 1815); on his biography, see Bernhard  von Poten, “Rühle von Lilienstern, Johann Jakob Otto August,” ADB 29 (1889): 611–615.

16 See Leggiere, Fall, vol. 1.

17 Wolfram  Siemann, Vom Staatenbund zum Nationalstaat: Deutschland 1806–1871 (Munich, 1995), 313–315.

18 Siegfried  Fiedler, Kriegswesen und Kriegsführung im Zeitalter der Revolutionskriege (Koblenz, 1988), 252–279.

19 See Elisabeth  Fehrenbach, Vom Ancien Régime zum Wiener Kongreß (Munich, 1986, 2nd edn.), 125–130; and Siemann, Staatenbund, 314–320.

20 See Münchow-Pohl, Reform, 49–63 and 227–241.

21 See Heitzer, Insurrection, 236–293; Stulz, Fremdherrschaft, 102–299; Aaslestad, Place, 273–320; Rowe, Reich, 216–223.

22 See the third part.

23 See Gerhard  Schuck, Rheinbundpatriotismus und Politische Öffentlichkeit zwischen Aufklärung und Frühliberalismus, Kontinuitätsdenken und Diskontinuitätserfahrung in den Staatsrechts- und Verfassungsdebatten der Rheinbundpublizistik (Stuttgart, 1994).

24 See Josef  Smets, “Von der ‘Dorfidylle’ zur preußischen Nation: Sozialdisziplinierung der linksrheinischen Bevölkerung durch die Franzosen am Beispiel der allgemeinen Wehrpflicht (1802–1814),” HZ 262 (1996): 695–738, 735–738; also Planert, Mythos, 419–473; and Rowe, Reich, 159–192.

25 See Heitzer, Insurrection, 240–245; Aaslestad, Place, 262–271; and Rowe, Reich, 216–223; more generally, see Charles J.  Esdaile, Popular Resistance in the French Wars: Patriots, Partisans and Land Pirates (Basingstoke, 2005).

26 Eckhard  Trox, Militärischer Konservativismus: Kriegervereine und “Militärpartei” in Preußen zwischen 1815 und 1848/49 (Stuttgart, 1990), 56–57.

27 See Otto  Dann, Nation und Nationalismus in Deutschland, 1770–1990 (Munich, 1996, 3rd edn.), 68–84; for a more critical view, see Hagen  Schulze, States, Nations, and Nationalism: From the Middle Ages to the Present (Oxford, 1996), 137–196.

28 See Planert, Mythos, 20–21; and Echternkamp, Aufstieg, 216. On earlier forms of nationalism, Stauber, “Nationalismus”; and Blitz, Liebe.

29 See James J.  Sheehan, “State and Nationality in the Napoleonic Period,” in The State of Germany: The National Idea in the Making, Unmaking and Remaking of a Modern Nation-State, ed. John  Breuilly (London, 1992), 47–59; and John Breuilly, “The National Idea in Modern German History,” in ibid., 1–28.

30 See Celia  Applegate, A Nation of Provincials: The German Idea of Heimat (Berkeley, CA, 1990); Alon  Confino, The Nation as a Local Metaphor: Württemberg, Imperial Germany, and National Memory, 1871–1918 (Chapel Hill, NC, 1997); and Abigail  Green, Fatherlands: State-Building and Nationhood in Nineteenth-Century Germany (Cambridge, 2001).

31 See chapter 6 in the second part.

32 See Hagemann, Muth, 112–128.

33 Siemann, Staatenbund, 320–329.

34 Ernst Rudolf  Huber, Deutsche Verfassungsgeschichte seit 1789, 8 vols. (Stuttgart, 1957–1991), 1:640–658, 640–641.

35 Ibid., 656–666.

36 Ernst Rudolf  Huber, ed., Dokumente zur deutschen Verfassungsgeschichte, 3 vols. (Stuttgart, 1961–1966), 1:61–62.

37 Huber, Verfassungsgeschichte, 1:302–313; and Siemann, Staatenbund, 343–426.

38 Huber, Verfassungsgeschichte, 1:732–734; see also Siemann, Staatenbund, 332–333.

39 On the development of early German nationalism up to the 1840s, see Echternkamp, Aufstieg, 297–479; Düding, Nationalismus; Luys, Anfänge; Levinger, Nationalism, 97–159; Dann, Nation, 85–160. On early liberalism, see Dieter  Langewiesche, Liberalism in Germany (Princeton, NJ, 2000), 1–55. For an overview up to 1871, see John  Breuilly, The Formation of the First German Nation-State, 1800–1871 (Basingstoke, 1996), 1–55.



Conclusion
The first two decades of the nineteenth century in Central Europe were decisively shaped by the political hegemony and military expansionism of the Napoleonic Empire. The new form of warfare already introduced during the French Revolutionary Wars – national war conducted with mass armies – which Napoleon retained after he assumed power in November 1799, left its mark on the age. It not only forced the princes of the ancien régime and their governments to make at times far-reaching reforms of army and state, and indeed even the economy and society, in the interest of defending or regaining full state sovereignty, but also shaped the process of political and cultural nation-building.1 In the German-speaking region, the form and content of this process were influenced in a highly ambivalent manner by experiences with the French Revolution and Napoleonic rule: many protagonists of the early national movement were well aware of the modernizing character of the Napoleonic reforms in the armed forces, society and state, and some of them even propagated elements of these reform ideas in modified form and adopted modes of political culture and national mobilization that had been successfully tested in Revolutionary and Napoleonic France, while still distancing themselves from the enemy with increasing vehemence in response to France’s policy of expansion. As the second part demonstrates, the early-liberal protagonists of the German national movement combined liberal political demands for themselves and their kind with national chauvinism, anti-Semitism and conventional views of the gender order, which they shared with conservatives of every stripe. Their nationalism, like the political thinking of most conservatives, also bore a thoroughly Christian stamp. Such ambivalences had a lasting influence on the political culture not just of the era itself, but also of the entire nineteenth century.
1 See Bell, Total War, 263–301.



Part Two Discourses on the Nation, War and Gender


In his “List of Historical-Political Writings Censored in the Month of February 1815,” the Prussian censor Heinrich Renfner complained once more about the monotony of the literary products he was compelled to read.1 The occasion for his lament was an article by the Berlin history professor Friedrich Rühs, “On the Unity of the German People,” in the Zeitschrift für die neueste Geschichte, die Staaten- und Völkerkunde. This journal of contemporary history and politics was published by Georg Andreas Reimer, one of the leading publishers in the Prussian capital, from 1814 to 1816.2 In his article Rühs supported the reconstitution of a German empire. As long as political circumstances rendered this impossible, unity could only be created and maintained by the agreement of the German people. To this end, all Germans must be regarded as compatriots and attain the same rights in each German state, for which universal legislation was necessary. Rühs suggested establishing a federal council of German states with Austria and Prussia at the helm. The states would have a common foreign policy toward non-German states, and henceforth no individual member would be permitted to maintain envoys at foreign courts. The defense of the German fatherland would be secured by a reorganization of military affairs, with a general militia as its main element. To make German men better able to defend their country, they should undergo regular military training during peacetime. Fostering a sense of common purpose among all Germans, Rühs believed, demanded instruction in German history, the promotion of German language and customs and the introduction of a German national costume and festivals.3 As Renfner commented tersely on the essay, “All in all, the same suggestions we have already read in a hundred pamphlets and presumably will read again ad nauseam usque.”4 In fact, we can find similar recommendations in many other pamphlets, broadsheets, magazines and newspapers of the time. If we look at the range of political literature, it soon becomes apparent that much of what Arndt, Fichte or Jahn – the best known German-national authors of their time – wrote in their texts was also shared by many less famous contemporary authors.
In the political discourse of the years 1806 to 1819, opinion makers used different media – from newspapers and journals, leaflets, brochures and books, to proclamations, sermons, songs and poems – to determine what constituted “Germanness” and how best to represent it. While the characteristics of the national identity defined in this process were constructed as primordial, they were de facto highly dependent on situation and context. The discourse took up the eighteenth-century debate on patriotism, people and nation, combining old ideas with more current ones, and because of this mix could fulfill the intended purpose: bringing order into a “disordered world.”5 This combination was a prerequisite for the acceptance and relatively quick dissemination of the new national ideas as organizing principles for the perception and interpretation of a world shaken by war and crisis. After all, concepts generally only gain broad currency when they substantiate and intensify existing value judgments and attitudes and enrich them with new ideas. A second prerequisite was their open and vivid quality. In order to render the order of the national community comprehensible to broader circles, arguments were couched in metaphors and Pathosformeln, which condense complicated argumentation into complex and vivid images that are generally open to interpretation, and are far easier to communicate and remember. For that reason they were used especially in calls to action, proclamations, songs and poems, as well as sermons – intended to reach broad segments of the population and appeal to the emotions. The political-historical journals, for their part, were devoted mainly to intellectual exchange among educated men, while the main task of the newspapers was to provide information on current events. This interplay among the various media formed published opinion.6
The following analysis is therefore based on a wide variety of the media that participated in the contemporary patriotic-national discourse aimed at a broad mobilization for war. I begin this second part by introducing the most important of these media and the conditions of their production and distribution, which allows for an understanding of the extent, forms and limitations of the contemporary discourse.7 Then I analyze the discourse itself, which centered on models of the nation, war and gender. I ask what images and notions these models transported, how they were shaped and nuanced in religious, political, social, ethnic, racial and gender-specific terms, and how they were interrelated. First, I focus on the constructions of the nation and the people and with them the drawing of external and internal boundaries; here nationality, gender and race became crucial. Afterward, I examine the debate concerning the nation, military and war, and explore how this debate was intertwined with concepts of masculinity. Finally, I study the discussion of competing concepts of the nation and citizenship; here the political visions of patriotism, citizenship and gender for war- and peacetime will be the center of attention, because politics at this time was constructed as a highly gendered matter, mainly a “men’s affair.”
A study of the media, the conditions of their production and distribution, and the concepts of nation, war and gender they provided is crucial if we want to understand the intellectual framework for the contemporary political culture and its uses for the mobilization for war in the time between 1806 and 1815 and the cultural demobilization in the postwar period. It also helps us to comprehend the reasons for the long-term legacy of many of the ideas from that time that continued to influence not only memories of the period but with them also the patriotic-national discourse and military culture until the First World War.



4 Mobilizing Public Opinion
Propaganda, Media and War

“A nation that does not dare to speak boldly will dare still less to act boldly,” wrote the Prussian officer and military reformer Carl von Clausewitz in a letter of December 1808 in which he reflected on the future of Prussia and Germany.1 Like most patriots, he believed in the power of “public opinion” (öffentliche Meinung). Without its mobilization, he supposed, it would be impossible to turn Prussia into a “valorous nation.”2 This belief reflected the enlightened quest to probe and grasp the world rationally, which since the end of the eighteenth century had increasingly included political and social phenomena, and was decisively fed by the experience of the French Revolution and Napoleonic rule. Both had impressively demonstrated the power of public opinion.3 Views of what constituted this power and how it should be handled differed, to be sure. There was, however, a broad consensus in patriotic circles that the formation of “public opinion” was the “most important and indispensable pillar of any well-ordered state organization,” as the Prussian official Baron Friedrich Ludwig von Vincke wrote in his August 1808 memorandum for the king, titled “Aims and Instruments of Prussian State Administration.” For that reason, Vincke supported the systematic promotion of “publicity” or free access to the public sphere. His model was England with its extensive press freedom, where only abuses were prosecuted. He firmly opposed preventive censorship such as existed in Prussia.4
In the imagination of patriots and reformers, public opinion was a supervisory and mediating authority between the monarchical state and the society of citizens. It was at the same time a precondition for the implementation of “publicity,” and its expression. The nation thus found its most important manifestation and its medium in public opinion.5 Its “bearers” could only be the educated male elite from the middle classes and aristocracy, for only they possessed the requisite knowledge and virtues. The “common people” or men of the “working classes,” like women, were considered too uneducated and easily controllable to be allowed to influence the formation of public opinion.6 Jürgen Habermas’s construction of the “bourgeois public sphere” (bürgerliche Öffentlichkeit) in his 1962 classic The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere reflects this contemporary understanding. In contrast to the older res publica, he deems it to be the site for the political regulation of civil society, and credits its willingness to challenge the established authority of the monarch. The bourgeois public sphere is for Habermas both private and political from the outset. Analytically he differentiates between the “political” and “literary public sphere” (the “world of letters”), but emphasizes that “in the educated classes the one form of public sphere was considered to be identical with the other; in the self-understanding of public opinion the public sphere appeared as one and indivisible.” This differentiation is, however, important if we want to include women in the analysis. Women were often “factually and legally excluded from the political public sphere,” whereas female writers and readers could very actively participate in the literary public sphere.7
Nevertheless, the male patriots and reformers in the early nineteenth century assumed that the agents in the public sphere were all men. And indeed, at first glance, its activists and authors seem to be all male. Among the most prominent writers who sought to influence German-speaking public opinion in the period of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars were – alongside Arndt, Fichte and Jahn – men such as the well-known Berlin theology professor Friedrich Schleiermacher, who edited the newly founded newspaper Der Preussische Correspondent in 1813;8 the Saxon publisher Friedrich Arnold Brockhaus, who had made a name for himself as editor of the very popular encyclopedia, the Conversations-Lexikon and from 1813 to 1815 edited the political-historical journal Deutsche Blätter;9 the Rhenish schoolmaster, writer and journalist Joseph Görres, who published the weekly Rheinischer Merkur from 1814 to 1816;10 and the Thuringian history professor Heinrich Luden, who brought out the political-historical journal Nemesis from 1814 to 1818.11 They were trailblazers and opinion leaders of a patriotic-national discourse carried out by a much larger number of political writers, which included very few female authors.
Women who wrote as a profession still encountered massive social disapproval. They faced even more resistance when they wrote texts that explicitly commented on politics in the widest sense. Thus, many female authors of such “topical literature” (Tagesliteratur), the contemporary term for all historical and political texts and media that focused on issues of the present, published anonymously. Among the very few who dared to bring out such texts under their own names were the Rhenish journalist Helmine von Chézy, the Prussian writer Caroline de la Motte Fouqué, the Bremen educator Betty Gleim, the Weimar poet Amalie von Helvig and the Hamburg author Christine Westphalen. All came from upper-class, often aristocratic families and were well educated and financially independent.12 The fact that at best 5 percent of all known writers in this period were women, and even fewer wrote about politics, does not mean, however, that they were not interested and involved in politics. Rather, middle- and upper-class women participated in the public sphere in gender-specific ways.13
It is impossible to know exactly how many authors produced topical literature between 1806 and 1815. In 1806 there were approximately 10,600 authors in the German-speaking region – this included anyone who had published at least one independent work.14 The number of authors of topical literature was probably far smaller. During my research, I came across the names of 420 men and 19 women.15 Of them, 81 percent came from the middle classes and 13 percent from the aristocracy. Fifty-one percent were born after 1775, 29 percent between 1775 and 1784, 17 percent between 1785 and 1794, and only 5 percent after 1795. Thus, when the war began in 1813, the overwhelming majority was younger than 38 years old. Of this age group, about one-half of the men fought actively in the wars as volunteers or militiamen. Nearly all of the male authors in the sample had an academic secondary education, and 75 percent had been to university. A substantial 29 percent were clergymen by profession, 18 percent were booksellers and publishers, 14 percent high- and middle-ranking civil servants, 10 percent teachers at academic secondary schools and 5 percent university professors. The proportion of professional authors among them, 5 percent, corresponded to the average among published writers more generally. In the early nineteenth century very few authors could live from their writing alone.16
While these opinion makers recognized only men like themselves as “bearers” of public opinion, the circles they addressed were far broader. Most of them also wanted to reach the men of the “working people,” which for them included not just small farmers and artisans and the lower ranks of the military and administrative hierarchy but also domestic servants and day laborers. Their aim, as the Hessian pastor Karl Christian Gehren noted in an article “On the Training of Country Folk in Patriotism,” published in the Journal für Prediger in 1810, was to awaken “loyal devotion and firm affection for their fellow citizens, the constitution and rulers of the land” and to promote the “patriotic willingness to sacrifice and fight.”17
In order to reach broader strata of the population, the patriotic opinion makers believed they had to abandon the usual “mere enlightenment of reason” and address “feelings” as well. For them, only those who understood the art of “arousing emotions, guiding inclinations, setting passions in motion, making a cause pleasing, [and] captivating by habit” were assured of success.18 For that reason, they assigned media such as appeals, songs and sermons a special importance in mobilizing opinion.19 The practice of the “war of quills” between 1806 and 1819 that will be studied in this chapter corresponded to this view. After focusing on the literary market, readers and censorship, the most important media of the patriotic-national discourse will be introduced.
Literary Market and Readership
During the period of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars, the production of and demand for topical literature in the German-speaking region were higher than ever before.20 The development of the literary market is one indicator of this trend. To be sure, book production, which had been rising continually since the mid-eighteenth century, fell by nearly half between 1805 and 1815, as measured by the number of titles in the book fair catalogues (from 4,181 in 1805 to 2,323 in 1813), but at the same time the type of books changed significantly. While sales of belles lettres (poetry, novels, novellas, short stories and plays) as well as theological literature dropped sharply and literature in other areas stagnated at best, sales of topical literature, including periodicals, rose extraordinarily. The growth rates outstripped those of all other genres of literature. This development further intensified during the war years 1813–15 and suggests a growing politicization of the reading public.21
Since historical and political books, brochures and periodicals were less strictly censored in practice than newspapers, the reading public seems to have abandoned the latter for the former in the years between 1806 and 1813. That, at least, is what the few existing circulation figures for the press in those years seem to indicate. While the print runs of newspapers fell between 1806 and 1813 and only rose again during the wars of 1813–15, the number and total print run of the historical-political periodicals grew continuously.22 The following figures underline the development: some ten new journals of this type were founded between 1799 and 1805, 19 between 1806 and 1812 and around 30 between 1813 and 1819, 20 of them in the years 1813–15 alone. The most important places of publication for these political-historical periodicals between 1806 and 1820 were Berlin (19 titles), Leipzig and Weimar (6 each) and Königsberg (4). Far fewer such journals appeared in southern and western Germany. In general, these new journals were significantly shorter-lived, at a scant two years, than in the period before and after the wars.23
An important precondition for the distribution of literature of all kinds was the relatively dense network of bookshops, of which 473 are said to have existed in the German-speaking region in 1802. Most of them no longer belonged to publishers, but rather were retail shops that sold books on consignment.24 Regional centers of the book trade were Saxony, Prussia and the rest of northern Germany. One-tenth of the booksellers who regularly visited the book fairs around 1800 came from Leipzig, the most important center of the book trade in the German-speaking world. Berlin and Frankfurt am Main came second and third.25 Most bookshops and publishing companies were concentrated in the larger princely capitals, or in university and commercial towns. Smaller towns and large stretches of rural areas, in contrast, were underserved. The main reason for this was the practice of granting concessions, which the governments of many German states treated very restrictively until the introduction of the freedom to practice a trade. The concession system – along with pre- and post-publication censorship, prohibition on distribution through the post, import restrictions and high customs duties on printed materials – was an important instrument for controlling and censoring the literary market. All branches of the book trade were affected by compulsory concessions, not just the establishment of printing houses, publishing companies and retail bookshops, but also the publication of newspapers and magazines and the opening of reading clubs and lending libraries. Even itinerant book traders and peddlers were subject to concessions, which in these cases were generally handled even more strictly. For most literate people in rural areas and small towns, peddlers and itinerant booksellers at country and local trade fairs were often the only options for purchasing reading material, provided they could afford it in the first place. This situation changed little until the mid-nineteenth century.26
Increases in literacy were an important precondition for the sale of the growing number of printed products. The extremely fragmentary figures suggest that literacy was already comparatively widespread in the German-speaking region in the early nineteenth century.27 Rudolf Schenda estimates that in 1800, an average of 25 percent of the Central European population were competent readers, and that the level had risen to 40 percent by 1840.28 His figures are controversial, however. Contemporaries like the popular author Jean Paul Richter, for example, estimated that the German-speaking reading public around 1800 numbered no more than 300,000 persons, or less than 1.5 percent of a population of 20–22 million. In arriving at this figure, he was probably mainly thinking of the readers of books.29 The estimated number of newspaper readers is a good deal higher. Martin Welke assumes their numbers at around 3 million for the same period, or about 14 percent of the population.30 All we know for certain is that there were significant variations in literacy rates. Literacy was generally higher in the cities and the better-off strata, as well as among soldiers and civil servants; on average, fewer women could read because less value was placed on educating them. There is also a striking gap between east and west. West of the line running from Stralsund to Dresden, significantly more people were able to read and write, which can be attributed, among other factors, to higher population density and greater urbanization and the higher frequency of schools that went along with them.31
The incipient expansion of the reading public was an important prerequisite for the expansion of the literary market described here. In the larger cities, printed matter, if it was cheap and written in an accessible manner, found readers beyond the narrow stratum of the educated, who on average made up no more than 5 percent of the population. For the majority of people from the middle and lower classes, however, various forms of collective reading were more common than the purchase of books or periodicals, which few could afford. This included not only reading aloud in the workplace, taverns or among friends or family, but also joint subscriptions to newspapers or magazines and their circulation within the group, as well as membership in one of the many reading societies and the growing use of lending libraries and reading rooms. At the end of the eighteenth century some 600 to 1,000 reading societies existed in the German-speaking region, with an average of 50–100 members each.32 In light of this situation, the talk of “rampant reading mania” popular mainly among conservative contemporaries seems very much exaggerated. An actual “numerical democratization of reading” was only attained about a century later.33 This notwithstanding, governments regarded the growing interest in reading above all in the cities as potentially dangerous.
Censorship, War and Politics
The governments of the German territorial states responded to the increasing interest in reading with stricter censorship laws.34 Prussia became the model for censorship practice with Wöllner’s Censorship Edict of July 1788, which was further tightened by two decrees of March 1792 and April 1793. The edict stipulated that anything to be printed had to be submitted to the censors first in order to suppress all texts that appeared to be detrimental to the “general principles of religion,” the state or the “moral order of society” or that aimed to insult an individual’s “personal honor and good name.” All political and historical writings, wherever they were being published, had to be submitted to the Department of Foreign Affairs. In Berlin, it also scrutinized political newspapers; in the provinces this was the task of the regional governing bodies, the Landeskollegien. There were substantial fines for works printed without permission. If they had prohibited and indictable content, the entire print run was to be confiscated and destroyed. Prussian printers were liable for the works of publishers from outside the monarchy. In cases of repeated offenses, printers faced the loss of their privilege and permission to exercise a trade as well as prison.35 These regulations formally determined Prussian censorship policy up to the Carlsbad Decrees of September 1819.
In practice, however, it was the Napoleonic Empire that defined censorship policy throughout the German-speaking region between 1806 and 1812. In Prussia, from the defeat of October 1806 until the end of the French occupation in December 1808, censorship was the province of the Napoleonic administration, which controlled the letter post, mail service, publishing and the book trade. Anything written and printed was strictly supervised, and any criticism of Napoleonic rule was harshly punished, while critical reporting on the government policies of other monarchs was permitted. Publications of an educational, scholarly or artistic nature had little to fear from the French censors.36 To forestall French sanctions, the Prussian government tightened censorship during the occupation even in unoccupied West and East Prussia. Here, too, anything that might arouse Napoleon’s anger or suspicion had to be silenced. The monarchy retained this policy even after the withdrawal of the French occupation troops.37
The French government demanded a similar censorship policy from the states of the Confederation of the Rhine and the nine départements of the annexed German territories from the west bank of the Rhine to Hamburg. With two decrees of February and August 1810, a centralized system of political censorship was finally introduced for the entire Napoleonic Empire.38The most important new regulation for the annexed German territories was that only one newspaper would be tolerated in each département. Only in large cities were more papers permitted, as long as they treated only literature, scholarship and art; or trade, industry and agriculture; or contained only advertisements. A supplementary ordinance of May 1811 also stipulated that, effective immediately, “any paper” would be banned that printed “different political news” than that published in the Napoleonic state newspaper, the Moniteur.39
The decree of August 1810 had already recommended that Napoleon’s allies adopt similar measures. Accordingly, in November 1810 the Prussian king ordered the centralization of responsibility for the entire censorship system, which occurred in February 1811. The section chief of the general police in the Interior Ministry was now charged with supervising the censorship of all political and nonpolitical works, an authority previously held by the Department of Public Worship and Education.40 At the same time, he ordered the establishment of a “higher censorship” for all “writings and essays appearing [in the monarchy] that dealt with government and administration,” which was placed under Prime Minister Hardenberg.41 The states of the Confederation of the Rhine enacted similar laws. Growing French pressure meant that censorship in the Prussian monarchy and the other German states was stricter than ever in 1811–12. Particularly harsh was the prepublication censorship of newspapers.42 The censors allowed somewhat more leeway to the editors of historical-political journals that were directed exclusively at an educated audience. The authors of political brochures and books had the best chance of evading censorship, since they could produce and sell the works in concert with printers, booksellers and publishers without the censors’ approval. They either had their works printed illegally and anonymously or they chose to print where censorship practice was more liberal and then smuggled the work into the territorial state in question. Sales were assured in any case, since the censors could not control the complete literature market.43
The restrictive censorship practice only began to change gradually in the winter of 1812–13. With massive support at first from the Russian and then in March 1813 from the Prussian headquarters, joined later by the central administrative department of the coalition powers, the censorship laws of the German territorial states were de facto undermined everywhere with the advance of the troops.44 The army leaders were only interested in censoring texts on the military, especially inofficial reports on military affairs and the progress of the war.45 In the period that followed, the number of political leaflets, brochures and books grew exponentially.46 The press, too, increasingly adopted a critical tone toward the French.47 From early April 1813 on, a wave of new journals appeared, beginning in Prussia. The government tried to continue enforcing press censorship, facilitated by the fact that periodical licenses depended on prepublication censorship.48 Friedrich Wilhelm III was strictly opposed to any “publicity.”49 But given the necessity of a patriotic-national mobilization for the recently begun war, his government was compelled to make concessions in censorship policy and thus to attempt a balancing act. As Prime Minister Hardenberg wrote in his instructions to the censors in late April 1813, given the current situation, “political writings” were “an object of such interest” to the broad public that “it is impossible to exercise enough vigilance regarding their distribution.” However, in order not to arouse the public’s ire or interest, the censors should keep a low profile. Any ban only increased demand. The aim must be instead to intensify censorship slowly and “thus gradually wean the spirit of the public away from the outbursts of writers.”50 In practice, it proved quite difficult to implement this policy.51
Over the course of 1814, censorship was again applied more strictly not only in Prussia but also in most of the other German territorial states in order to prevent a further politicization of published opinion. Not just the press, but also single publications on current affairs were increasingly subject to censorship. This politics of restoration brought the Prussian government, in particular, into increasing conflict not only with patriotically engaged writers, who repeatedly tried to evade censorship, but also with higher officials in the provinces. The Prussian governors, particularly in the liberated regions of the north and west, had already pursued a relatively liberal press policy during the war of 1813–14 in order to promote patriotism among the inhabitants, whose mobilization for war was their responsibility. They continued this policy after the war as a means of strengthening the population’s ties to the Prussian monarchy, under whose authority these regions were again, or newly, placed.52
After the second victory over Napoleon in June 1815, the reactionary censorship policy was further intensified. Now that Napoleon had been vanquished and the support of the population was no longer needed for the war effort, governments in Berlin, Vienna and elsewhere were no longer prepared to tolerate oppositional opinions anywhere in their sphere of influence. To be sure, the Federal Act signed at the Congress of Vienna in June 1815 stated that at its first session, the federal assembly would tackle the matter of uniform regulations concerning freedom of the press, but it was only the Carlsbad Decrees, which had the status of provisional federal laws, that laid out a uniform censorship policy for the entire German Confederation. They stipulated obligatory prepublication censorship for all newspapers and magazines as well as all books up to 20 sheets long (320 pages in octavo format) and remained in force until 2 April 1848, when the Federal Assembly of the German Confederation abolished the Carlsbad Decrees under the political pressure of the Revolution of 1848. For the greater part of book and periodical production, this meant that manuscripts or galleys had to be submitted to the relevant censor before final printing.53 Given the widespread belief among educated people when the war began in 1813 that they had finally attained the long-hoped-for state of “publicity,” this politics of restoration led to massive political dissatisfaction. Quite a few producers of literature during the period had hoped that those in power would recognize their media campaign of support for the war of 1813–15, leading to more political rights.
The Media of the Patriotic-National Discourse
A first sign of the impending “war of quills” was the appearance in January 1814 of anti-Napoleonic leaflets and cartoons.54 Patriotic-national songs and poetry soon followed, first mainly as broadsheets and later as pamphlets of several pages. All of these texts evaded censorship and made use of the prevailing de facto press freedom that the invasion of Russian troops ushered in on Prussian soil. After Prussia declared war on France, the newspapers could again report on current events in more detail, printing appeals by governments and military leaders as well as official army reports and poetry. They also informed their readers about patriotic-national festivals and ceremonies held by the government and local communities, churches and the army, which became a part of wartime culture, and the activities of the many patriotic associations that were founded to support the war effort. Last but not least, they printed lists of decorated officers and soldiers from the region and the obituaries of fallen officers. All of this reawakened the interest of the reading public. Beginning in April 1813, a number of historical-political journals were also founded. Thus during the wars of 1813–15, a broad variety of media shaped the patriotic-national discourse, which targeted different groups of the population.
Proclamations, Leaflets and Pamphlets
Early on, the Russian army leadership accompanied the military campaign against Napoleon with war propaganda. It hired, as Prussian, Swedish and Austrian headquarters would do later, German writers to produce propaganda texts. Two of them were popular dramatist and journalist August von Kotzebue, who supported the war as a state secretary in Russian service, and Ernst Moritz Arndt, who worked as secretary to Baron Stein in Petersburg starting in September 1812. Kotzebue was the author of one of the first leaflets that Russian headquarters commissioned in German – the brief farce The River-God Niémen and Someone Else, a satire on Napoleon and his devastating defeat in Russia, which appeared in January 1813 and quickly gained great popularity as a puppet show in taverns and at fairs.55 This text was typical of Kotzebue’s ironic style. He ignored all attempts at censorship and “firmly [maintained] his own tone,” as the Prussian censor complained.56 With his leaflets and his two journals, the Russisch-Deutsches Volks-Blatt and the Politische Flugblätter, he became one of the most critical and independent early-liberal writers during and after the wars of 1813–15.57
Arndt, who continued to work for Stein during the wars, was by far the most productive and influential political author of his day with nearly 300 titles and editions published between 1812 and 1815 alone. He was the only political writer with works that attained mass print runs and were distributed throughout the German-speaking region. After his return to Königsberg in early 1813, Arndt published new texts in rapid succession, systematically evading the censors.58 Among his first pamphlets with mass circulation was What Are the Reserves and the Militia? in February, in which he propagated arming all “valiant men throughout the German land” for a war against Napoleon.59 Fifty thousand copies of this text were printed and distributed free of charge after Prussia introduced the militia, financed by donations collected in Berlin. Reprinted more than 20 times with a total of 76,000 to 100,000 copies, this work probably had the largest edition size of any publication during and after the war years. The Russian and Prussian army leaderships saw to its distribution.60
Another very widely disseminated text was Arndt’s Soldier’s Catechism, which appeared in three updated versions between 1812 and 1815.61 The main purpose of the work was not only to explain the war aims to men who were going to war for the first time on the basis of universal conscription, but also to formulate binding soldierly norms for them to follow. This text, too, was printed and distributed free of charge, first by the headquarters of the Russian and then of the Prussian army as well as the central administrative department of the coalition forces. A variety of advertisements and reviews printed in newspapers and magazines – especially after the appearance of the third edition in August 1813 – also helped to spread the word, so that this edition alone went through at least ten printings with a total of 60,000 to 80,000 copies. The places of printing followed the string of victories of the coalition troops.62
Most broadsheets and pamphlets, however, had print runs of only a few thousand. This applied even to official appeals and proclamations. High-ranking officers and government circles, and indeed monarchs, now followed the French model and used pamphlets as a means of propaganda.63 The trailblazer here was the appeal “To My People” of 17 March 1813 by King Friedrich Wilhelm III of Prussia, which shows how his government had to respond to the patriotic-national mood at the beginning of the wars of 1813–15. The fact that a monarch turned directly to “his people” in this way, explaining the reasons for and aims of the war and calling upon them to support it, was unprecedented in Germany. This appeal, which every Prussian newspaper was required to reprint, thus became a public sensation and motivated other German rulers to issue similar proclamations in 1813.64
Among the first military appeals was “To the Inhabitants of Saxony” by Prussian General Gebhardt Leberecht von Blücher, which was distributed as a broadsheet in late March 1813 when the Prussian troops marched into the Kingdom of Saxony and praised the invasion as liberation from “foreign oppression.” The appeal offered the Saxons “the fraternal hand” of alliance and called upon them to cooperate with the Prussian occupation troops, support them in every way and unite with Prussia to raise “the flag of insurrection against the foreign oppressors.”65 Other military leaders followed this example.
Poems and Songs
The only genre even more widely distributed during the war years than proclamations, leaflets and pamphlets was probably patriotic-national song and poetry,66 which was disseminated in broadsheets, handy songbooks, poetry collections and the periodical press as well as orally. Thousands of songs and poems have survived. The songs were generally printed without music, but frequently with the names of popular hymns or secular tunes to which they could be sung.67 At first, Prussia was the main region in which patriotic-national poetry was produced, but over the course of the war it quickly spread to all German states.68 Most of these political songs and poems were written by anonymous or little-known amateur poets.69 For that reason, literary scholars have long ignored their specific function as a political mass medium: They played a major role in mobilizing large segments of the population for war, since they expressed in a universally accessible manner the aim of liberation as a national task, and sought to create a common – mainly culturally defined – national identity for all groups in society beyond regional, social and generational differences.70 This function was powerfully facilitated on the one hand by the works’ use of Pathosformeln and with them their appeal to emotion and their vagueness, and on the other by their utilitarian nature. Most poems and songs were written for specific target groups and concrete occasions, and were intended to be read aloud or sung collectively. The fact that they could be sung – and their rapid dissemination in the context of typical wartime situations such as marches and encampments as well as various state, church and military festivals and ceremonies – appears to have contributed significantly to their circulation.71
Scholars have claimed that “the poetry of the Wars of Liberation” was overwhelmingly German-national, which they equate with oppositional.72 This thesis is based on the work of a few poets such as Arndt and Körner, who are still known today. Given the extremely wide dissemination of their songs and poems well beyond the period of the wars of 1813–15, their influence was indeed quite significant. Arndt’s poetry occupied a special place; particularly influential were the 30 songs in the appendix to his Soldier’s Catechism, many of which were repeatedly reprinted as broadsheets and in newspapers, magazines and song anthologies.73 Arndt’s German-national songs and poems with their popular Old Testament language became the model for patriotic-national poetry at the time and decisively shaped the current Pathosformeln for patriotism, military valor and masculinity. Also influential were the “volunteers’ lyrics,” written primarily by and for the young men who signed up voluntarily in the spring and summer of 1813 with the aim of mobilizing them for the fighting, which explains the appellative tone of the poems and songs. The volunteers seem to have found Theodor Körner’s lyric poetry particularly appealing. His 1814 collection Lyre and Sword attained extraordinary popularity, which it retained into the twentieth century.74
A broad analysis of the patriotic-national poetry of the period itself, however, shows that between 1813 and 1816 it was regional-patriotic poetry that not only made up the largest group, but was also the most widely disseminated. Its compositions quite conventionally invoke loyalty to king and love of country in the form of the territorial state as the main motives for taking up arms.75 A more precise analysis of the lyrics published at the time also reveals changes in the text corpus that reflect the shifting political culture of the era. The greatest number of song sheets and anthologies appeared in 1813; afterward, the number of poems published fell.76 At first, German-national songs and poems dominated, among them a striking number by and for volunteers.77 Only after the great victories of autumn 1813 did a rapidly growing amount of regional-patriotic poetry come on the market, including a striking number of works celebrating victories or praising princes and generals. At the same time, the proportion of anonymous, mainly German-national texts declined. The authors of regional-patriotic poetry had no reason to fear the censors.78
After the war ended, the production of patriotic-national songs and poems waned. Like the appeals and broadsheets, they had largely fulfilled their purpose as a mobilizing medium for the time being, but unlike the former they retained their importance as a medium of collective memory, which still had a role to play in creating and maintaining community. Into the twentieth century, the most popular songs from the period of 1813–15 belonged to the song repertoires of the army, schools and nationalist organizations such as the Burschenschaften and Turner, and choral associations, but they were also frequently sung as part of patriotic-national celebrations.79
Newspapers and Journals
While calls to arms and other proclamations like songs and poems overwhelmingly spoke to the emotions, the most important media for political information and debate, in addition to a wealth of pamphlets, were newspapers and journals. During the wars of 1813–15 most of the newly established periodicals were weekly or monthly historical-political journals edited by an individual, whose aims and interests – along with those of the authors, who were usually his friends – determined the contents. It was economically far more costly and risky to introduce a new newspaper, which the public expected to appear three to five times a week and provide comprehensive information. Production of a newspaper was dependent on a professional editorial staff and a larger print shop.80 Furthermore, the first military newspapers (Feldzeitungen) produced by the army leadership for soldiers and officers in the field appeared at this time.81
Among the first new periodicals were Der Preussische Correspondent and the Russisch-Deutsches Volks-Blatt. Der Preussische Correspondent was founded in Berlin at the beginning of April 1813, edited first by Prussian official and historian Barthold Georg Niebuhr and later by Schleiermacher, among others, and published by Reimer’s Realschulbuchhandlung in Berlin.82 The Russisch-Deutsches Volks-Blatt was edited by Kotzebue on behalf of Russian military headquarters and distributed by the Berlin bookseller-publisher Julius Eduard Hitzig.83 Outside Berlin, the two most influential new journals were the Deutsche Blätter and the Rheinischer Merkur. The Deutsche Blätter started in November 1813, edited and published by Brockhaus, who wanted to produce a committed, partisan German-national magazine with an early-liberal character. He ignored censorship as much as he could, which was possible because his publishing company cooperated with printers in two different cities and states – Altenburg in Saxe-Gotha and Leipzig in Saxony – and he could thus exploit the differences in censorship practices.84 Only Görres pursued a similar agenda with the same consistency in his Rheinischer Merkur, founded in January 1814 and published in Koblenz.85
In 1815 nearly 300 newspapers and some 57 political-historical journals were being published in the German-speaking region (excluding Austria).86 While the commercially run newspapers sought to reach the widest possible audience in their region and thus largely limited themselves to simple information on all areas of politics, economics, society and culture, the historical-political journals usually addressed a supraregional educated audience.87 The different functions and target audiences of the two formats are evident in circulation figures. As a rule, the larger newspapers printed no more than 1,000 copies, in smaller towns sometimes only 600 to 700.88 Only the largest papers had higher circulations. In 1813 the conservative Berlinische Nachrichten, with close ties to the Prussian court, attained a print run of 3,150, while the Vossische Zeitung, which addressed a more liberal middle-class readership, had an edition size of 4,000. Der Preussische Correspondent reached 1,250 copies. In northern and central Germany, only the Hamburgische Correspondent with a circulation of 10,000 and the Leipziger Zeitung with a print run of 5,000 produced more copies.89 Historical-political journals had an average print run of 1,000, which was surpassed only by the Deutsche Blätter and the Rheinischer Merkur in their heyday, with a circulation of 4,000 and 3,000, respectively.90 During the war years both journals experienced a substantial drop in sales along with most other newly founded periodicals, which contemporaries attributed to the public’s waning interest. In fact, there was a close connection between the fall in demand, the increase in press censorship and the short-lived nature of many periodicals.91
In retrospect, the era of the wars of 1813–15 appears to have been an exceptional period that vividly showed contemporaries the power of a media public and gave them their first taste of what freedom of the press might mean. Such an intensive deployment of topical literature to mobilize for war had no precedent in German history. As had already been demonstrated in Revolutionary France when the levée en masse was introduced, the enforcement of universal conscription and with it a “people’s war” legitimated by national interests evidently demanded intensive mobilization of the public by all available forms of media. Only a broad-based analysis of the different media used to mobilize for war – from proclamations, leaflets and pamphlets, poems and songs to newspapers and journals – however, can reveal the extent of the efforts to mobilize different groups in society with the declared common goal of the “liberation” and “unity” of the “nation.” Only such an analysis can, furthermore, show the wide variety of quite divergent political aims and ideas that were discussed under the umbrella of these generic terms.
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5 Defining the Nation
Belonging and Exclusion

One of the few poems from the wars of 1813–15 still known today is Arndt’s “The German’s Fatherland,” which was written in early 1813 and became a kind of German national anthem.1 No poem was reprinted and recited more frequently during this era. Wherever people wished to demonstrate national belonging they chose this poem, which was soon also set to music.2 It begins with the rhetorical question “What is the German’s Fatherland?” For Arndt, the answer was obvious. The “German fatherland” should extend to everywhere that “the German tongue rings out.” There, the same virtues and customs would prevail:
There is the German’s fatherland!
Where oaths attest the grasped hand,
Where truth beams from the sparkling eyes,
And in the heart love warmly lies.
That is the land!
There, brother, is thy fatherland!


That is the German’s fatherland,
Where wrath pursues the foreign band,
Where every Frank is held a foe,
And Germans all as brothers glow.
That is the land!
All Germany’s thy fatherland!3


In this song, Arndt defines the main objective of the patriots: to reestablish the external and internal unity of the German nation. In addition to military liberation from French domination, this primarily meant a return to the German language, culture and virtues as well as the Christian faith, which together formed German identity. The song’s popularity suggests that Arndt’s vision of the German fatherland struck a chord with many of his educated contemporaries.
In this chapter I explore in more detail how the nation and national identity were defined in the discourse of the era. Apart from the topical literature of the time, I survey encyclopedias, since they provide information on how terms and concepts commonly used at a time were defined and understood especially in middle- and upper-class circles, where most readers of lexica stemmed from.4 First, I explore the changing definitions of Nation, Volk (people) and Vaterland (fatherland) then I analyze the gendering of the national discourse and examine the contemporary debates over the national, ethnic and racial borders of the nation.
Nation, Volk and Fatherland
In the German-speaking region, it was only in the late eighteenth century that the terms Nation and Volk began to evolve into central concepts that were used as synonyms in patriotic-national discourse. While both terms had been in use for far longer, and were discussed with growing intensity among the educated elite, this left no mark on the German-language encyclopedias, where their meaning remained rather vague.5 Most eighteenth-century encyclopedias, such as Johann Zedler’s popular Great and Complete Universal Lexicon, defined Nation simply as a community of citizens who shared a culture and a legal system. Its 1754 edition states, for example, “In its proper and primary definition, nation means a united number of citizens sharing the same habits, customs and laws.”6 Until the end of the eighteenth century, similarly brief definitions dominated in the encyclopedias. Culture and language, which became increasingly significant in the Enlightenment debates on national literature and national culture, and which scholars increasingly counted among the central determining characteristics of a nation, are mentioned only occasionally in the encyclopedias.7 The term Volk, too, was long used only in the traditional manner, either politically as Staatsvolk, that is, the community of all “subjects” of a state, or sociologically to refer to social groups of various sizes and compositions, including the entire propertyless and uneducated population of a society.8
The term Vaterland appears to have been the most common one in eighteenth-century political discourse, or at least it is here that we find the most extensive encyclopedia entries.9 Unlike the terms Nation and Volk, the encyclopedias directly associated Vaterland with the territorial state in which a man was born and closely tied it to duties, particularly the defense of country. Accordingly, a Patriot was a man who “stands before land and people with loyalty and honesty and takes the common good to heart.”10 These notions of patriotism to a state, which dominated in encyclopedias up to the end of the eighteenth century, corresponded to contemporary texts on constitutional law.11
Only after the French Revolution did the terms Nation and Volk take on a new quality through their democratization. Henceforth, they not merely could potentially encompass all members of a people or a nation in the modern sense, but the collective of the Volk or the nation itself was conceived of as a historical subject, which could actively intervene in history. Both notions referred only to men. In this modern definition, formed along the French model and its concept of the peuple, for the first time Volk constituted a Staatsvolk encompassing all male inhabitants of a state, whose citizens (Staatsbürger) were entitled at least theoretically to the same political rights and were subject to the same duties to the state. The nation was correspondingly conceived of as a nation of state citizens (Staatsbürgernation).12
As a sort of countermodel to this French-inspired concept of “the nation” and “the people,” which was political in the stricter sense of the word, the two terms came to be used more frequently and emphatically in a cultural sense in later eighteenth-century Germany, in a continuation of humanist discourse and encouraged by debates on national culture and language. Most influential here was the philosopher Johann Gottfried Herder, whose 1770 Essay on the Origin of Language already promoted the idea that each people’s individuality is rooted in its language, so that its mentality, character and way of life are recognizable in its original texts.13 For Herder, language and poetry served to constitute the “people” and the “nation”; they created them as spiritual, human communities, based primarily on a harmony of inner values. Thus being outwardly united in a state was unnecessary for the communal life of a Kulturnation. At the same time, Herder proceeded from the assumption that the multiplicity of languages and thus of peoples was divinely ordained and natural, and he therefore argued for coexistence in equality, without any form of mixing. The main causes of linguistic differences, he believed, were external factors, in particular varying climates and geography and the living and working conditions that went along with them. He thereby took up the long-standing model of climate theory, which had been used since antiquity to explain ethnic differences and enjoyed renewed popularity in the eighteenth century, and integrated it into his historical-philosophical theory of language.14
Like Herder, a growing number of poets, writers and scholars in the second half of the eighteenth century considered the national language and literature to be the highest expressions of national culture. More and more, language was accorded central significance in distinguishing between peoples and nations.15 From the early nineteenth century on, this cultural understanding was backed up with the argument of “nature”; the nation was now not only defined by language and culture but also by biology. It was constructed as a “community of descent” (Abstammungsgemeinschaft). This did not yet change the old belief that national unity and identity were possible without political unification in a centralized state – and indeed even without a confederation of states. It was still constructed as a collective act of autonomous individual wills. This conceptualization of “the nation” reflects the political situation in German Central Europe at that time, which was a patchwork of smaller and larger territorial states.16 An example of this understanding is the 22-page article “Nation” in Krünitz’s Economic Encyclopedia of 1806. It begins:
“Nation, [...] the native-born inhabitants of a country, to the extent that they share common origins, speak a common language and distinguish themselves from other peoples in a somewhat stricter sense by a distinct manner of thought and action or national spirit, whether they constitute their own state or are distributed among several.” (Emphasis in the original.)17


At this point in time, the topic of “the nation” had apparently become so important to broad segments of the educated public that encyclopedias like the Krünitz devoted long articles to interpreting the term. The entry in the Krünitz already contains all of the central elements that defined the Nation in the discourse of the period of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars in Central Germany: common descent (Abstammung), history, language and culture and, mediated through them, a shared “national spirit” (Nationalgeist) and “national character” (Nationalcharakter) as well – both terms are interchangeable in the entry. Three main factors formed this national spirit: first, the “natural constitution of a country,” especially its geography and climate, which determined not only the people’s dominant means of earning a living, richness of invention and willingness to work, but also its soul and temperament, quite an old idea based on Enlightenment “climate theory”; second, the form of government, which decisively influenced the striving for freedom and manner of thinking; and third, language and culture, which shaped character mainly through religion and education. While the “physical causes,” geography and climate, influenced the “ineradicable basic traits” of national character, the “moral causes” of the form of government, language and culture lent the national character an “eradicable tendency.”18
This concept of the fixed “geographical” and “physical” and mutable “moral” causes of the shape that a national character assumed followed eighteenth-century Enlightenment traditions.19 In the context of the intense debate about the causes of the Prussian defeat of 1806, however, the emphasis of the argument shifted more and more to language. To the extent that the adoption of French culture and language was deemed the “chief cause” of the “decline” of German culture and manners, language as a marker of national differences gained even more importance in the political discourse than it had had before. Two publications by Jahn and Arndt proved pathbreaking here. The first seminal text was Jahn’s 1810 work German Folkdom, in which he brings old notions of the “physical” and “moral causes” of the differences between peoples/nations together with new ideas on ethnicity and biological anthropology. For him, the Volk was a community of descent, culture and common faith with a long shared history that encompassed all social strata. Unlike most patriots, Jahn counted among the Volk not just the educated and propertied, but also the “working strata” in the cities and countryside. He defined “folkdom” (Volksthum) as “that which is common” to a people – “its intrinsic essence, its activity and life, its regenerative force, its reproductive capacity.”20 For him language played a crucial role in the formation of a folkdom, therefore he called for abandoning “foreign” terms such as nation, nationality and national character and propagated instead “German” words such as Volk, Volksthum and Volkscharakter.21 Many other patriots followed his call for “linguistic purity.”22
The second paradigmatic work was Arndt’s The Rhine, Germany’s River, but Not Germany’s Border published at the end of 1813, which raised the question of how Germany’s future borders should be drawn. Arndt vehemently opposed the old view of the Rhine as a “natural frontier” between Germany and France. He only accepted “language as the valid natural frontier.” Set by God, it defined the internal difference between peoples – their “folk character.” Alongside it he recognized only mountains and oceans and to a lesser extent large deserts and swamps as natural borders, because they generally marked linguistic boundaries. Rivers, in contrast, he argued, connect more than they separate.23 From this he concluded that the territories on the left bank of the Rhine up to the great mountain ridges in the west had to be recaptured. If the Rhine remained Germany’s border, the risk of the ultimate “annihilation” of all things German was very great indeed. The Francophile “degeneracy” of recent years, which now needed to be undone, would lead to total “extinction.”24 Since the French, unlike the Germans, were conquerors by virtue of their “folk character,” there was always a danger, even under a different rule than Napoleon’s, that they would invade Germany from the Rhine. For that reason, “the honor of the Volk” demanded that the struggle be conducted not with half measures, but unto victory or death.25 Arndt’s work was widely read and discussed too and met with the assent of many fellow authors.26 The notion of language as a “natural frontier” was repeatedly invoked even in poetry and song.27 For many political writers, as for Arndt, the logical consequence was clearly that the territories west of the Rhine had to be liberated, for the sake of “German honor” alone, and Germany had to be extended to the mountain ridges on the left bank.28
The encyclopedias reveal how rapidly the nationalization of political thought spread in the German-speaking region in the context of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars. In 1817 the following appeared in Brockhaus’s Conversations-Lexicon under the keywords “Nation, Nationality, National Character”:
Nature constitutes a number of differences among humankind, which are only recognized and ever more freely developed at a higher stage of culture. These also include nationality (the state of being a nation) or human life in the form and quality of a nation, from which emerges national character or the peculiarity of a nation formed over the nation’s life and history. [...] The components of nationality, however, or that which constitutes nationality, is shared descent and language.29


In keeping with contemporary discourse, in this seven-page entry it is on the one hand language that defines the borders of a nation and its national character. In addition, unlike texts of the late eighteenth century, the entry also refers to “descent.” The word itself already appears in the definition in Krünitz’s Economic Encyclopedia of 1806, but now for the first time an encyclopedia also offers a physiological explanation for the asserted “naturalness” of linguistic and cultural differences:
Descent, in concert with the particular climates and parts of the earth to which the growing mass of humanity spread, is what fosters a particular bodily form. The latter generally emerges visibly as the family resemblance of a nation, for example in national physiognomies. This particularity of formation is in turn connected with a particular relationship of human beings to nature, particular inclinations, predominant temperaments and the like. Of primary importance, however, is the influence on the speech organs, without whose diversity among human beings different languages would be impossible.30 (Emphasis in the original.)


In this entry, “nature” is ultimately the central argument for the differences. It leads to different cultures and languages. This indicates how strongly an anthropologization of political thought was already shaping ideas about Volk and Nation in this period. This was an important step in the construction of the nation. Culture can be a choice and is open to change, but nature is inevitable destiny. With descent one is born in a nation. This made the constructed borders between nations more solid and the traits of a “national character” universal for all people of a nation.31
In a second point, too, the Brockhaus article deviates strikingly from the earlier terminology, reflecting the political developments of the preceding war years, especially the debates on the future shape of Germany at the Congress of Vienna: Volk, Nation and “state” were no longer coterminous. The Volk was now defined as an “indeterminate mass of human beings” who “live together in a certain clime.” “The term ‘Volk’ in the stricter sense” refers both to “a state, which (like the Prussian) can encompass several nations and to a single nation (e.g., the German) that can encompass several states.” The most favorable circumstance for the development of nation and state is when the two are congruent, for the “existence of a nation” can “only be completely secured by a unified state, national virtue and religion.”32 The entry in the Brockhaus thus mirrors the most recent development in the patriotic-national discourse. During the war years 1813–15 a growing number of German-national patriots had argued for a politics aimed at congruence between the borders of the Kulturnation and the Staatsvolk – that is, an extension of Germany’s frontiers to include the German-speaking territories in France, Alsace and Lorraine – because “mixing” always carried the risk of “pollution” and “degeneration.”33
The aim of identical borders for state and nation became increasingly accepted in the German-national movement after 1815. In the period that followed, a common constitution became an ever more frequent defining characteristic of the “nation,” which was now also conceived of as a “nation-state,” unlike 20 years earlier. In 1826 the Rheinische Conversations-Lexicon accordingly published the following definition: “Nation is a collective term meaning a larger or smaller group of people bound together by descent, language, religion, manners, customs and constitution into a social whole.”34 This new expectation that the politically defined borders of a state would coincide with the culturally and ethnically defined borders of a nation unleashed the potential for political and military conflict. In Central Europe, it led to the forging of the German Empire 50 years later in the Wars of Unification between 1864 and 1871, which resulted in the establishment of a kleindeutsch nation-state under Prussian domination in January 1871. The new German Empire annexed previously French Alsace and Lorraine, which were defined as “German,” as the national movement had already demanded in 1813–15.
National Character and Gender Character
One common core of the ideas of a German nation discussed during and after the Anti-Napoleonic Wars was thus the notion of a “natural,” specifically German national character articulated in German language, culture and virtues.35 While taking up traditional Völkerstereotype, the constructed collective character assumed a new quality through the process of anthropologization. By grounding national differences in “nature,” they became universal. At the same time they became gendered and racialized in new ways, because the constructed differences of gender and race too were now increasingly explained by “nature.” The contemporary discourses on nation, gender and race were completely intertwined.
In addition, the discourse on the German nation was during period of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars increasingly politicized and militarized, because the patriots and reformers sought to prepare the Prussian and German nation for a new war against Napoleon. Since, after the debacle of 1806, they were primarily concerned with shaping Prussia and Germany into a national community capable of fighting a successful battle for liberation from the Napoleonic yoke, the initial emphasis was on formulating those dimensions of national identity that would strengthen a sense of common purpose and a willingness to fight. How these processes were related and led to the construction of a German national identity that was projected as a male-connoted counterimage to the “national enemy” (France), while internally it was further differentiated by class, gender and race, will be examined in this chapter.
Because the patriots and reformers believed that ideas about the nation needed to address first and foremost those men who had to be won over for the first time for a “people’s war,” especially middle-class men, the topical literature of the time described with monotonous regularity the German character traits with supposedly male middle-class values that “for several millennia had been the treasures” of the “German folkdom.” Aside from the constantly repeated core qualities of patriotism, valor and Christian piety, these traits were “vigor, moral uprightness, rectitude and an aversion to trickery as well as fairness and earnest good intentions.”36 In this way German men were equipped with the virtues deemed to be desirable for adult male citizens.
The external counterimage to the “good German men,” who represented the German nation, were “the French,” who were described and devalued as sham, adroit and subtle, glib, false and superficial, lascivious and unchaste – that is, in terms of traits generally referred to as “effeminate”37 and attributed to the court nobility.38 The internal counterimage was all those men who supported French policy or even cooperated with the French. They were denounced as selfish, greedy, dishonorable, servile and unmanly Francophiles and excluded from the community of adult, honorable and valorous German men using epithets such as Bube (a weak, effeminate and not seldom aristocratic boy), Knecht (an adult bondsman) or even Sklave (a man in a state of total dependence). In the political literature of the war years, both the external counterimage of the effeminate French foe and the internal one of the “unmanly” “Francophile” (Franzosenfreund) were widespread.39 They fell on fertile ground not least because feminizing and thus devaluing one’s military and political opponent had a long tradition in the early modern period.40
Within the nation, the manly German national character was, furthermore, counterposed to the complementary model of a middle-class female national character.41 The topical literature stylized the essential characteristics of “German women” as solicitousness and charitableness, domesticity, gracefulness, simplicity, depth of soul and piety, as well as chastity and morality.42 These stereotypical ascriptions, too, were projected against a double image of the enemy: the external counterimage of the “Gallic cocotte,” the luxury and fashion-mad Frenchwoman who allowed men to support her and surpassed the vices already attributed to “the French” with her specifically feminine “frivolity” and “unchastity,” and the internal counterimage of the “neo-Frankish coquette,” a German woman who adopted French fashions, gave in to “immorality” and “unchastity” or even fraternized with the enemy.43
In respect of the main character traits of the ideal German man, male and female authors of the topical literature agreed. When it came to defining the ideal female national character, however, the small number of women writers accentuated different aspects than their male colleagues. Three of the best known of these female authors were Caroline de la Motte Fouqué, Betty Gleim and Amalie von Helvig, who during the wars of 1813–15 all published patriotic pamphlets that explicitly addressed women: Fouqué’s Call to the German Women appeared in 1813 and Gleim’s What Should Reborn Germany Demand of Its Women and Helvig’s To German Women by one of their Sisters in 1814.44 These texts projected an ideal image of German femininity that expected more of German women and girls than the generally demanded domestic “virtues.” Gleim, for example, appealed to them, “German Woman! Gird thyself with simplicity, dignity [and] capability. May public spirit and love and pride of country no longer be alien to thee!”45 Here, she additionally equipped the female national character with active political traits that many contemporaries doubtless regarded as genuinely masculine.46 She rooted her demands in a reference to the “Teutonic era,” when women had been held in high esteem. Women then had been brave and strong and had shared men’s cares, woes and dangers. Both had loved their fatherland and fought for it together. Very few texts, with the exception of the brochures by Fouqué and Helvig, made similar arguments.47
For Gleim, as for most fellow authors, both female and male, the central cause of the gender-specific shaping of national character was “natural differences” between the sexes. This viewpoint was based on a discourse that had begun to gain currency in the second half of the eighteenth century, which drew upon new Enlightenment insights in the natural sciences and medicine. While until then gender differences had been understood primarily as social differences – that is, derived mainly from men’s and women’s respective positions and specific tasks in the society of estates – physicians, scientist and philosophers now rooted them in the newly discovered physiological differences between men and women, particularly their different anatomies and functions in the reproductive process.48 The biological explanation of the differences between the sexes appears to have become so widespread among educated people in the early nineteenth century that it found its way into the educational advice manuals and encyclopedias of the time.49 The Brockhaus article on “sex/gender” (Geschlecht) in the 1815 edition offers a typical example of such argumentation.50 It states that physical gender differences gave rise to specific “gender characters” (Geschlechtscharaktere), which were posited as opposite but associated.51 These “basic characters of the two sexes” were already revealed in human physiology, the entry argued. Men’s bodies were stronger, had more mass, firmer and more powerful musculature, broader chests and larger and more robust hearts. Women, in contrast, had a more delicate bone structure, softer muscles and so on. The series of dichotomous attributions of physical differences continues for half a page.52 The article then went on to derive gender-specific virtues and tasks in culture and society from these physiologically defined “basic gender characters”:
Noisy desire bursts forth from man; woman harbors silent yearning. Woman is restricted to a small circle, which she however surveys; she has more patience and endurance in small tasks. Man must acquire, woman seeks to maintain; man with force, woman with kindness – or cunning. The former belongs to resounding, public life, the latter to the quiet domestic circle. Man works by the sweat of his brow, and, exhausted, needs profound rests; woman is always busy, in incessant activity. Man resists fate, and defies violence even when lying on the ground; woman willingly bends her head, and finds comfort and aid in her tears.53


Over three pages, Brockhaus’s Conversations-Lexicon unrolls the entire range of gender stereotypes popular at the time. The only place in which society’s assignment of tasks to the two sexes was formulated in more extreme form was in the advice manuals on education and behavior specifically targeting boys and men that appeared in large numbers and editions after the turn of the nineteenth century.54 This suggests an urgent need among educated men for masculine reassurance and a demand for texts in which the gender order was structured hierarchically and male dominance in politics, the economy and society was fortified, at least rhetorically.55
In the early nineteenth century, though, this gendered division of tasks did not mean that the household and family assigned to women were considered unimportant – on the contrary. There was a broad consensus in the literature that they were the foundation, the “nursery,” of state and nation, which were both envisioned as Volk families.56 For the majority of contemporary writers, despite all political differences, “domestic life” was the foundation and source of “public life.” In their view, public virtues and values could develop only on the basis of domestic ones. Relationships within a people reflected the relationships in the family. Just as the ties of marriage and love united household and family, the people and the nation were strengthened by their concurrence with the state, and connected by love of country. Domestic and public lives alike were created by all members working together, each with specific tasks according to their social position, marital status, age and sex.57 Women were thus assigned a task that was regarded in the contemporary discourse as politically significant and central to the common good. They were to fulfil it, however, not in the arena defined as public but primarily in the domestic realm. Their task was to perform their duties as spouses, housewives and mothers in a manner consistent with the honor, manners and culture of the German nation. Domesticity was henceforth elevated to the foremost “patriotic female duty” of German women.58
Similar to the anthropologization of the causes of national differences, this anthropologization of the cause of gender differences rendered them immutable and inevitable. It turned bourgeois notions of a gender order into an inescapable, naturally ordained certainty that claimed universal validity across class lines for the first time.59 This offered an excellent foundation for the politically desired virilization and militarization of notions of masculinity. The political catalogue of manly virtues – already defined by warlike and active characteristics – now applied to all men because of their universal character, based on nature. The militarization of the image of masculinity, in turn, intensified and cemented the idea of the “nature-based” polarity of the sexes. In this intertwined process, valor became the masculine character trait par excellence, which was juxtaposed with loving, caring and kindly domesticity and morality as its feminine counterpart.60 Accordingly, women’s wartime role of sacrifice, mourning and commemoration became the necessary precondition for both men’s individual valor and the nation’s collective capacity to conduct war.
At the same time, these new ideas helped to reconsolidate a gender order that had appeared to be unstable since the French Revolution, which had not merely made it conceivable that men’s demands for political equality and individual freedom could be extended to women as well, but also demonstrated that women could intervene radically, violently and by force of arms in the formation of public opinion, an arena of action and power connoted as genuinely masculine.61 Women’s demands and activities during the Revolution were followed intently in Germany. Educated men in particular seem to have perceived them here, too, as a danger to the gender order and the male predominance it safeguarded. They used anthropologized gender images to define the political arena as a male sphere – following the example of their enemies, the French revolutionaries, who had already utilized it in 1795 to push women out of the political public sphere and back to home and hearth.62
The simultaneously emerging ideas about national and gender character thus shaped and reinforced one another reciprocally. The process of constructing a contemporary gender order that cemented the hierarchy of political power between the sexes and at the same time defined nationally specific gender characters, conceived of as universal and complementary, gave rise to a purportedly natural gender-specific division of labor in family and society. It was imbedded in the process of shaping Prussia and Germany into a valorous nation that was accompanied by a virilization of notions of the nation and a militarization of models of masculinity. The constructed national identity was rooted in a doubly dualistic basic structure of definitions of the self and the other through national and gender stereotypes. At least in its most radical political variant, it became increasingly xenophobic and anti-Semitic during and after the wars of 1813–15.
Germanomania, Francophobia and Anti-Semitism
One effect of the intertwined processes of anthropologization and militarization of the discourse on the nation in the era of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars was the escalation of national exclusion in its most extreme version into national chauvinism based on Christian faith and paired with Francophobia and “early anti-Semitism,” which was already labeled by its contemporary critics as “Germanomania” (Germanomanie).63 Previous scholarship tends to view this Germanomania as peculiar to the trailblazers of German-national thinking around Arndt, Fichte and Rühs.64 A broader analysis of the political literature, however, shows on the one hand how widespread national-chauvinist and anti-Semitic thinking was in the years from 1813 to 1819; on the other hand, it helps us to identify the critics of this ideology.65
One of the most explicit was the Jewish philosopher and political author Saul Ascher, who introduced the term Germanomania with his 1815 work Germanomania: Sketch for a Portrait of the Times. In this brochure he addressed its function and dangers:66

The highest interests of human nature, religion, fatherland, law, now acquired their own stamp in the minds of German thinkers, expressed in a mental manifestation that may conveniently be dubbed Germanomania. The fixed tendency or sole aspiration of the Germanomanes was and remains the attainment of a counterweight, in Germandom, to Gallomania.67 (Emphases in the original.)


He describes the main objective of the “Germanomanes” as reestablishing “Christian Germandom.” With the idea of an ecumenical Christianity, they sought to unite a country that was split into two confessions – Catholicism and Protestantism – by stressing Christian roots alongside a common history, language and culture and at the same time glorifying Germanness itself as quasi-religious. Thus, “Christianity and Germandom” were “fused and became one.”68 This spawned a new variant of the old anti-Judaism, an antipathy to Jews justified in Christian nationalist terms:
The Jews, it is said, are neither Germans nor Christians, and hence can never become Germans. As Jews they are opposed to Germandom, and hence the Christians cannot accept them as their equals, and can at most tolerate them if they are convinced they will not get in the way of Germandom.69


Ascher equates the exclusionary “fanaticism” against Jews with that against the French. Both were based on the intention to “erase anything alien from German soil.”70 He clear-sightedly diagnosed the heart of Germanomania as hatred of all things different and foreign, based on antithetical thinking in friend/foe categories. Proceeding from the notion of “nature”-based specific national characters that lead to differences in language and culture as the core of national identities, this manner of thinking understood “the Jews” and “the French” alike as “enemy nations.” Since the “peculiarities of character” attributed to these two nations were increasingly regarded as “natural,” they appeared to be rather immutable, which was used to justify the necessity of eternal hatred of the French on the one hand and a rejection of general Jewish emancipation on the other.71 The related discourse on both, Francophobia and anti-Semitism, will be further explored in the following.
Hatred of the French
The wanton injuries that the French troops inflicted in Germany rallied everyone against them; the mental imprint that weighed upon all products of the mind nourished the most bitter resentment of the French government, and the humiliations the French nation visited upon us in their arrogance fomented the bloodiest hatred in all noble German souls.72


These words introduced an article on “Germany’s Liberation and Salvation” that appeared in Minerva in November 1813, in which the author demonstrates in minute detail why hatred of the French was so universal among the Germans. At first, Francophobia could be expressed openly only in Prussia, but now it was palpable all over Germany, for “news that the French had lost the battle at Leipzig” had struck “all German hearts like an electric shock.” Princes and peoples had felt “revived and free” now that their disgraceful fetters had fallen away. Nothing could hold back “fiery youth and cool-headed men” from “cursing all things French-minded”:
A cry sounded throughout Germany: ‘bloody hatred to the French and ruin to their disgraceful tyranny!’ Everyone felt awakened to new strength, boy and man breathed nothing but war against the French, and all are determined to fall in the battle for what is most sacred rather than embrace the yoke that is as pernicious as it is dishonorable.73


The article describes hatred of the French as a universal sentiment during the first year of the war. An analysis of the public discourse shows that it was indeed a central component of the war propaganda.
Among the earliest broadsheets preaching “bloody hatred of the French” was Arndt’s widely disseminated Appeal to the Prussians of late January 1813. He calls upon Prussian men to give free rein to their hatred of the enemy, for only it could “unite German strength and restore German splendor, bringing forth the people’s noblest drives and burying all ignoble ones.” For Arndt this hatred was a “palladium of German liberty,” because it set the “kindhearted German” in motion and ensured that he would be ready in future to defend his borders.74 As the front advanced, a large number of such appeals appeared beyond Prussia’s borders as well, disseminated mainly by the Russian and Prussian armies to promote the fighting spirit.75 The press also printed pages of descriptions of Napoleon’s “reign of terror” and the “atrocities” of the French under his command.76 A 15-page “Compilation of the Reasons Why the French Are Hated,” for example, which appeared at the end of 1813 in the journal Das neue Deutschland and whose tone was relatively moderate, culminated in the allegation that French soldiers had not shied away from “violating” the “virginal daughters” of the “most honorable citizens.” Here, as in other texts, the “dissolute” seduction or rape of German women and girls was interpreted as the symbol par excellence of the “baseness” and “depravity” of the French.77
One of the most inflammatory pamphlets was penned by Arndt and appeared in May 1814 under the title Another Word about the French and Us. It treats the question of what needed to happen after military victory over the French to safeguard that victory. For Arndt, the two most urgent tasks were on the one hand to secure the regained unity and “freedom of the Germans” and on the other to struggle against all “worship of things foreign” (Ausländerei) and return to the values of Germandom. The basic precondition for both was, for Arndt, a permanent and passionate hatred of the French, all Francophiles and indeed anything French, which seemed to him to be the surest safeguard against the many dangers proceeding from “conquest-mad” France.78 What sets this text apart from all previous anti-French pamphlets, aside from the call to indefinite hatred of the French, was the equation of the French with the Jews. He not only resorts in the text once again to contrasting “manly Germans” and “effeminate Frenchmen,” but also describes the French as a “people of Jews,” of “criminals and knaves,” marked by a “disgraceful greed for gold,” “duplicity,” “lechery” and “immorality.”79 This equation defamed Frenchmen and Jews equally, devaluing both as “false,” “effeminate” and “lustful.”80 This text seem to have been widely read in educated circles, but after the first victory over Napoleon, criticism of this extreme form of Francophobia was increasingly published in the press.81 Not only did civil servants such as the Prussian censor Renfner strictly rejected Arndt’s text; moderate early-liberal writers and patriotic Protestant clerics also called for peace and reconciliation with France now that Napoleon had been vanquished.82
Those who took a particularly early and prominent position against Germanomania and Francophobia included August von Kotzebue, in his journal Politische Flugblätter, published by Friedrich Nicolovius in Königsberg from 1814 to 1816. Here, he had already sharply criticized Arndt’s The Rhine, Germany’s River, but Not Germany’s Border in early 1814, emphasizing that “natural borders” no longer existed for the people of his day. Still less could language be a “natural border,” since the history of all frontier regions demonstrates the mutability of boundaries, and presents the phenomenon of linguistic blending.83 Kotzebue’s confrontation with Germanomania did not end there. In the series of articles “The Sharper the Blade, the Easier it Cracks,” which appeared in the Politische Flugblätter in autumn 1814, he vehemently rejected Arndt’s call for permanent hatred of the French, since “burning hatred” was a “very active passion” and risked “permanent war between France and Germany.”84 Kotzebue also criticized the notion of a “natural” national character, believing national differences to be merely products of differences in historical-political development.85 He consequently wrote in 1815 under the heading “Are We Free Now?” that what was needed after the final victory over Napoleon was not a battle against “the worship of things foreign” but rather the safeguarding of regained liberty. First and foremost he called for the introduction of freedom of profession and trade, complete legal equality between the nobility and middle classes, and total freedom of opinion.86 With his call in the Politische Flugblätter for tolerance and civil and political liberties, Kotzebue, whom Arndt and his fellow travelers denounced as a “traitor” because of his critique of Germanomania, revealed a firmly independent and undogmatic early-liberal mindset, a fact that is generally overlooked by most scholars today.87
With this position, Kotzebue certainly made no friends among the Germanomanes of 1815. Instead, they felt vindicated by the return of Napoleon, which led to a second wave of anti-French publications. The Prussian censor Renfner accordingly complained in his “Inventory of the Historical-Political Writings Censored in April 1815” that all the writers he was given to assess devoted particular wrath to Napoleon and the French nation. As he wrote to Prime Minister Hardenberg, however, under the prevailing circumstances he would allow them complete freedom “To snort vengeance and arouse indignation against Napoleon and his followers.”88 After the rapid second victory over Napoleon, however, censorship intensified again and the critics of Francophobia gained increasing influence in the public, too. Moderate patriotic periodicals such as Das erwachte Europa, Freimütige Blätter für Deutsche or Leuchtkugeln now regarded Germanomania as one of the many “exaggerations of the era.”89 Even Heinrich Luden criticized the “widespread clamor for hatred” in his journal Nemesis.90 The spokesmen for the restoration, who were anxious to see a return to the old balance of power in Europe and stable relations with the reinstalled French dynasty, also increasingly attacked Francophobia and sought to suppress it through censorship. This was evidently successful, since the number of inflammatory anti-French pamphlets fell sharply after 1815.
While the Francophobe texts published during the war of 1813–15 are unlikely to have turned peaceful folk into rabid Francophobes, they may well have intensified existing prejudices and legitimized feelings of antipathy based on the bad experiences during years of French occupation and rule. Letters, diaries and memoirs indicate that anti-French feeling was widespread among the military and the civilian population in Prussia and other areas of central and northern Germany in the war years. With regard to the army, for example, the civilian governor of the military governorate between the rivers Elbe and Oder, Johann August Sack, complained in a letter to Princess Marianne of Prussia in late August 1813 that Frenchmen and Prussians had to be separated in the military hospitals because they were so “rancorous” toward one another.91 In his epistolary diary, the Prussian military chaplain Karl August Köhler, who served with a Silesian militia brigade in 1813–14, noted that the hatred of the militiamen was so great that they gave the foe “no quarter” even when their officers and generals demanded that they exercise more “discipline” and threatened to punish their violent excesses and pillaging.92 As to the civilian population, the writer Karl August Varnhagen von Ense, who had served during the wars of 1813–15 first as a Russian officer and later as a Prussian diplomat, reported quite critically in 1842 in his Memorabilia that hatred of the French had been extremely widespread during the war, bringing together people of the “most varied ranks” and viewpoints and shared equally by the two sexes.93 His fellow author Willibald Alexis also described the universal hatred of the French in 1813 in the memoirs of his youth. In retrospect he took no pride in it. At the same time, there was no doubt in his mind that without “this smoldering hatred, the work of liberation” would have been impossible: “a juste milieu enthusiasm would not have sufficed to bind together a torn and devastated Prussia and impress upon it the moral awareness of its existence.”94 Alexis points here to a very central function of the emotionalization and nationalization of friend/foe thinking in the period before and during the wars of 1813–15: It served both to unite the Prussian and German nation internally and to set it off from the military foe, as well as aiding in the necessary mobilization for the war. For that reason, the explosion of Francophobia in the media at the beginning of the war was promoted by the Russian and Prussian armies and even tolerated by governments and their censors. Public critics like Ascher and Kotzebue were at first a small minority. Increasingly, however, the authorities too sought to rein in this dangerous nationalist demon, since it unleashed spirits that would ill serve the peaceful coexistence among the European peoples that the Congress of Vienna sought to establish after more than 20 years of war.
They were only partially successful; in the long run, as Michael Jeismann has shown, German-French enmity marked relations between the two nations well into the twentieth century: “In France and Germany alike” the “enemy became a constitutive element of national consciousness.”95 However, as the study of the collective memory of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars in parts four and five will reveal, this was a quite contested development and critiques of Germanomania and Francophobia competed in collective memory with hatred of the French. It was mainly in situations of war and national crisis that nationalized friend/foe thinking and with it Francophobia became dominant again in German history up to 1945. And only because this thinking was anthropologized, and thus encompassed the entire French people, who were constructed as different not only by language and culture, but also by “nature,” – could it extend far beyond the war of 1815 and become the core of a nationalist culture that attained dominance at the latest after the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71 and was based on the fundamental structure of inclusion and exclusion. The old hatred of the French was revived especially in the context of the Rhine crisis of 1841, the wars of 1870–71 and 1914–18, the annexation of the Palatinate by the French between 1918–19 and 1930, the French occupation of the Ruhr in 1923–24 and the occupation of the Saar under French and British rule after 1920.96
Old and New Anti-Semitism
The anthropologization, and with it the nationalization of political thought also shaped the discourse on “Jewish emancipation”97 before, during and after the wars of 1813–15. To the degree that articulations of Francophobia in the media waned after the wars, discussions of the so-called “Jewish questions” gained in importance, since the political focus now shifted from external to internal nation building. The matter of whether or not Jews could and should belong to the German nation was especially controversial. In this debate, the opponents of any form of Jewish emancipation combined old Christian anti-Judaism and its religious and economic prejudices against Jews with the anthropologically based German-national thinking of the time into “early anti-Semitism,” which became the “dark side of Jewish emancipation.”98
The debate on Jewish emancipation had already begun during the eighteenth-century Enlightenment. Among its earliest propagandists was the Prussian official Christian Wilhelm Dohm, whose On the Civil Improvement of the Jews was published in 1781. In it he argued for legal equality for Jews and their extensive assimilation, as well as for educating non-Jewish society about their incorrect anti-Jewish ideas.99 Austrian Emperor Joseph II became one of the first monarchs to adopt such enlightened ideas when he issued his 1782 “Edict of Toleration,” which lifted the capitation tax for Jews, dissolved their ghettos and granted them freedom to exercise a trade without citizenship rights or master artisan status.100 Revolutionary France was far more radical in implementing the idea of Jewish emancipation. In September 1791 the National Assembly proclaimed complete legal equality for all French Jews, which was extended in 1798 to the territories west of the Rhine that were conquered by France, and was also introduced, along with the Code Civil, in the occupied and dependent German states. Although Napoleon placed broad restrictions on the freedom of movement granted to Jews in 1808, especially regarding their economic activities, French legislation remained relatively liberal.101 Prussia and the other German states introduced legal equality for Jews only in stages. The first farther-reaching “Emancipation Edict,” which proclaimed Jews to be “Inlanders” and “Prussian state citizens,” was not issued until March 1812. While it did not bring Jewish men complete legal equality in the Prussian monarchy, it did grant them more civil rights and integration into society via new duties such as military service. A central aim of the Prussian government in granting these rights was to secure the financial support of the Jewish communities that was needed to fund the war.102
In response to increasing efforts at Jewish emancipation, the number of anti-Jewish publications had been rising significantly since the late eighteenth century. This so-called “pamphlet war” reached an initial high point in Prussia in 1803, when the writer and court commissioner at the Berlin Superior Court of Justice, Carl Wilhelm Friedrich Grattenauer, unleashed his brochure Against the Jews: A Word of Warning to All of Our Christian Fellow Citizens. Grattenauer had already made a name for himself with anti-Jewish pamphlets in the 1790s. The 1803 text reproduced the entire range of traditional anti-Jewish prejudices and met with a remarkable response. The work was reprinted six times in only one year and, with 13,000 copies, was probably one of the most widely distributed publications of the time. Grattenauer had apparently hit a nerve with the educated public, which may be attributed not least to the fact that he presented anti-Jewish views in a novel form as biting satire. He caricatured Jewish attempts at assimilation while at the same time denouncing the emancipation efforts of the proponents of Enlightenment. This satirical style would become typical of many anti-Semitic texts in the years that followed.103
Other authors seconded Grattenauer’s attacks on Jews and Jewish emancipation.104 Only rarely did they encounter criticism.105 The Prussian government watched the growing dissemination of anti-Jewish pamphlets with concern and regarded it as demagoguery aimed at counteracting the main objective of the official policy of better integrating the Jews in Enlightenment tradition. In order to stem the pamphlet war, a royal cabinet order of September 1804 forbade the publication in Prussia of polemical writings on the “Jewish question.”106 Only in internal administrative papers did a lively debate about the pros and cons of Jewish emancipation continue, which led in 1812 to the Prussian “Emancipation Edict.”107
Among the few anti-Jewish publications that appeared before 1813 in Prussia and caused a sensation was The Philistine before, in and after History: Compiled, Accompanied and Reflected from Divine and Secular Writings and Personal Observation by Clemens Brentano, who had made his name as a Romantic poet. This was the published version of a speech he had given at the inaugural meeting of the “German Christian Table Society” (Christlich-Teutsche Tischgesellschaft) in January 1811. This Berlin club accepted only “Christian and German men” as members.108 The biting satire on Philistines and Jews appeared in May 1811 at the request of the Table Society members, printed anonymously in an edition of 200 copies, which soon sold out in Berlin’s bookshops. Public protest against the tract arose only when excerpts were reprinted in a newspaper, the Breslauer Zeitung. The Prussian censor banned the work, but could not stop its dissemination.109
Even after censorship for single publications was de facto lifted in 1813, no anti-Jewish works appeared at first. During the war the clear priority for political writers was mobilizing the nation against the external enemy. In this national emergency, even the participation of Jewish volunteers in the war, the material support of the Jewish communities and Jewish war charities were welcome.110 Only when the external foe had been vanquished did a public debate begin over the question of who belonged to the German nation and should be recognized as citizens of the state. This debate accompanied arguments over the Jewish question at the Congress of Vienna, which had held out the prospect of improved legal status for Jews in Article 16 of the Federal Act and affirmed the status quo of laws enacted in the federal states, but did not apply this to the territories that France had annexed to its empire, which the Hanseatic cities in particular had championed.111
Once again, Arndt was among the authors who launched this debate. He devoted himself to the Jewish question in his View of Our Time from Our Time of autumn 1814 and developed a twofold line of argument against equal rights. He characterized the Jews as an “alien people” whose peculiar “Volk character” was marked by “meanness, pettiness, cowardice and miserliness.” To be sure, he conceded that the Jewish “Volk character” was not purely a product of ancestry, but also derived from language, culture and religion as well as the political history of Jewry. The “persecution, humiliation and detestation” inflicted on the Jews in the diaspora had smothered everything “noble, great, brave and magnanimous” in them. He did not believe, however, that their “common Volk character” could change anytime soon, because it was based on “descent” and thus “nature.” Since he fundamentally opposed “the mixing of peoples” as “bastardization” and wished to keep “the Germanic tribe as pure as possible from alien elements,” he believed that an acceptance of Jews into the “German nation” on equal terms might lead to “degeneracy.”112 Arndt supplemented this anthropological argument with a religious-political one. For him the Christian faith was a genuine component of Germanness. The “Germans” were a “Christian tribe,” and the German states were also built on Christianity and its doctrines. “The Jews with their harsh, hostile manner and exclusiveness” were “completely outside of Christianity.” Therefore only conversion to Christianity would permit Jews to be “absorbed” into the “tribe of the Christian-German Volk.”113
On this issue, too, Arndt’s views were widely read in patriot circles and soon gained influence. His friend Friedrich Rühs had a good deal to do with this. In the February 1815 issue of the Zeitschrift für die neueste Geschichte, die Staaten- und Völkerkunde, he published a long article, “On the Claims of Jews to German Citizenship,” which took up and further developed Arndt’s arguments. Rühs accused the humanistically inclined proponents of Enlightenment of equating human rights with citizenship rights. In the case of the Jews, too, one must distinguish between the two. Jews were entitled to full human rights, for the “duty and dignity of any good government” demands that “they be protected from injustices and abuse, that hatred against them not be nourished, and that the way to improvement and participation in the benefits of Christianity be open to them.” It was “the old doctrine and hope of the Christian church that all of the Jews will be converted.” The right of citizenship, in contrast, could be accorded to them only after conversion. Since for Rühs, as for Arndt, Christianity was an indispensable part of Germanness and the foundation of the German states, he believed it necessary to tie citizenship for Jews to baptism.114
In his argument, Rühs, like most political authors of his time, constructed the Jews as a people/nation and at the same time as a state. They were a nation since they were connected with their “compatriots throughout the world” through “descent, attitudes, duty, faith, language and inclinations” and together with them “constituted a unit,” to which they “were naturally more warmly devoted than to the people among whom they live.” At the same time, he thought of the Jews as a “state” since the basic laws of the Jewish religion were also those of the Jewish state. Since political citizenship demanded exclusive identification with one state, it could not for this reason be granted to the Jews.115 From these considerations, Rühs derived the necessity of a clear segregation of the Jews. It must be impressed upon them generally, but particularly in the regulation of their legal situation, that their status in Germany was that of “metics,” resident foreigners without political rights. The rights accorded to them by the Prussian Emancipation Edict of 1812 must thus be significantly curtailed. In particular, their access to public office, “honors and dignities” and the “duties” of a “citizen” at all levels of the state should be made dependent on their baptism and “solemn naturalization.”116
Despite recognition by leading generals of the achievements of Jewish soldiers during the war of 1813–14, Rühs wanted to exclude Jews from universal conscription once again. He cited two arguments for this. First, the duty to perform military service was a duty of honor, which gave access to civil rights; second, the German army, as the “flower of the nation,” must “unite the noblest forces” and thus be wholly characteristic of the Volk (volksmäßig). Apart from a legal reorganization of citizenship duties and rights, he also called for a halt to immigration and restrictions on local rights of settlement. In addition, he favored the payment of a special “Jew tax” to defray the costs of the many benefits that German governments had offered to the foreign people.117
Friedrich Rühs’s text met with a broad and mainly positive response. Even Prussian ministers Friedrich von Schuckmann and Friedrich Leopold von Kircheisen, who were responsible for the Interior and Justice Departments, respectively, approved of his arguments.118 For that reason, his essay was republished in 1816 by Reimer’s Realschulbuchhandlung in Berlin, augmented by an appendix on the history of the Spanish Jews.119 A review by Heidelberg philosophy professor Jacob Friedrich Fries appeared that same year in the Heidelberger Jahrbücher der Literatur and was published not long afterward as a pamphlet entitled On the Endangerment of the Well Being and Character of the Germans by the Jews.120 Fries largely agreed with Rühs, except on one central point: he separated national-political and religious concepts and thus detached the ideas of Volk, nation and state from their Christian foundations. He rejected Christian and Jewish dogmas alike, and thus demanded a complete separation of church and state. As a consequence of this secularization, unlike Rühs he did not want the bestowal of citizenship on Jews to depend on baptism alone. He demanded complete acculturation. The Jews should wholly emancipate themselves from their religion and their traditions, commandments and ceremonies, give up their outmoded system of norms and values, adapt their educational and occupational careers, integrate completely into social life – in short, cease being Jews and existing as a “Jewish people.”121 Given the Jewish “Volk character,” however, Fries believed that this was possible only as a conscious act of cultural adaptation. If the Jews showed no willingness for “improvement,” he wanted to “utterly root them out.” Apart from a strict ban on immigration, marriage restrictions and the wearing of a special yellow symbol such as had been usual in the Middle Ages, the method he suggested was a strict prohibition on any activity in commerce and finance. If the Jews refused to submit to these measures, the German governments should banish them from their territories as “blights on the people” (Volksschädlinge).122
Fries was thus one of the most militant early anti-Semites of his era. Interestingly, the difference between Rühs and Fries, which seems so significant in retrospect, was not much discussed publicly at the time by the two men or others. All Rühs had to say on the subject in his second major writing on the “Jewish question,” which appeared in 1816 under the title “The Rights of Christianity and the German People, Defended against the Claims of the Jews and Their Champions” in his Zeitschrift für die neueste Geschichte, die Staaten- und Völkerkunde, was that he “by no means agreed with all of Professor Fries’s opinions,” but was pleased that he and Fries, despite “approaching the subject from quite opposite directions” agreed on the main conclusions.123 The contemporary public thus perceived them as united opponents of Jewish emancipation. The politically explosive nature of secularized anti-Semitism went unrecognized.124 The writings of Rühs and Fries appear to have been “disseminated in a variety of ways” beyond the educated strata and were even read aloud “in public taverns,” as one contemporary commentator notes.125 Between 1816 and 1819, the “Jewish question” developed into a hotly debated topic.126 Scholars have suggested that anti-Jewish pamphleteering played a decisive role in heightening the “‘nasty mood’ and complaints against the Jews,” thus lending ideological legitimacy to the anti-Jewish Hep-Hep riots of 1819.127
Very few non-Jewish authors publicly defended Jewish emancipation. One of them was Justus Gruner, governor-general of the territory of Mittelrhein since February 1814, who had already spoken out in favor of legal equality for Jews in the spring of 1814 in a two-part essay “On Germany’s Future Constitution,” published in the journal Nemesis. There, he called for unconditional citizenship rights and a consistent policy of integration.128 Another was the Prussian senior official and writer Friedrich von Cölln, who edited the journal Freimüthige Blätter für Deutsche, in Beziehung auf Krieg, Politik und Staatswesen. In an article titled “Look Back at the Most Recent Past,” published in 1816, he noted concisely, “Among all of the excesses of our time, the persecution of the Jews and the French is the most foolish.”129 August von Kotzebue also criticized the anti-Jewish tirades of the Germanomanes in his Politische Flugschriften.130
The majority of the writings that fought for Jewish emancipation were by Jewish authors.131 One of the first and best known among them was Saul Ascher with his 1815 pamphlet Germanomania. He devoted particular attention to Rühs, sharply criticizing his objective of making the state and the Volk/nation one. The notion that a state was based on the “individuality of a people, soil and climate” was for him outmoded. In future, following the French model, only the “principle of law” would determine membership in a state: “One does not, or should not, ask: What does the newcomer think, but rather, what does he do, how does he live? If he obeys the state’s laws, he is a good citizen.”132 For Ascher, the idea of the “insularity of nations” corresponded to a historically obsolete “lower stage of cultivation” that needed to be overcome. He believed that “Germanomania” would one day adorn the “gallery of German aberrations of judgment” alongside “Gallomania” and “Anglomania.”133
Adherents of the German-national movement responded very aggressively to the critiques of Francophobia and anti-Judaism by enlightened authors such as Ascher and Kotzebue. The two writers, who were friends, became a favorite target of scorn from the ranks of the patriotic student associations and the gymnastics movement.134 The reaction was probably so extreme not least because the two men’s critique of Germanomania was also an attack on such much-admired German-national pioneers as Fichte, Jahn and Arndt and popular professors as Rühs and Fries. This aroused massive resistance and hatred, which led to the notorious book burning at the Wartburg Festival mounted by student fraternities on 18 and 19 October 1817 in Eisenach. Amid the cheers of the crowd, 28 books were cast into the flames, including works by Ascher, Cölln and Kotzebue.135
National chauvinism, Francophobia and anti-Jewish sentiment formed a unity in the thinking of the Germanomanes, the core of which was fear and hatred of anything different and foreign. The marginalization of anything purportedly “non-German” followed the dualist patterns of interpretation running through the entire German-national discourse of the early nineteenth century, which served four essential purposes: First, it offered cognitive orientation in a historical situation that was experienced as crisis-ridden and unstable. The possibility of uncomplicated classification structured perception in simple ways, thus reducing the bewildering complexity of reality. Second, it served the purposes of collective and individual self-definition. National identity was, as it were, defined negatively by its boundaries. Third, through respective negative and positive connotations, it promoted emotional stabilization by devaluing the alien/enemy and valorizing the familiar. At the same time, it defined a clear and unchallengeable hierarchy of social groups and of the two sexes, thereby creating unambiguous power structures. Fourth, and finally, it contributed significantly to the creation and control of aggression. This behavior-regulating function was especially important during the prewar and war years, when the Prussian and German nation had to be formed into a fighting community that was prepared to face the Napoleonic foe, and a spirit of self-sacrifice had to be awakened in the volunteers and militiamen stylized as “national warriors.” When the will to damage and destroy could be attributed to the alien/enemy, this pugnacity could evolve into hatred. Xenophobia and with it anti-Jewish sentiment were thus constitutive components of German-national thought in parts of the early national movement.136 But at the same time in the period during and immediately after the wars of 1813–1815 we can also identify “voices of reason”: national-liberal writers and politicians, who supported early-liberal demands for national unity and a constitution that guaranteed basic political rights and equal citizenship, and at the same time argued against all extreme forms of national chauvinism.
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6 Debating War
The Military, Warfare and Masculinity

“Who is a Man?” asked Ernst Moritz Arndt, in a poem that first appeared in February 1813 in the appendix to the Brief Catechism for German Soldiers.1 This question occupied not only him but also his contemporaries to a degree hardly imaginable today. Diverse images of masculinity were developed in the patriotic-national discourse of the time. Arndt, for example, defined a ”German man“ in the poem as follows:
He is a man prepared to fight,
For his wife and his dear child;
For a cold breast lacks will and might,
And its deeds will be as wind.


He is a man prepared to die,
For liberty, duty, and right:
A God-fearing heart knows all is well,
His step is ever light.


He is a man prepared to die,
For God and fatherland,
Until the grave he’ll carry on
With heart and voice and hand.


So, German man, so, free man,
With God thy lord to the foe!
For God alone can aid thy cause,
And luck and victory bestow.2


Here, as in other songs in the Catechism, Arndt entreated German men to recall their core virtues. Apart from military valor, these included love of liberty and country, piety, strength and courage – manly virtues, he asserted, that their Germanic forefathers had demonstrated. At the heart of this model of masculinity was the inseparable equation of masculinity, military valor and patriotism. While these masculine virtues had been propagated, especially in poetry, since the Seven Years’ War,3 it was only in the war years 1813–15 that they became the core of the dominant model of masculinity that served to bolster recently introduced universal conscription ideologically.4 A closer analysis of the contemporary discourse, however, reveals complementary and competing variants of this model, each with its own specific political notions of war and military service. In this chapter, I first examine the changing ideas of warfare and the debate over the character of the wars of 1813–15 – which had a lasting influence on the contested construction of war memories and the political claims related to them – and then explore the variant models of valorous masculinity.
Old and New Ideas of Warfare
In the period of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars, images of war and war aims were by no means topics of discussion for the military alone. Civilians, too, intensely debated the questions of under what circumstances war is justified, which aims should be pursued and how war could be conducted successfully under altered political and military conditions. The military and civilian debates alike were marked by the opposition between the “people’s war” (Volkskrieg) and the “war of princes” (Fürstenkrieg). The educated zeitgeist accepted only “defensive war” fought as a war of the people on the basis of temporary universal conscription introduced for the duration of the conflict only, not a “war of princes” fought with a “mercenary army” dedicated to the interests of rulers.5
Carl von Clausewitz formulated the most influential definition of “people’s war” long before the posthumous publication of his classic work on military theory On War in 1832. Clausewitz, who belonged to the leading group of military reformers, taught at the Prussian Military Academy from 1810 and served as its director from 1818 until his death in 1831. He outlined his ideas on war more fully for the first time in his “Political Declaration” of February 1812, in which he analyzed Prussia’s political and military situation and proposed alternatives to government policy:
The war of present times is a war of all against all. The king does not wage war against the king, nor the army against another army, but rather one people against another and king and army are part of the people. The war will scarcely change this character. [...] Every war is regarded as a national affair and conducted in this spirit, according to the degrees of effort that the force of the national character and the government determine.6


For Clausewitz, a “people’s war” legitimized by national interests was the future form of warfare between the emerging nation-states. He proceeded from the assumption that this “national war,” which he believed was justified only as a “war of defense,” had to aim to destroy the enemy and thus could only be conducted as an “absolute war.” In order to win such a war, one had to mobilize the entire population, for which “the organization of a military state” with “a universal duty to perform military service” was necessary.7 It was from these reflections that he derived his commitment to the “people’s war”:


I believe and confess that a people can value nothing more highly than the dignity and liberty of its existence.
That it must defend these to the last drop of blood.
That there is no higher duty to fulfill, no higher law to obey.
That the shameful blot of cowardly submission can never be erased.
That this drop of poison in the blood of the nation is passed on to posterity, crippling and eroding the strength of future generations.
That the honor of the king and the government are at one with the honor of the people, and the sole safeguard of its well-being.
That a people courageously struggling for its liberty is invincible.
That even the destruction of liberty after a bloody and honorable struggle assures the people’s rebirth. It is the seed of life, which one day will bring forth a new, securely rooted tree.8


Clausewitz defined liberty and honor as a people’s highest possessions, which it must defend to the death, not least because the shame of “dishonorable disgrace” is inherited by subsequent generations. In a genuine people’s war, the danger of defeat, he believed, was small, since the desire for freedom would be a powerful motivation to fight. The soldiers’ fighting spirit could compensate for inferior firepower, and for that reason the state and the army must take all possible measures to strengthen it.9 Clausewitz was well aware of the negative sides of such a “war of liberty,” which was bloodier than any other kind of war and rarely “without dreadful scenes.” In it, “all the misfortune and perdition” of every war were heightened to the highest degree, both by the mass of the soldiers going to war and their emotional involvement and by the manner in which the war was conducted. This could not, however, be blamed on the people’s war as such. Instead, it was the “fault” of those who wantonly provoked it.10
In his “Political Declaration,” Clausewitz thereby formulated for the first time the idea of the primacy of politics, which he elaborated theoretically in his later major work On War that he started to write in 1816 but was unable to finish. His widow Marie von Clausewitz was left to publish his magnum opus on the philosophy of war, in which he defined the military and war as results of political will and described people’s war as a nationally justified form of the absolute war of defense, which incorporates all of society.11 In 1812 Clausewitz believed that such a situation prevailed and therefore pleaded for a military alliance between Prussia and Russia against France. He strongly opposed Prussia’s support of a campaign of the Grande Armée against the tsardom.12
In the period before and during the wars of 1813–15, only few other members of the Prussian military publicly advocated such a modern image of war. One of them was Colonel Rühle von Lilienstern, Commissioner General for German Armaments since November 1813, who became head of the newly established Department of War History of the General Staff of the Prussian Army in 1815.13 He formulated his ideas in On War: A Fragment from a Series of Lectures on the Theory of the Art of War, published in autumn 1814.14 While accepting that war was “evil” from the perspective of the “private individual,” he juxtaposed it with the “viewpoint of the state,” which he defined as of higher value. From this perspective, war was “a boon, not a political disease, but a political remedy”:
For among “all of the bonding agents that hold together the institution of the state, true war [that is, war for liberty] is the most effective and lasting, because shared hardship and tears bind better and more tightly than good fortune. [...] There is no question that every war demands great sacrifice even from the state. But without this constant willingness to sacrifice the individual member for the whole, the state would be utterly inconceivable.15


Only “in the war of national vigor against national vigor,” does “the most essential and finest aspect of national existence emerge: namely, the idea of the people itself; the feeling of one’s own value as a people.” Here, Rühle von Lilienstern postulates the necessity of national wars for building the nation and the nation-state. In his opinion, nations emerge as valorous and sacrificial communities for and in war, and must be prepared “to be trained for war” in peacetime.16 He accordingly propagated the goal of “the nation at arms,” for which reason he not merely advocated the introduction of universal conscription in peacetime, which in fact occurred in Prussia with the September 1814 law on compulsory military service, but also vehemently supported military and at the same time patriotic-religious education for young men.17 Rühle von Lilienstern believed that only two factors civilized war: the laws of the Christian religion and chivalry, which is why he idealized people’s war as “a duel of nations, a great tribunal and trial by ordeal, a sublime public feud in the chivalric sense.”18 In short, Rühle von Lilienstern promoted a patriotic-national bellicism that focused on the continuous militarization of the nation.
During and after the wars of 1813–15 Clausewitz’s and Rühle von Lilienstern’s ideas met with approval especially in the circles of the Prussian military reformers and younger officers, as is evident in their writings, among other places.19 One of its best-known supporters was Major-General Neidhardt von Gneisenau, Blücher’s quartermaster-general during the wars, who became commander of the VIII Prussian Corps in 1816, governor of Berlin and a member of the Prussian Council of State in 1818 and General Field Marshal in 1825.20
Most civilian patriots, in contrast, rejected such bellicism, since their objective was not to militarize the nation but to civilize the military and thus war itself. This was also true of leading German-national authors such as Arndt, Fichte and Jahn. They agreed that war as such was “a heinous evil,” “a menace more terrible than floods, crop failure and the Plague, because it contained all of these menaces within it or brought them in its wake.”21 Of the many texts that expressed this position was the 1814 pamphlet What Was the German Warrior under Napoleon? And What Is He Today? Its anonymous author declared:
An unnecessary war is a mortal sin against liberty, justice, equitableness, humankind and God; a sin that ‘will not be forgiven, neither in this world nor the next.’ Whoever begins a war is an enemy of man and God, a nefarious disrupter of all human tranquility, the happiness of families, humanity, morality and religiosity. Those who participate voluntarily make themselves slaves; those compelled to do so are unfortunates who deserve our sympathy.22


This attitude followed the eighteenth-century Enlightenment tradition, the majority of whose authors had branded “war the greatest crime of the rulers of this earth and the eternal scourge of its inhabitants.” This did not mean that they condemned war on principle, but rather that they rejected wars of aggression, while accepting as “just,” wars of defense.23 Even after 1806, most civilian patriots agreed that in general, war was justifiable only if the fatherland was in danger and the liberty and independence of the nation had to be defended against attacks from outside. Given France’s policy of military conquest, this appeared to be the situation. They, too, juxtaposed the negative image of the traditional “war of princes,” which is what they believed Napoleon was conducting, with the positive image of a “people’s war” fought by “warriors for the nation.”24
This position, which can be found in many texts by patriotic-national authors of the period, was formulated in a paradigmatic way by the early-liberal Freiburg professor of history Karl von Rotteck in his 1816 On Standing Armies and National Militias, which was soon discussed broadly in the press and recommended as a standard work on the subject.25 It concisely summarizes the discussion among civilian patriots up to that point, and begins by asking, “Do we want to make the nation itself the army, or do we want to make the soldiers into citizens?” – a question that assumed central significance in the German territorial states after the war ended in 1815 in light of the impending implementation of the military system for the German Confederation that was resolved at the Congress of Vienna. Rotteck argued vehemently for the “abolition of the standing armies” and “introduction of a national defense force” (Nationalwehr). Standing armies with paid mercenaries or conscripted soldiers corroded virtue and morals and encouraged princes to conduct wars of conquest.26 For him, the traditional system of conscription with sweeping exemptions and proxies was merely the despotic version of a standing army, which universalized the latter’s corrosive effects.27 Only when “the whole nation – that is its combative element – [...] [constitutes] the army or the armed force,” which every citizen would belong to “as soon and as long as he was capable of bearing arms,” and when this “national army” was mobilized only for wars conducted on the basis of the common resolution of a “popular representation” could one speak of a “people’s war.” In order to turn all men into national fighters in such a national army and render them “efficacious” in case of war, they should train with weapons regularly “without interrupting their civilian occupations.”28 A decisive aspect of Rotteck’s argumentation for him and other German-national and early-liberal patriots was that only a war decided on by a “popular representation” could truly be called a “people’s war.” In articulating this position, on the one hand, he criticized the widespread and often vague rhetoric of the “people’s war” that even princes had used in 1813–14 to mobilize for the struggle against Napoleon. On the other hand, he explicitly linked the call to introduce universal conscription in wartime with the demand for popular political representation.
One of the most important early theorists and popularizers of such a civil and civic notion of the people’s war, to whom Rotteck explicitly referred, was Johann Gottlieb Fichte. In particular, his 1813 lectures “On the Concept of True War,” which Reimer published as a brochure after Fichte’s death in 1815, had a lasting impact. In them, he reflected not just on the general relationship between politics and war, but also analyzed the historical significance of the anti-Napoleonic struggle for liberty. He picked up where his Addresses to the German Nation of 1807–08 had left off. While it had been Fichte’s primary aim in the Addresses, which he held before large audiences in Berlin, to win over the “German nation” to the project of “national education” and thus contribute to shaping Prussia and Germany into a “valorous nation,” his lectures of 1813 promoted active support for the war against France. Fichte had already presented an initial short version of the lectures at the University of Berlin in February 1813; three months later he delivered a more elaborated version to a much larger audience.29 For Fichte, too, war was only justified if a people were defending its external and internal freedom as its “highest good.” This “fight for freedom” must be conducted as a matter of “life or death” by all men of a people equally. In light of Napoleon’s imperial politics, he believed this situation existed in 1813 and therefore called upon his audience to join the universal struggle “for the liberty and autonomy of nations” without reservation.30 Given the magnitude of the task at hand, “citizens” (Bürger) must disregard the “inconsistencies” of their government, which while calling for a “people’s war” continued to speak of “subjects” and to place the monarch before the fatherland, as if he had none. These were “old, bad habits.” Should it become evident after the war that the rulers had only misused “the people” for their own interests, then the fight for freedom would have to continue within the states.31
Thus, in 1813, Fichte was one of the few people who were already expressing public skepticism about the rhetoric of “people’s war” as it was articulated in official calls to arms. This realistic foresight ensured that the published lectures would attract great attention in 1815, especially in German-national circles, since the text affirmed their view that the fight for freedom within their own countries must, if necessary, be conducted against the princes and their governments. They had fought the wars of 1813–15 from the beginning as “Wars of Liberty” waged by the people and, now that victory over Napoleon had been achieved, they realized that their demands for liberty at home met with significant resistance and were blocked with the rhetoric of the “Wars of Liberation” for which the princes had called them up. This motivated early liberals like Rotteck to explicitly demand popular representation in 1815 and insist that only a war of defense resolved by such a parliamentary body was truly a people’s war. With this position, he intervened directly in the increasingly intense debate about the nature of the wars of 1813–15, which would prove to be of lasting significance. This debate revolved around the question of whether the wars had been waged as “Wars of Liberation” or “Wars of Liberty.”
Wars of Liberation or Wars of Liberty?
The military necessity to mobilize broad segments of men for the war against France forced the Prussian King Friedrich Wilhelm III to address his male subjects directly on 17 March 1813, one day after the declaration of war, in his appeal “To My People,” in which he explicitly addressed them as a historical subject – a “people” – to recruit them for war. The rationale of the proclamation, which calls “the people” to fight in “Wars of Liberation,” became paradigmatic of regional-patriotic justifications for war. The text begins by recalling the “sad fate” of the Prussian monarchy over the preceding seven years, then describes the failure of all attempts to resolve the conflict peacefully, which made the fight for liberation necessary. It addresses the monarchy’s male subjects first as “Brandenburgers, Prussians, Silesians, Pomeranians [and] Lithuanians” and reminds them of Prussia’s glorious shared history, creating a relationship to the monarchy first through attachment to their home regions and second through a common past. The war aims, for which their forefathers had already engaged in bloody battle, are then derived from Prussia’s past historical greatness: “freedom of conscience, honor, independence, trade, artisanship and scholarship.” In order to heighten the courage and will to fight, the address points not just to the “great example” of the “mighty Russian allies,” but also to the liberation struggles of the Portuguese and Spanish against Napoleon. Following this model, the king calls upon Prussian men to also wage a self-sacrificing life-or-death battle.32 The appeal’s rhetoric makes the king part of the Prussian and German people:
Great sacrifices are demanded of all estates, for our beginning is great, and the number and means of our enemies are not small. [...] But whatever sacrifices may be demanded of the individual, they do not balance out the sacred goods for which we surrender them, for which we must fight and win if we do not wish to cease to be Prussians and German.33 (Emphases in the original.)


In this way, the fight for liberation not only becomes a matter for the entire Prussian and German nation, but also a “holy war” that can only be waged with God’s help. At the end of the appeal, the idea that the coming war is a life-or-death struggle is further intensified. It is a matter of the very “existence” and “independence” of the state and thus also of saving the national honor: “The only alternatives are honorable peace or glorious downfall. You would also stride confidently to meet the latter for the sake of honor, for the Prussian and the German cannot live without honor.”34 Thus here, too, as in the texts of military officers, the honor of the Prussian and German “nation” is a key argument for the called-for masculine self-sacrifice unto death.
Like most other texts of the period, this appeal seamlessly intertwines regional, territorial-state and German identity, thus opening up three access routes for motivating men to fight, which coexisted on an equal footing: a local one – the war as defense of farm, home and hearth; a regional-patriotic one – fighting for the king and the Prussian fatherland; and a German-national one – the struggle for the liberty, honor and independence of Germany. This open quality of the text and, with it, of the war aims that it propagated explains the wide influence of the appeal, which met with much approval even among German-national patriots. The battle cry “With God for King and Fatherland” proclaimed in the appeal did not yet encounter resistance in 1813, since great hopes were still placed in the willingness of princes to make reforms.35
De facto, in March 1813 this slogan and the appeal itself already cemented the interpretation of the impending struggle as “Wars of Liberation,” which would only be intensified by the subsequent proclamations of the Prussian king.36 This becomes obvious in comparison with the monarch’s call to arms for the second war, which was published in April 1815, and contains significantly less patriotic-national rhetoric. The appeal simply refers to the first campaign and the achievements of “Prussia’s people, army and generals” and, in light of Napoleon’s return, calls “the people” to arms again.37 The language of the appeal thus plainly reflects the altered balance of power in domestic politics.
The institution, apart from the army, that was most responsible for mobilizing for the “Wars of Liberation” in Prussia and that participated intensively in propagating the regional-patriotic notion of war was the Protestant Church. Its clerics regularly had to read out government appeals and proclamations in church and interpret them in their sermons based on prescribed biblical passages.38 In Prussia, the war began with the “general service of worship to celebrate the departure of the patriotic warriors” of 28 March 1813 mandated by the Department of Public Worship and Education, during which the appeal “To My People” was to be read aloud along with the “Decree on the Organization of the Militia.” The surviving sermons from these services, which were required to address the appeal and the decree, are illuminating documents of Protestant regional-patriotism in the war years 1813–15.39
Characteristic of these early sermons is the “Preparatory Sermon for the Establishment of the Prussian Militia,” which Carl Friedrich Ferdinand Nicolai, pastor and schoolmaster at the Züllichau orphanage in Brandenburg, gave on 28 March 1813.40 In it he spoke of the “most sacred duty to hasten to defend our fatherland” and enjoined his listeners to trust in God during this struggle. This war of defense, for which the king himself, inspired by the “voice of the people,” had issued a call to arms, must be conducted in the spirit of trust in God and his just order of all things. For God embraces those peoples that rise up against godless tyrants and stands by them in their fight.41 In keeping with the idea of the Prussian nation as a Volk family, Nicolai called on the entire people – young and old, men and women – to defend the fatherland.42 Those “whom the law of the land calls up as valorous and liable to conscription” must “take up arms without misgivings,” but those who “were not called” had a “sacred duty” to promote “the holy cause of the struggle” for the “dear fatherland” as “vigorously as possible”:
Go forth and give and gather, and search out anything not absolutely essential for the most urgent needs of domestic life, which might serve in some way to clothe, nourish, heal and care for the brave defenders of our fatherland. Officeholders should now seek more than ever to ensure that the internal business of the country continues in an orderly fashion, and wives and daughters at home should joyfully relinquish their expendable jewelry, and even children should gladly offer their collected pennies – for the fatherland!43


The whole nation should be prepared for great sacrifices of all kinds, even risking their own lives. As in the Prussian king’s appeal, the rhetoric of sacrifice is also pronounced in Nicolai’s sermon, albeit with an explicitly religious justification, which addressed not just men of military age but the entire population.
A similar tone runs through many other war sermons of the period, in which theological and political differences play only a very minor role. They universally demand the entire people’s unconditional self-sacrifice as a precondition for God’s help in the war.44 The tenor of Protestant war sermons scarcely changed over the course of the war, although the emphasis did shift. Until the positive outcome of the Battle of the Nations in Leipzig, exhortations to religious repentance and active proof of patriotic sentiment and pleas for divine succor dominated. Thereafter, the sermons took on a more optimistic tone. Victories were interpreted as “signs from God,” proof of having passed the divine test. The sermons preached profound gratitude for the lord’s mercy and kindness and the hopeful belief in his continuing assistance, along with admonitions not to stop reflecting on virtuous piety and the willingness to engage in patriotic self-sacrifice and battle, in order to ward off new calamity.45 This tendency intensified with the beginning of the second war, which was interpreted as a renewed divine trial.46
Official calls to arms and proclamations and the many Sunday war sermons were thus the central media with which the regional-patriotic image of war – also popularized in poetry – was propagated to broad effect.47 This idealized image was used to portray the wars of 1813–15, in contrast to the traditional “wars of princes,” as “people’s wars” at the behest of and in alliance with the princes, in which volunteers and militiamen fought side by side with soldiers of the standing army; this fight was supported by the entire “nation” as a valorous Volk family. The war was described as a “just war of defense,” in which the aim was not gold, money or power, but outward liberty and independence, and as a “holy war” according to God’s will, dedicated not just to defending home and hearth, the king and the Prussian and German fatherland, but also to the struggle for piety, virtue and morality. For this reason valorousness – that is, the willingness to sacrifice one’s life – had to be demanded of all men, as in the glorious past.
In the German-national and early-liberal image of war, too, the wars of 1813–15 were consistently described as “just” and “holy.” The religious rhetoric was as strong in the German-national texts, especially poems, as it was in the regional-patriotic ones.48 From the beginning, the primary war aim was defined as recapturing liberty and independence, and accordingly the term “Wars of Liberty” gained acceptance among German-national patriots in the course of the wars. Naturally, the war was also considered a people’s war in these circles, but in the years 1813–15, the German-national interpretation of this term increasingly diverged from the regional-patriotic one. The war was described as a “war of the people,” who had forced the princes to fight for liberty, and without whom they could not successfully wage the struggle. The central German-national wartime slogan was, accordingly, “For Liberty, Unity and Justice!”49
While the notion of liberty was still diffuse in the beginning, as the war went on it was more precisely defined in three areas: First, it referred to freedom from French domination – that is, liberation from outside oppression; second, to the freedom of the male individual to act in a self-determined manner, which culminated – in the tradition of classical antiquity – in the freedom of patriotic surrender to the state, of sacrificial death for the fatherland; and third, to political liberty, not only in the sense of freedom from the tyranny of the authorities, but also in more modern terms of liberty as a basic value of the state constitution. The initial focus was on the demand for freedom of opinion and the press, and only later for a constitution. In the course of the war, this was accompanied by increasingly concrete elaborations of and calls for “unity” and “law.”50
In the first year of the war, the German-national notions of a “War of Liberty” were articulated particularly distinctively and memorably in the political poetry of Arndt and Körner, both of whom used songs and poems – alongside appeals and longer pamphlets – quite deliberately as vehicles for political propaganda. An especially influential example is Körner’s poem “Appeal” which was first published in late March 1813. Its second stanza reads:
‘Tis no war as crowned heads know it,
It is a crusade, ‘tis a holy war!
Law, morality, virtue, faith and conscience
Hath the tyrant ripped from thy breast:
Save them with thy freedom’s victory!
The whining of thy old men calls: ‘Awake!’
The ruined cottages curse the thieving rabble!
The dishonor of thy daughters cries out for vengeance,
The treacherous murder of thy sons cries for blood.51


While here, too, the battle is waged with God’s help, it is for the “German fatherland” alone, not for the princes. It is a “crusade” by the people for liberty, for “law, morality, virtue, faith and conscience,” a campaign of vengeance for French misdeeds. In his “Appeal” Körner explicitly calls on men of all social strata to participate in the fight to the death for liberty, and accordingly he writes in the third stanza:
Smash the plowshare, drop the chisel,
Let the lyre be silent, the loom stand still!
Leave thy farms, thy halls!
He before whose face thy banners wave,
Will see his people arrayed in armor.
For thou shalt build a great altar
In the eternal dawn of his freedom;
With thy sword shalt thou break the stones!
May the temple be founded on heroic death!52


With such Pathosformeln targeting the emotions, Körner sought to motivate farmers, laborers and artisans, artists and university graduates alike to go to war and to propagate the idea of a fighting community of valorous men across class lines. To attain this goal and not produce differences in a situation that demanded unity, German-national poetry during the war of 1813–14 left the definition of the war aims very vague. The liberty they aspired to, for example, was referred to as the “star of hope” or “dawn of the people.”53 This open-ended quality is also evident in many German-national calls to arms from the first year of the war.54 Arndt’s Appeal to the Prussians of late January 1813, for example, asks:
And what will be the objective of struggle in this great battle? That which is holiest and most venerable, honor, justice, science and the arts, all the finest virtues and the highest possessions of the human race, which the most despicable tyrant seeks to wipe off the face of the earth; our nearest and dearest, our parents and children, wives and sweethearts, the present generation and those yet to come, who will be miserable slaves unless you choose to be bold men.55


The patriotic-national opinion makers appear to have used such open-ended and emotional metaphors quite deliberately, chiefly in the media intended to appeal to a broader audience. At first, they were primarily interested in creating national unity, bridging not just social but also regional and political differences. That is why the notion that “all Germans are brothers” and that only disunity had led to enslavement appears repeatedly in their texts, along with the call to abandon regional and religious prejudices and animosities.56
It was only in the media primarily targeting the educated male elite (especially books, pamphlets and historical-political journals) that a clarifying political discussion of German-national war aims (and, as described earlier in this part, of national identity more generally) began in the autumn of 1813 after the Battle of the Nations, when victory over Napoleon became likely – a discussion that intensified parallel to the Congress of Vienna. This debate produced not only a more precise formulation of the early-liberal program, but also growing criticism of the rhetoric of people’s war. In the autumn of 1814 in the journal Nemesis, Heinrich Luden sharply denounced the hopes that the war had been pursued with the same aims by princes and people, and that rulers would accord their people more political liberties in recognition of their wartime service. He believed these hopes to be illusory: The “previous faith in the future [persists] at most among boys and dreamers [...], who form the world in their minds without attention to the world.”57 It was impossible to overlook the fact that the princes, having achieved victory with the help of the people, now sought to return as quickly as possible to traditional political power relations:
At the time when the thrones were tottering and the nobility was in danger, the spirit of the people was called and conjured up; and the spirit appeared in all its grandeur and splendor. [...] The people rose up for prince and fatherland. Never had Europe’s princes been greater than they were at this time through the liberty and the love of the peoples. Order and discipline prevailed everywhere, and voluntary obedience was the honor of a man.58


Now that victory had been won, however, the governments believed they could “turn back the clock” and return to the old state of affairs “that had been destroyed by the course of world events.” The people “who had acted nobly,” deserved “to be treated nobly”; they had, after all, “risen up not only against the tyrant Napoleon, but against tyranny as such.”59 Such criticism of princes received further impetus after Napoleon’s return in 1815. A second war could have been avoided, one could read in the press, if only princes had listened to the voice of the people and proceeded more firmly against Napoleon and the French.60
The debate on the character of the wars of 1813–15 and the question of whether they had been “Wars of Liberty” sustained by the people or “Wars of Liberation” led by princes continued in the pamphlet literature and journals after the renewed victory over Napoleon. It also influenced the writing of the history of this period in the century that followed, since liberals and later democrats derived demands for extensive political reforms from the German-national and early-liberal interpretation of the wars as a “struggle for liberty.” The notion of “Wars of Liberation” was in turn used by conservatives to deny the legitimacy of these demands. This controversy was closely connected with the propagation of competing images of masculinity during and after the war years.61
Images of Patriotic and Military Masculinity
In the contemporary discourse, masculinity, patriotism and valor were inextricably linked. These three concepts were at the heart of the model of patriotic-valorous masculinity that reform-oriented members of the military and civilian patriots formulated and propagated in the context of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars. This model combined the old values of soldierly honor, aristocratic officer virtue and Christian-civic ethics with new notions of political participation, national identity and Romantic heroism. At its core was the myth of “death for the fatherland.” We can distinguish between two versions of the model in contemporary discourse: on the one hand, the “man at arms” (Waffenmann) as a patriotic-minded soldier who served “king and fatherland” in a standing army defined as a “permanent national defense force” (ständige Nationalwehr); and on the other, the “citizen as national warrior” (Bürger als Nationalkrieger) who dutifully took up arms in case of war to defend home and fatherland.62 The analysis that follows will focus on the civilian version, since many of its notions would retain their significance into the twentieth century, primarily for “military culture” – that is, the “habitual practices, default programs, hidden assumptions, and unreflective cognitive frames” that form “military practices and the basic assumptions behind them.”63 The civilian version of this patriotic-valorous ideal of masculinity was formulated in three age- and class-specific variants that complemented and competed with each other: “the citizen in uniform” fighting to defend his nation which mainly aimed at middle-class men; the “young war hero” (Heldenjüngling) who volunteered for a “people’s war”; and the common “Christian militiaman” (Landwehrmann) who sought to protect home and country and was fighting with God for his king.
The Citizen in Uniform
One of the first texts that intensively propagated the new image of patriotic-valorous masculinity was the pamphlet What Are the Reserves and the Militia? written by Arndt. It appeared anonymously in Königsberg, the capital of East Prussia, in February 1813.64 The region was the center of the resistance against Napoleon at that time. On 7 February, the provincial assembly of the East Prussian estates had autonomously decided to establish a militia in the province and to arm all men who were capable of fighting. Two days later, the “Decree on the Abolition of Existing Exemptions from Cantonal Obligations for the Duration of the War” created the legal framework for introducing universal conscription throughout the Prussian monarchy.65 Arndt’s 16-page pamphlet, like many other publications of the time, supported this policy. Accordingly, it suggested to all men of military age that defending the fatherland was their foremost manly duty, an idea that was new to most men previously exempt from military service. It called on “all valorous men of the German lands” to prepare for a “people’s war” against Napoleon. Participation in this “people’s war” must be an “honor and duty” for every man. Any man who “did not wish to share good fortune and bad, suffering and death with his people” was “unworthy to live among them” and must “be expelled or eradicated as a scoundrel or weakling.” In the very widely distributed booklet, Arndt establishes a direct connection between “love of country,” “valor” and “manfulness.” He not merely denies any man unwilling to bear arms his masculinity, but also brands him a “traitor to his country” who should be excluded from the “people’s community” of adult men.66
Arndt further elaborated this new ideal of masculinity in the second and third editions of his anonymously published and equally widespread Soldier’s Catechism. The first version was published in St. Petersburg by the Russian army in late October 1812. It was intended for the troops of the nascent Russian-German Legion, which assembled German officers and soldiers under Russian banners to fight against Napoleon. Arndt proposed a new national code of honor for them, which justified taking up arms against their former German commanders and territorial princes in the Grande Armée.67 The second version, which appeared in February 1813 in Königsberg under the title A Brief Catechism for German Soldiers, with Two Appendices of Songs was intended for soldiers of the Prussian army, volunteers and militiamen. In this version, Arndt developed an extensive catalogue of conduct and norms for the “citizen in uniform,” who, as a “national warrior” bound by middle-class Christian ethics, was fighting for his “fatherland” and with it, ultimately, also for himself, his family and his property. Every man should be a “virtuous citizen,” a “patriot willing to make sacrifices” and “a warrior ready to fight,” glad to “shed his last drop of blood” for “his fatherland and his people.” The Catechism glorifies war as a test of manliness: only through the common struggle to liberate the “fatherland” could German men demonstrate that they had retained the “manfulness” so harshly battered by the defeat of 1806–07 and restore both their masculine and their national honor.68
In August 1813 the third version appeared under the new title Catechism for the German Warrior and Militia Man, in Which Is Explained How a Christian Warrior Is to Behave and Enter the Battle with God at His Side, now addressed to all members of the allied troops.69 By this time Sweden, England and Austria had joined the coalition against Napoleon that sought to win over the rulers of the German states in the Confederation of the Rhine and their subjects to the liberation struggle. This version therefore toned down the criticism of the German princes who were still collaborating with Napoleon and, even more than earlier editions, emphasized unity and fraternity within Germany across regional differences, as well as the Christian values that defined the national identity and united all German men.70 The originally slim 36-page Catechism had grown into a substantial brochure of 126 pages, half of them devoted to the song appendix, which contains Arndt’s best-known and most loved patriotic-national lyrics. One of the most famous of these is “Song for the Fatherland” (Vaterlandslied), which like many others in the Catechism was widely distributed as a broadsheet and reprinted in newspapers, journals and songbooks. The composer Albert Methfessel set it to music the same year.71 Its first stanza, which became iconic in German-national culture during the nineteenth century, reads:
The God who once let iron grow
Did not want us as slaves
‘Twas for this reason that he gave
Men saber, sword and spear
‘Twas for this he gave men hearts so bold
And passion to speak free,
That in battle they might hold their own
Unto their last blood, unto death.72


This stanza neatly summarizes the core ideas of this German-national variant of patriotic-valorous masculinity and contains many of the metaphors that were omnipresent in the media of the time, especially in poetry.73
Interestingly, neither in this song nor in the many other German-national proclamations, pamphlets and poems addressed to men of broader social strata – but especially the middle class – was the concept of the “citizen in uniform” elaborated more precisely. These texts, even if they called for a “War of Liberty,” only very vaguely associated the duty of every German man to defend the fatherland with the promise of more political “liberty.” The main reason for this was that most German-national and early-liberal patriots did not aspire to equal political rights for all men. They demanded it mostly for themselves and their educated peers, and articulated their political demands more precisely only in texts addressed to their equals, especially in historical-political journals and longer booklets and books, which had to be purchased. This limited the access to these texts to propertied and educated men.
The Young War Hero
The image of the “young war hero” was an age-specific variant of the model of the “citizen in uniform.” It is most clearly developed in “volunteers’ lyrics.” The first and most successful collection of this poetry was German Military Songs for the Royal Prussian Volunteer Corps (which was known as the Lützow Free Corps).74 The editor of this collection, which came out in March 1813 in Berlin, was Friedrich Ludwig Jahn, one of the founders and propagandists of the legendary unit. In the introduction to the collection he explains the German title Deutsche Wehrlieder, which has a specific meaning, and indicates the agenda of the songbook and the genre of volunteers’ poetry more generally:
In Old German, Wehr means a man who bears arms for his own honor and that of his people. The terms wehrbar and wehrhaft have always recalled this old form of manhood, which disappeared only for a time [...] Wehrlieder are the voices of the bards, songs of manliness, and a prelude to the new age, where every man will be a man once again, and the people no herd doing forced labor for foreign masters. No being of the male sex who is not a Wehr can be considered a man, but only a male, a manikin. Wehrlos! Ehrlos! (Emphases in the original) 75


While traditional collections of military and soldiers’ songs (which continued to appear in the period between 1812 and 1815 and were directed primarily at soldiers of the standing army) still described the army as an “estate” that fights for king and fatherland and aspires to military honor and fame,76 this and later collections of volunteers’ lyric poetry characterized military service for the “imperiled fatherland” as the duty of every man capable of bearing arms (wehrfähig), but especially of youth. A defenseless (wehrlos) man was perceived as an effeminate, dishonorable (ehrlos) one – in other words, as no man at all. The defense of the fatherland thus became a matter not only of national but also of individual manly honor. Both needed to be restored by victory in the wars against Napoleon. According to volunteers’ lyrics, this was the particular task of male youth. Hence the appeal “To German Youth Capable of Bearing Arms” by Lützow volunteer Mill in the Deutsche Wehrlieder begins:
Come on, come on, to victory or death!
Young men heed the fatherland’s distress!
If ye fail to vanquish the foe now
The day of deliverance shall never return
Young men make good what your elders neglected
The portals of honor stand open to you.77


It was the duty of the young generation to vanquish the enemy and liberate the fatherland, because – so the song suggests – the “elders” had failed at this task in 1806–07 and had forfeited their manly honor as well as the national honor.
Like this appeal, other volunteer poems also suggest a generational conflict. Their authors distance themselves in form and content from the generation of their fathers, whom they deemed to be “sluggish in thought” and “poor in deed.” They emphasize a more emotionally vivid, enterprising, virile manliness inspired by Romanticism. For the young men like Mill or Körner who propagated it, there was no contradiction between “virility” and “tender sensibility.” On the contrary, they regarded the two as reciprocally and mutually reinforcing. “Sensibility” (Empfindsamkeit) was an important masculine virtue in the interior space of emotional relationships – for both romantic love affairs and friendships with like-minded men and women of their generation. But it was also the necessary precondition for passionate, active, and “truly manly” behavior in the exterior spaces of the political sphere and warfare, since it made men more sensitive to the problems and needs of community and “fatherland” and was the basis of “brotherly” comradeship not only in the “young men’s associations” of the Burschenschaften and Turner, but also the volunteer corps.78 Accordingly, these military units were repeatedly described in volunteers’ lyrics as harmonious “bands of brothers” – that is, men of similar origins and culture and close emotional bonds, whose “equality” was embodied in their “equal freedom” to die a “sacrificial death for the fatherland.” This topos was of great significance throughout patriotic-national poetry, for it promised a chance to rise to the status of “heroes.”79 In their thinking, emotionality and passion – hatred of the enemy and love of the fatherland – were important preconditions for this manly will to fight, persevere and sacrifice in warfare.
This generation-specific model of patriotic-valorous masculinity is apparent not only in the many calls to arms directed at male youth, but also in the genre of Jägerlieder (riflemen’s/huntsmen’s songs), which were particularly popular in volunteer units.80 No fewer than five of the twelve poems in the Deutsche Wehrlieder belong to this genre. The best known was “The Band of Volunteers” (Die Freischaar) by Körner. Its first stanza reads:
Step lively riflemen, free and bold
Take down your rifles from the walls!
The brave man frees the world,
On against the foe! On to the field
The German fatherland calls!81


Like other volunteer songs, it painted a portrait of war and warriors that corresponded closely to the sentiments and notions of young volunteers. With the multilayered metaphor of the hunt, Körner sketches an image of war as a sporting contest, a playful game. The enemy appears as a vanquished animal, “boldly” and “bravely” bagged by riflemen-hunters. In this way, the horrors and dangers of war, and not least the risk of one’s own death, were repressed, simultaneously banishing any ethical scruples about killing in battle. At the same time, this metaphor sketches the image of a freewheeling life in the field as part of a comradely male community. Voluntary military service was thus also portrayed as offering freedom from paternal control and domination and an escape from the rigid daily round.82
The images and metaphors employed here and in other Jägerlieder point to additional, more personal generation-specific motives that were offered to young volunteers. Military service was presented to them as an initiation period in which they could test and demonstrate their manliness and at the same time gain more personal freedom. In fulfilling their “duty to serve” they proved their competence as “protectors of home and fatherland” and thus their “marriageability,” because only a man who was able and willing to bear arms and protect his loved ones would make a good husband. At the same time, military service gave them the right to join the community of adult men, who could hope to be rewarded with more political rights after the war. Thus volunteers’ lyrics presented the struggle not only as a crusade for liberation and liberty, but also as a path to national Ermannung (restoration of national masculinity and honor) and individual Mannwerdung (a rite of passage to manhood).83
The Christian Militiaman
The third variant of the propagated model of patriotic-valorous masculinity was the “Christian militiaman” who protects his home and country and fights for his king with God’s blessing. This model primarily targeted members of the militia and reserves – that is, men of the rural and urban lower classes who were previously exempt from military service, but also addressed regular soldiers of the standing army. More than the other two versions of the model of patriotic-valorous masculinity, this version was based on Christian-conservative values. It propagated the idea of the wars as a struggle for liberation. The chief motives for participating in the struggle emphasized here were thus “loyalty” to the king and “love” of the “fatherland” (in this case, the territorial state). The “War Song for Marching Out” from the anonymous collection War Songs for the Royal Prussian Troops of March 1813 expresses it thus:
Boldly comrades, let us take to the field!
Our lives belong to the King!
Trust and love, not gold and silver
Inspire our resolve!
Devoted to king and fatherland
Man for man, here we stand!84


At the same time, regional-patriotic songs like this one constantly emphasized that soldiers and militiamen of the Prussian army were fighting out of conviction, not “contemptible greed” – an attempt to distance them from the universally reviled “mercenaries” of the old “princely armies.”85
This regional-patriotic variant stressed that the men had only taken up arms in response to the king’s call to defend the fatherland, not out of their autonomous and manly free will, as in the other two versions. This idea was prototypically formulated in “Song of the Prussians” by Aulic Councilor Carl Heun, who had written it on behalf of his monarch. This song, which became quite a popular ditty soon after its publication in May 1813, propagated the motto that Friedrich Wilhelm III had issued for the war: “With God for King and Fatherland.”

The king called and all men came
Arms courageous in their hands
And each Prussian in God’s name
Fought for the beloved fatherland.
And all gave whate’er they could
Child, property, health, blood, and life.
With God for King and Fatherland!86


Regional-patriotic poems and sermons, which also propagated this variant extensively, frequently offered three further reasons for men to support the struggle. First, songs in particular emphasized recapturing old Prussian military glory and soldiers’ honor. At the same time, as in the other two versions, the “stalwart fighters” were promised immortality should they die a “hero’s death.”87 Second, sermons and songs underlined the urgent need to liberate one’s own homeland and protect home, farm and family. The anonymous author of a song reprinted in the 1815 edition of the extraordinarily popular Mildheim Songbook, edited by the well-known publisher and proponent of the popular Enlightenment Rudolph Zacharias Becker, for example, wrote:88

We fight for our parents’ peace
And our children’s happiness
For our brothers’ safety,
This arm is dedicated to the sword,
We shall not turn back!
We fight for our own hearths,
For a roof and for bread
Oh brothers, not a hut did stand
Safely in our fatherland;
How great was our distress!89


The topos of the man as “protector” and “rescuer” was at the core of all versions of the model of patriotic-valorous masculinity, but was especially emphasized in this variant. All men, regardless of family status, were expected to protect wives and daughters, mothers and sisters and their homes. Behind this image were male fears that the French foe, who was deemed “immoral,” intended to violate the “womanly honor” of their sweethearts, wives and daughters, and thus the “German honor” that female virtue symbolized and that needed to be protected.90 The lines cited above stress two other important motivations: resistance to the existential threat posed by the enemy and “revenge for long humiliation.”91 For many ordinary men, the experience of exploitation and oppression during the occupation and war as well as the need to protect their homes and farms may well have been the primary arguments that made participation in the war seem a sensible course of action.
This third variant and the related regional-patriotic interpretation of the wars of 1813–15 was the most widespread model of masculinity in war propaganda, especially in patriotic-national poetry and sermons. This more conservative version, which propagated a God-fearing patriotism and demanded that men be loyal to the king and sentimentally devoted to the homeland (Heimat), seems to have corresponded more closely to the thoughts and feelings of broad segments of the male population than the two other variants, and would have lasting influence in nineteenth-century Prussia.
Not surprisingly, criticism of the model of patriotic-valorous masculinity was publicly voiced only very rarely during the wars of 1813–15. Pacifism of any kind was certainly not part of any version of masculinity propagated at the time. At most, texts described the destructive and violent side of war for men: parting and death, mourning and hardship. One of the rare surviving examples is an anonymous song that seems to have been very popular among the Prussian troops.92 It begins:
Delicate night, thy dark veil covereth
My face, perhaps for the last time
Tomorrow I shall already be laid low
Struck from the list of the living.


Tomorrow we go into battle
For brethren and fatherland;
But alas! Many a man will not return
To the place where friends embrace.93


This eight-verse song was heard frequently around Prussian campfires and apparently affected the soldiers so deeply that the army command forbade it to be sung because of its “morale-destroying” effect.94
Any realistic description of the war was censored as long as the fighting continued. Death was to be described and imagined only as a heroic sacrifice for the “fatherland.” This myth, along with the topos of man as “protector” and “rescuer,” was at the heart of all versions of the model of patriotic-valorous masculinity. The myth produced reciprocal meanings: The sacrifice of death affirmed the reality of the fatherland, which needed to be liberated, or created in the first place. The fatherland, in turn, imbued death in battle with a higher meaning, sanctifying it and promising those who went to war prepared to fight and lay down their lives that their glorious memory would live on in those they left behind. It is no accident that the veneration and commemoration of heroes gained great significance in the time of the wars of 1813–15, when universal conscription was introduced in many German states for the first time, and became one of its important legacies during the nineteenth century.95 Now that every man of military age was expected to become a “defender of the fatherland” who might die in battle, death “on the field of honor” had to be made socially acceptable by exalting all soldiers, militiamen and volunteers, no longer focusing solely on high-ranking aristocratic army leaders.96
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7 Regulating Participation
Patriotism, Citizenship and Gender

A few days before the Prussian King Friedrich Wilhelm III officially declared war against Napoleonic France in March 1813, the Silesian newspaper Schlesische Provinzialblätter wrote:
If the feeling for domestic happiness, paternal care, quiet, unadorned and thus all the truer and more profound religiosity must be awakened in the people from above, moving and urging them to emulation, then the image of our beloved king in the circle of his family rises before us, splendid and edifying; a dignified, deeply loved and loving father to his children, resting from the heavy and burdensome business of an eventful era in the company of his offspring, a model of every civic virtue.1


The article called on male readers to follow the king’s example and “ennoble and improve” both their public activities and their domestic lives according to his model.2 In this way they would prove themselves to be “worthy” sons of the “beloved father of the country [...] So that the German spirit and way of thinking may arise ever more amongst us, and we may increasingly reject the tattered, shallow and undomestic life with which foreigners have sought to inoculate us, and turn away in contempt.”3
Like many other publications at the time of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars, this article propagated the image of the Prussian nation as a Volk family. This image organized the participation of men and women of different generations, familial statuses and regional and social backgrounds in the nation in a seemingly “natural” fashion, while simultaneously serving to contain demands for increased political participation in the state. At the head of the Prussian Volk family was the monarch as the “father,” and at his side the queen as the “mother of the people”; the two were bound to each other, as to their children and subjects, in love and solicitude. At the same time, in his role as supreme military commander, the father of the people also led the fraternal community of valorous male “citizens of the state.” He was even stylized as the “first citizen of his state.” The mother of the people served as a model and teacher for the fatherland’s daughters, who, like her, performed their patriotic duties in the domestic and familial sphere.4 Together with their subjects/children, the royal couple thus promoted the liberation of the Prussian nation with their readiness to act and make sacrifices. The key figure in this image was Friedrich Wilhelm III rather than his very popular wife Queen Louise, a circumstance that scholars have ignored up until now.5
In the following chapter, I explore the contemporary discourse on patriotism, citizenship and gender, in which opinion leaders from different political camps tried to define the desirable forms of participation for various social groups in the nation and the state. The focus will be on the image of the nation as a Volk family and the contested concept of paternal masculinity represented by the king, which vied with more liberal ideas of male citizenship. The analysis of this discourse is important if we wish to understand the diverse meanings of citizenship in the political culture of the period. At the turn of the nineteenth century, when Europe was constrained by revolution and war, different concepts of and paths to citizenship coexisted and competed. Britain and France are only two important examples; despite all differences in their political systems and cultures, they were both centralized states that were evolving into nation-states. German Central Europe, with its very different form of political organization, is another equally important case.
Although the German Confederation of 1815 with its 39 territorial states had only a relatively small number of members compared to the hundreds of German states and principalities of the Holy Roman Empire, it was still a variegated patchwork. Unlike in France, the idea of a centralized nation-state found very little support in German Central Europe during and after the Anti-Napoleonic Wars, for the political aims of the elites were strong territorial states in a federative nation (Föderative Nation), represented politically by a German federation and unified culturally by the idea of the Christian-German Kulturnation. Even the German nationalists supported this agenda. Because of this specific political landscape, historical analysis needs to distinguish between nation and state, which helps us to understand not only the political developments in this region, but also the gendered rhetoric of political discourse. Furthermore, an awareness of important national differences in the terminology is necessary. The English terms “citizen” and “citizenship” do not represent the German discourse of the nineteenth century, which distinguished between Bürger (members of the educated middle class), Stadtbürger (approved members of a municipality), Staatsangehörige (subjects of a territorial state or nation-state), Staatseinwohner (all people living in a territorial state), Unterthanen (subjects of a king) and Staatsbürger (citizens of a territorial state or nation-state with political, civil and social rights).6 These peculiarities formed the discourse on patriotism, citizenship and gender, especially masculinity.
Subjects, Bürger and Citizens
There is widespread agreement in the literature that the law of descent (ius sanguinis) has always been a characteristic of German legislation and practice related to citizenship and nationhood. Rogers Brubaker and others explain this as a consequence of the “peculiarities” of German nationalism.7 This statement needs further nuancing for the period of the early nineteenth century because of the complicated relationship between the nation and the state(s). In Prussia, as in other territorial states at that time, Staatsangehörigkeit was defined mainly by the law of birthplace (ius soli) or functions of it – that is, naturalization – which was granted on the basis either of military or civil service or residence in the state for a certain number of years (normally ten). The definition of Staatsangehörigkeit in the Prussian legal code, the General State Law for the Prussian States (Allgemeines Preußisches Landrecht) of 1794, however, was still an ambivalent mixture of these systematic modern regulations and the older regulations of the estate regime. Men could become Staatsangehörige without being Staatsbürger possessing equal political citizenship rights.8
The term Staatsangehöriger was a further elaboration and generalization of the older term Stadtbürger.9 In the early modern municipalities, only a very small number of male inhabitants were approved as Stadtbürger. The Prussian Municipal Ordinance (Städteordnung) enacted on 19 November 1808 to arouse “a sense of public spirit” represented a first step toward greater political participation on the local level. In the future, all “respectable” male business or property owners with sufficient income (the amount depended on the size of the town) would be recognized as citizens (Bürger); the regulation no longer used the old term “town citizen” (Stadtbürger). However, the percentage of citizens in Prussian towns remained small after 1808; in Berlin, for example, the proportion was only 7 percent. This percentage increased, after the wars of 1813–15, when the Prussian government awarded all men who had fulfilled their military duties in these wars the status of Bürger in their municipalities.10
Military service had already been one of the most important duties of a Stadtbürger in older town regulations.11 When the Prussian government introduced universal conscription in March 1813 for the duration of the wars, it also promised all men who willingly fulfilled their military duties a constitution and increased political rights, at least on the municipal level.12 Especially important was an ordinance of 9 February 1813, which outlined what would happen to those who sought to evade the “obligation of each citizen capable of bearing arms to defend his fatherland.” Men who did not yet have citizenship rights in their municipality were to be “excluded from citizenship (Bürgerrecht) for their entire life.” Those who were already town citizens were threatened with the loss of those rights and, in some cases, of their license to engage in a trade. In addition, evaders would be “excluded from the honor” of “ever being allowed to hold public or municipal office.” Fathers or guardians “who deliberately hindered their sons or wards from entering military service or, if they wished to volunteer,” refused “to supply them with the necessary equipment according to their means,” faced the same punishment. With this provision, for the first time the Prussian state created a direct legal connection between compulsory military service and citizenship rights. In the future, only men who fulfilled their obligation to defend the fatherland would enjoy the rights of active and passive citizenship in their municipalities, then later in the territorial states and finally in the nation-state.13
In the context of this development, the term Bürger had a double meaning: on the one hand it applied to men with political rights (in the sense of citizens of a town or the state), and on the other it referred to any man who belonged to the socially and culturally defined Bürgertum, the middle class, which shared a style of living that crossed the borders of the territorial states.14 The first time the word Staatsbürger was used in a Prussian law was in 1812, when the government enacted the Jewish emancipation edict, which declared all Jewish men to be Staatsbürger of the Prussian territorial state without granting them equal civil and political rights. The edict used the word more in the sense of Staatsangehöriger. Not until 1814–15, in the context of debates about the political constitution of the German Confederation stimulated by the Congress of Vienna, did early-liberal publicists start to use the word Staatsbürger in a manner similar to the English word “citizen.” Political citizenship in the territorial state and the German Confederation created by the Congress of Vienna in June 1815 now became one of their key aims.15
A grasp of this complex German terminology is important for understanding the political discourse of the time, which clearly distinguished between the nation, the nation-state and the territorial state. Because of the broad acceptance in patriotic circles of the ideas of a federative nation and a constitutional monarchy as the best paths to greater national unity and a more democratic government in the territorial states and the future German Federation, the image of the nation as a Volk family and the king as the “father of the nation” and the “first citizen of the state” became more important in the political discourse.
The Nation as Valorous Volk Family
The notion of the state and nation as a family had already been formulated in ideal-typical terms for Prussia in the 1790s. Contemporary political discourse increasingly glorified Friedrich Wilhelm III and Louise of Prussia, who had married in December 1793, as the model of a loving couple representing enlightened middle-class family virtues.16 After Friedrich Wilhelm III succeeded to the throne in September 1797, this idea was propagated in particular in the Jahrbücher der preußischen Monarchie unter der Regierung Friedrich Wilhelms III., edited by the Romantic writer Friedrich Schlegel.17 This periodical, published between 1798 and 1801 in Berlin, painted a picture of Prussia under Friedrich Wilhelm III as an enlightened monarchy, a Volk family, with the loving royal couple as “father and mother of the people,” in contrast to the former King Friedrich Wilhelm II, whose mode of rule it criticized as absolutist and whose court and lifestyle it deemed to be dissolute, ostentatious and wasteful. The Jahrbücher used the programmatic juxtaposition of absolutist and enlightened styles of rule to propagate the community-building image of a “great family of the people,” which shared middle-class values within and stood together against all threats and perils from without.18 This image became increasingly popular in educated circles of the monarchy at the turn of the century.
After the Prussian defeat of 1806–07, a new dimension was added in the context of the patriotic-national mobilization for a war of revenge against France. The romantic image was increasingly nationalized and militarized. Patriotic writers now declared the royal family to be the model par excellence for the desired rejection of Ausländerei, the worship of all things foreign, and a re-embracing of “Prussian- and Germanness” in the home and family. Friedrich Wilhelm III and Queen Louise were stylized as a countermodel to Napoleon and his first and second wives, who, it was said, incarnated all the negative attributes of the “Gallic foe” and “dissolute” French family life.19 In this way, the public presentation of the royal family was adapted to the changing demands of the times.20 In order to foster a broad patriotic-national mobilization of the whole nation, the government and its patriotic supporters increasingly propagated the image of the Prussian nation as a “valorous” Volk family, which became dominant during the wars of 1813–15.21
Of course, the notion of the state and nation as an extended family looked back on a long tradition.22 What was new in the late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century German discourse, however, was the specific form this idea took: The relationship between the “father of the people” and his subjects/children was now no longer to be based on fear and obedience, but on love and loyalty. The modern middle-class family ideal, and with it the hierarchical and complementary model of the gender order, which for the first time was justified in biological-anthropological terms and claimed universal validity, was thus integrated into the old doctrines of the state. The anthropologization and emotionalization of political concepts that accompanied their nationalization was intended to help in this context to level the opposition between monarch and subjects, and at the same time to legitimize as natural the inequalities between ranks, strata, generations and genders, and to bridge them through emotional ties. This was supposed to do more than merely encourage the patriotic-national readiness to fight and sacrifice that was necessary for a “people’s war.” At the same time, it was intended to prevent the population from following the American and French examples, calling into question the monarchy as a political form more generally and demanding fundamental changes in the political system. On the one hand, the patriotically and nationally charged patriarchal and hierarchical concept of the Volk family took up patriotic-national rhetoric and adapted government language to the zeitgeist, which was necessary to obtain broader support. On the other, the politically explosive nature of this rhetoric was mitigated by the concept’s inherent idea of the “natural quality” of the various differences and hierarchies, which corresponded to differing duties and rights. Thus, for example, exclusions of all sorts from the community of Bürger in the municipality, the territorial state and the nation-state could easily be justified as “natural,” as could exclusion from the nation, as we have seen. The central role in this model of the Prussian monarchy as a family was played by the image of Friedrich Wilhelm III, which underwent a remarkable modernization in the context of patriotic-national mobilization for the “Wars of Liberation” and postwar discourse and played a very important but overlooked role for the development of competing contemporary concepts of male citizenship and their complex political, social and cultural meanings.
Father of His Country and First Citizen of His State
The image of Friedrich Wilhelm III as the caring and pious father of his country and of Louise as the loving mother dominated in the Prussian media until 1813. The royal couple’s return to Berlin in December 1809 was the first major event after the defeat of 1806 that was used to shape and popularize this image in the whole monarchy. Since the withdrawal of the French troops in December 1808, many committed patriots had pinned their hopes on the royal family’s imminent return from Königsberg to Berlin, which they interpreted as a sign of a general turn for the better. The preparations were accordingly intensive. Sermons preached from pulpits up and down the country sought to prepare the public for this event. All of the towns and villages that the royal couple was expected to pass through prepared celebrations.23 After the court announced that the royal family would remain in Königsberg for the time being, preparations were put on hold, but they resumed one year later when the return became definite. In early December of 1809, Friedrich Wilhelm III himself laid down precise instructions for the festivities. He was particularly concerned that they be kept “plain and simple” and integrate all elements of the “citizenry” (Bürgerschaft) of Berlin, for he wished to present himself to his subjects as a solicitous and pious father of his people.24 The royal couple’s entry was to form the centerpiece of the festivities. The monarch wanted to enter Berlin at the head of his troops – followed by his wife and children. Unlike his father and grandfather, he insisted that his family be part of the procession because he wanted to present himself not primarily as a military leader, but as a good head and father of his family, and his country as well. A civic guard and rifle associations were to maintain order and the city authorities, town councilors and clergy were permitted to form a “portal of honor” to greet the king.25 Apart from the queen and her daughters, the actors in this ceremonial ritual were exclusively male, foremost among them the generals and the educated official elite of the capital. Their appearance in full dress uniform or gala official robes marked their respective significance in the power structure of public space as well as their specific relationships to the monarch. Through their parade or march-past, the military, civic guard and rifle associations demonstrated the valorousness of the Prussian nation assembled around the steadfast father of the people.
The sermons preached throughout the kingdom on the occasion of the ruler’s return also glorified the caring and pious father of his country. Typical of these was a homily already given in December 1808 in honor of the hoped-for event and published nearly a year later in a popular journal for clergymen. The sermon describes the monarch as the father of his country who, like any good paterfamilias, manages his nation and the royal household justly, frugally and with an eye to the common good.26 It suggests to the congregation that, regardless of all the misery and sorrows of recent years, they should trust cheerfully in the king’s return, for he had proved himself throughout his “entire reign” to be a “kind friend of humanity” and “loving father of the people.” This offered hope for the future. But one could not expect too much of the king. The “decline of the fatherland” was too great, “its wounds” too deep and “the exhaustion” too universal “for recovery and improvement to occur soon without patient persistence, constant laborious effort and willing sacrifice.” Then God, too, would stand by the fatherland, for the emergency could only be mastered if everyone worked together.27 The poetry of the interwar years praised Friedrich Wilhelm III in a similar way.28 Deviating from the tradition of panegyric, the monarch is lauded not as a glorious, mighty ruler and a strong and courageous general to whom soldiers owed allegiance and obedience.29 Praise was reserved instead for his patriotism and devotion to the welfare of his people, his sense of duty and his virtue, decency, piety, kindness and fairness, and even his “domesticity.”30
During the wars of 1813–15 the image of the king changed. The official war propaganda now increasingly emphasized his role as a courageous military leader alongside that of a caring father.31 Typical of the many royal proclamations that were distributed as leaflets by the army, reprinted in newspapers and read aloud in church services is the appeal “To the Inhabitants” of the liberated western Prussian territories of September 1813. It presents Friedrich Wilhelm III as both a heroic military commander and a compassionate father and ends with an appeal to the inhabitants of the former Prussian territories to commit themselves to the liberation of Prussia and Germany under the leadership of the beloved father of their country.32 This proclamation, like others published during the wars, lent a new facet to the image of the king. He now became a masculine role model for the sons of his people not just as a paterfamilias, but also as a warrior. After the great victories of the coalition troops in the late summer and fall of 1813, the media stylized the Prussian monarch, along with the Russian tsar, more and more as the war hero par excellence.33 An excellent example is the victory celebration for the entry of the coalition armies into Paris on 31 March 1814. The numerous songs and poems published for this occasion no longer praised Friedrich Wilhelm III merely as the liberator of Prussia, but also as the heroic savior of all of Germany, a “hero king” of all Germans and “tutelary god of German liberty.”34
The glorification of the Prussian king reached a climax with the monarch’s solemn entry into Berlin on 7 August 1814 on the occasion of the return of the first victorious troops. To be sure, the king had refused to allow any celebrations that referred exclusively to his person and suggested instead an honorable welcome for the “guards, as representatives of the whole army returning triumphant from the field.”35 He nevertheless entered the city at the head of the guards as supreme commander of the army, and was greeted with loud cheers by the massed populace lining the road. The extraordinarily lavish celebrations now centered only on the regular army and its heroic commander Friedrich Wilhelm III.36
This took up an eighteenth-century tradition going back to the monarch’s great-uncle Friedrich II: the celebration of the Prussian king as a heroic leader of his army. The manner in which Friedrich Wilhelm III was presented was different, however. The newspapers reported that the sermons at the center of the worship services to be held in every church to mark this event praised him as a model not only for other monarchs, but also for all “citizens of the state.” A typical sermon, preached during the celebrations and reprinted in a theological magazine as a model for other pastors, paid homage to Friedrich Wilhelm III as the father of his people and a “heroic leader” and praised him as “prudent and daring, courageous and valiant, manly and firm.” The sermon went on to note that he had performed deeds “worthy of his throne and his forefathers,” which “enrapture and render his name great before the peoples and princes of the earth.” Yet he had remained humble and, thus, in the eyes of citizens,

great and admirable above all others: through the modesty with which he clothes them [his deeds], the humility with which he adorns them, the leniency and generosity toward the conquered foe with which he crowns them; when he returns home to his people from perils and battles as a hero and victor the like of which the world rarely sees, saved and protected, glorified and exalted by an invisible hand, he stands before our eyes as a wonder.37


The mythologizing of the Prussian king could hardly have been taken any further: the king as a “wonder” in the eyes of his subjects. This recalls the old belief in the ability of kings to perform miracles38 and yet differs substantially from it, for part of the mythologizing of Friedrich Wilhelm III was his embourgeoisement. He appeared to be a wonder precisely because, despite his noble origins, he had preserved the middle-class virtues and performed his heroic deeds not for the sake of glory, but for his country, which he led valiantly as the father of his people. Even the man, praised as a princely hero, remained a citizens’ king (Bürgerkönig) and was, as it were, the chief national warrior. He set off to battle at the head of his people to free the fatherland.
During and even after the wars of 1813–15 it was not just the large number of conservative monarchist journalists, but also the small group of German-national authors who enthusiastically contributed to this image. The latter long exercised remarkable reticence in their criticisms of Friedrich Wilhelm III, despite the fact that he did nothing to put into practice the promises of a constitution that he had made several times during the war, nor was there any hope of realizing even the modest early-liberal demands of freedom of speech and assembly. Instead, from 1814 on, German-national authors increasingly criticized government policy while continuing to publish prose and poetry glorifying Friedrich Wilhelm III as a popular citizens’ king. A typical example is The Celebrations of Allegiance at Aachen on 14 May 1815 by Arndt.39 In the introduction to this pamphlet about the festivities held in the Rhine province on the occasion of their incorporation into the Prussian kingdom in the spring of 1815, he formulates his expectations of the Prussian king: “The new ruler has made a great vow to his people, which receives him as a prince and a father. He will neither weaken nor break his royal word.”40 Arndt emphasizes that the king had “taken on an honorable but perilous office with his Rhenish territories.” He was now the “champion and frontier guardian of the Germans against mighty kingdoms in the east and west.” This office could “be worthily maintained only through a noble cultivation of the German spirit and German virtue, a just administration, a great military order and a constitution appropriate to the requirements of the epoch and the character and education of the German people.” A “government that had grown great through the early liberation of the human spirit could not refuse” these “loud demands” of the age.41
As Arndt’s remarks demonstrate, German-national authors adopted the image of the Prussian king as the father of his people and a model for subjects and monarchs alike, but pursued their own interests in the process. In this way they sketched their ideal of a “good prince and ruler” who governed in an enlightened manner and was prepared to make the political reforms they called for and to recognize the achievements of “the people,” defined as the community of Bürger (conceived of here as educated middle-class men), in the “Wars of Liberty,” in which they had fought for both liberation and liberty. At the same time, they formulated a counterimage to the many rulers, great and small, in the other territorial states who believed that once Germany was liberated they could return, unaltered and unhindered, to their old absolutist style of governing. This countermodel also allowed the German-national writers to raise criticisms of those elements of the Prussian government that tended toward restoration without fundamentally calling into question the king or the system of monarchy. They did so by distinguishing between the citizen-king and the conservative noble camarilla in high court positions, which tried to influence the king’s politics in their own interest. German-national and early-liberal political journalists thus promoted their program of political reform using the idealized image of the Prussian monarch.42
This becomes clear in a comparison with texts that reflected generally on the desired form of a monarchy and the requirements of a “good prince.”43 These included What Is to Be Done at the Rebirth of Germany and Europe? by Arnold Mallinckrodt, a member of the Düsseldorf provincial council. The piece appeared as a pamphlet in Dortmund in December 1813 and was also reprinted in several journals.44 In this work, Mallinckrodt proceeds from the assertion that the “awakening spirit” of the German tribes (deutsche Volksstämme) and their altered relationship to one another rendered “political constitutions” necessary. He demands them for the territorial states as well as for the aspired-to German federation, then goes on to develop the entire early-liberal catalogue of reforms, closing with the “fine image” of a “good ruler” as the first servant and citizen of the state (Diener und Bürger des Staates):
Oh, it is a lofty, honorable lot to be a prince! The visible image of God here on earth. The Eternal has entrusted great things to him, the happiness of the people at whose helm he stands. Good himself, he desires only the good: Truth and justice are the principles of his striving and actions; to ennoble his people and make them happy his highest aims. He sees in himself the first civil servant of the state, there for the people, and not the people for his sake. Though filled with manly valor in the defense of the fatherland, never will he be a conqueror, nay, but like the deity a friend of peace. Suffused with true religious sentiment, he honors and promotes religious sentiment everywhere, without bigotry. [...] Strictly moral, he is a model and example of good and decent behavior to his subjects, permitting himself nothing that is not allowed by law and morality to each of them.45


Mallinckrodt’s expectations corresponded to the idealized image of Friedrich Wilhelm III. Like him, the good prince should be characterized by a will to truth and a sense of justice, concern for the welfare of his people, religiosity and morality, courage and manliness, a desire for peace and a readiness to fight when necessary and thus serve as an example for his subjects as a citizen of the state. Mallinckrodt expected of the subject, in turn, that he would be a “good man” and a “good citizen” in the sense of Bürger as a middle-class man. The heart of this Bürger should beat “warmly” for his country and monarch, and should be enlarged by “public spirit and love for the common good,” so that he would follow the laws “faithfully” and pay the taxes and duties imposed on him by the state honestly. Moreover, he should willingly do his duty to defend the fatherland, fight openly for truth and justice, earn his bread honorably in his profession and, not least, be loving and considerate toward his fellow human beings.46
This ideal of a “good citizen” (Bürger) was that of an all-around perfect man who fulfilled the demands made upon him by society, the economy and his family in his own small circle of work and life, just as the prince did in his larger world. The ideal became especially popular in the postwar period and was the demilitarized complement to the wartime model of patriotic-valorous masculinity. Unlike during wartime, this version no longer focused on valor as the key male virtue, but instead on active patriotism. The following five basic ideas made up the normative foundation of this postwar model: First, adult men were conceived of as married; only after founding a family was a man accepted into their community.47 Associated with this was, second, the right and duty to be the head, breadwinner and protector of the family.48 Third, a man could only fulfill the last function if he was “valorous” – that is, prepared and willing to risk his life to defend family, home and fatherland. Tied to this was, fourth, masculine honor, which, at least theoretically, was for the first time accorded to, and also demanded of, all men and not just aristocrats. Finally, only the adult man prepared to bear arms could claim the political rights of a citizen. Military service was made a precondition of citizen status. Men who shirked this duty were considered to be “dishonorable” and “unmanly.” In the thinking of educated patriots, the claim to citizen status was also inevitably tied to education and property as well as the Christian faith. In this way, all men were required to perform military service if they wanted to become citizens (Bürger) in their municipalities, while the overwhelming majority of them were excluded from political citizenship on the level of the territorial state and the future nation-state. For young men in this construct, military service, as proof of the ability to bear arms, became a rite of passage not just to adult masculinity but also to male citizenship. Later, especially during the Democratic Revolution of 1848–49, the demand of democrats to extend political citizenship rights to all men would become a source of political conflict. Such radical ideas were not very widespread during and after the wars of 1813–15, however.
One of the rare examples is the anonymous booklet A German Word Spoken to German Citizens (Staatsbürger), which appeared at the end of 1813 in Leipzig. It addressed all “candid” men of every rank who were ready and able to bear arms, and included in this “league of citizens” (Bund der Staatsbürger) the “citizen on the throne” (Staatsbürger auf dem Thron). Because the term Staatsbürger was still quite unusual in the German-speaking lands and awakened associations with the political discourse in enemy France and its key term citoyen, its author felt compelled to emphasize that it was a term not of disapproval, but of the utmost respect. Princes could receive no higher praise from a German man than this:
You are the first citizens of the state (Staatsbürger), to whom, presuming higher wisdom, the loftiest and most important duties in leading the whole have been entrusted; and as the first citizens of the state you are, in the faithful and conscientious fulfillment of your duties, men before whom he joyfully bows his head in the deepest veneration.49


Such formulations and the use of the term Staatsbürger in its political meaning were very new and clearly influenced by the French Revolution. They signaled a departure from the image of the nation as a father-centered Volk family. The pamphlet focuses on the state, does not discuss the nation, and no longer addresses the monarch as the father of his people. He has been wholly divested of his divine nature and turned into a primus inter pares in the state, understood in the German context as a territorial state. This state had evolved into a male club. It is therefore hardly surprising that the entire pamphlet speaks exclusively of men as citizens (Staatsbürger) and brothers, each with specific tasks in the community of brothers (Gemeinschaft der Brüder) according to rank and generation. Women, whom contemporary German discourse conceptualized as an important part of the nation, but not of the state, are mentioned not at all. A fraternal concept of masculinity and citizenship has replaced a paternal one here.
During and after the wars against Napoleon, scarcely any of the German-national and early-liberal authors followed the virile radicalism of this text, which constructs the state as a fraternity and demands equal political citizenship rights for all men regardless of rank. In their visions of the future political order, even after the war, most continued to use the topos of state and nation as a family and to perceive the German nation as a cultural one whose political framework should be a monarchical confederation of states, the German Federation.50 But they began to demand more political rights on the national level, too. Since the political debates remained within the framework of the monarchical system, early-liberal authors – similar to more conservative propagandists – deployed the model of the ideal king as first citizen to promote their own political demands in a manner that conformed to the system and the rules of censorship. Furthermore, after the Anti-Napoleonic Wars, both groups were interested in adapting the universally accepted model of patriotic-valorous masculinity to the requirements of peacetime societies. Therefore, they now emphasized the civilian virtues more. Thus an article on “Monarchism and Despotism” that appeared in June 1815 in the journal Rußlands Triumpf 1812 oder das erwachte Europa, edited by the Prussian official and writer Karl Müchler, asserted:
As the father of his people, a noble prince is to his country what the paterfamilias is to the members of his household; the former guards, protects and cares for the whole kingdom as the latter does for his entire domestic establishment. He keeps order everywhere and guides everything to a good and noble end, the ennoblement of the people.51


For “the good prince” as for “the good citizen” (Bürger), the degree of his patriotic virtuousness in peacetime depended decisively on his qualities as a paterfamilias. Only a prince who cared for his people and his family and defended and managed the state like his own household was considered to be truly good and noble; only a man who headed his household in an orderly fashion, and cared for and protected his family was a “good citizen,” for a “bad paterfamilias” could never be a good citizen.52
The analysis of the discourse on patriotism, citizenship and gender shows, first of all, that the dominant model of patriotic-valorous masculinity was so strongly “generalized” in the context of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars that it applied even to the Prussian king. He was glorified as the very incarnation and exemplar of this model for all men, and thereby democratized. In the process, he lost the unattainability and inviolability that had been his in the ancien régime and he could now be measured by the same yardstick as other men. It reveals, second, how open and complex the dominant image of masculinity still was in the early nineteenth century. Only in combination with other categories of social and cultural difference (including social stratum, age and marital status) and in association with varying political concepts did it take on specific meanings. This openness not only facilitated its rapid spread and generalization, but also permitted different political groups to make widely disparate use of it. Thus, different versions coexisted, which competed with one another or complemented each other in group- and generation-specific terms. Third, an analysis of the image of the king makes clear how large a role “sensibility,” “domesticity” and “solicitude” still played in the dominant image of masculinity in early nineteenth-century Germany. These virtues did not stand in contradiction to the qualities of patriotism and valorousness that were now demanded of all men, including the king. They were, rather, the preconditions for these qualities. Without ardent love and concern for the family and provision for an orderly domestic establishment, a man could be neither a patriotic citizen nor a protector of home and defender of country.
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Conclusion
In the first two decades of the nineteenth century in Prussia and other parts of Germany, the patriotic-national discourse was to a remarkable extent shaped by war and used for the intellectual mobilization for war. The new form of mass warfare was distinguished not merely by the size of the armies, but also by its infusion with patriotic and national ideologies, which facilitated the mobilization of vast forces, now increasingly composed of conscripts, militias and volunteers, as well as long-service professionals. As conservative regimes like Prussia also deployed mass armies, not only was the conduct of warfare transformed, but the social and gender order and political culture along with it. Soldiers and civilians of all classes – men and women alike – had to be mobilized for war on an unprecedented scale. In 1813–15 the Prussian and other German governments thus promised men political rights in return for military service. They had to use a highly gendered patriotic-national rhetoric in their war propaganda to serve the zeitgeist and gain the support from society, which they needed to be able to win the war against Napoleonic France. Not just conservative-monarchic regents and regencies, but also their early-liberal and German-national opponents used such rhetoric, which led to intensive debates about the meaning of key concepts in the political discourse on nation and state, military and warfare and the social and gender order, both in war and in peacetime.
As this second part has shown, it is crucial not only to understand the contested meanings of these concepts but also the variety of media in which they were discussed and the conditions of their production and distribution. Only if we include this dimension in our analysis can we understand the extent and forms of the patriotic-national mobilization for war in the time between 1806 and 1815, the postwar process of political demobilization and the causes of the long-term legacy of many of the ideas of the time of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars, which influenced the construction of war memories in the future and provided a kind of blueprint for the political and cultural mobilization for subsequent wars based on universal conscription. The influence of the patterns of thinking that were developed in and provided by the patriotic-national discourse in the period of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars in Prussia and Germany are evident in the practical attempts at mobilization and demobilization, the patriotic-national festival culture of the time, and war commemoration, all of which will be explored in the third part.

Part Three Collective Practices of De/Mobilization and Commemoration

It was one of the finest evenings of my life, when, on the 18th of October, I joined several thousand merry people to stand on the Feldberg, the peak of the Taunus, and saw the sky reddened all around for a great distance by more than five hundred blazes; for the glow of the fires burning on the highest peaks of the Spessart, the Odenwald, the Westerwald and the Donnersberg was visible to us. The news that came later, that on that evening flames glowed in the farthest reaches of the fatherland, was sweet as well.1



Ernst Moritz Arndt offers this comment in the preface to the second edition of his On the Celebrations of the Battle of Leipzig, which appeared in the late summer of 1815. In this text he describes his emotions on the first evening of the “National Festival of the Germans” (Deutsches Nationalfest) which was celebrated in hundreds of towns and villages on 18 and 19 October 1814 to mark the anniversary of the Battle of the Nations at Leipzig. For Arndt, the widely visible fires on the mountaintops linking Germany’s various regions must have been a very remarkable experience, since the initiative for these festive bonfires as well as the celebration more generally came largely from him and a small circle of likeminded men, including Jahn. They had met in early May 1814 to discuss the next two projects of the nascent national movement, the initiation of “German Societies” (Teutsche Gesellschaften) and the introduction of an annual “Festival of the Battle of Leipzig.”2 Arndt had already suggested both in his pamphlet Another Word About the French and Us, and intended them to foster the “preservation and invigoration of German nature and German thought,” the “awakening of German strength and discipline” and the “revival of new and old memories” of German history.3 The German Societies were to be founded in all of the larger towns and to accept as members any “German man of blameless reputation.” One of their central tasks was to organize the annual National Festival of the Germans, which was supposed to keep alive memories of the period of the “Wars of Liberty” more generally and the outstanding event of the Leipzig Battle of the Nations more specifically, with an emphasis on the role of the people.4
The German-national patriots began promoting both projects widely immediately following the meeting in May 1814.5 Arndt’s pamphlets Sketch for a German Society, which appeared in August 1814, and A Word on the Celebration of the Battle of Leipzig, which came out one month later and soon reached a printing of 7,500, were important vehicles.6 In their initiative, the patriots took up suggestions that had been discussed for some time. It was apparently not until these two pamphlets by Arndt, however, that the argument proved persuasive enough to find broad support in patriot circles, and the plans were implemented with remarkable speed.7
On 18 and 19 October 1814 the suggested National Festival of the Germans, and with it the victory over Napoleon, was celebrated in broad areas of the German-speaking region. The account of the festival, entitled The German People’s Fiery Temple of Gratitude and Honor, which the Rödelheim counselor of justice Karl Hoffmann8 compiled on behalf of the initiators, runs to 1,146 pages and documents more than 780 celebrations.9 A look at the regional newspapers suggests that the total number was far higher, since the report fails to mention events in many small towns and villages. The largest number of ceremonies seems to have taken place in Central and West Germany, where the military governors supported them very actively.10 But communities throughout North and East Germany also celebrated the national festival. In Prussia the 19th of October was declared an official holiday, on which at least a religious service of thanksgiving was to be held.11 The anniversary of the Leipzig Battle of the Nations continued to be marked in subsequent years as well. With the emerging restoration, however, the support of governments, the military and local authorities waned considerably and the celebrations were halted for the time being in 1818.12
The initiative by Arndt, Jahn and other patriots to set up German Societies and create an annual national festival commemorating the Battle of the Nations at Leipzig was an attempt to keep alive the patriotic-national mobilization of the war years – as expressed in such collective practices as the volunteers’ movement, extensive local activities to support the newly established militia, war charity, patriotic women’s associations and the many patriotic-national celebrations, rituals and symbols – and to continue this young national movement in a new form in postwar society. At the same time, their initiative served to bear in remembrance the wars of 1813–15 as “Wars of Liberty” and “people’s wars.”
In this third part I explore with a focus on Prussia the varied collective practices of patriotic-national mobilization during the wars of 1813–15 and of cultural demobilization and commemoration in the postwar era. These collective practices were to a great extent shaped by the political discourse of the time in the different print media, which contributed significantly to patriotic-national mobilization before and during the wars. At the same time, festivals, rituals and symbols, in particular, represented central ideas of this patriotic-national discourse in an emotionally accessible manner to broad audiences and thus played a key role in disseminating them beyond the educated strata of society. Early on, the patriots recognized and discussed the significance of festivals, rituals and symbols not only for promoting national spirit, self-sacrifice and the willingness to defend one’s country during war, but also for cultural demobilization and commemoration in the postwar era.
A more detailed analysis of these collective practices shows that, at least in Prussia, the intended patriotic-national mobilization appears to have been quite successful during and after the wars of 1813–15, albeit with substantial regional and social variations. Three indicators point to this, which I explore in the first three chapters of this part: First, the extent of mobilization for the militia and the volunteers’ movement; second, the scope of wartime charity work, especially the activities of the many patriotic women’s associations; and third, the broad acceptance of patriotic-national and military festivals, rituals and symbols developed during and after the wars, whose effects were still felt in the twentieth century. In the fourth chapter of this part I study the legacy of patriotic-national practices developed during the wars of 1813–15 by focusing on the cult of death for the fatherland and the honoring and commemoration of war heroes.
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8 Military Service
Mobilizing Militiamen and Volunteers

The extent to which men were marshaled for the militia and volunteered in Prussia in 1813 is one indicator of the scale of the population’s mobilization for war. Even in retrospect, it is remarkable how quickly the monarchy succeeded in the spring and summer of 1813 – despite all adverse circumstances – in marshaling a large field army that, in coalition with the Russian troops, matched the rapidly reconstructed Grande Armée. As a result of mobilization for the militia and volunteer units, the Prussian army grew from 67,000 men in March 1813 to 245,000 in August 1813; 113,000 of them were in the militia. An additional 49,372 volunteers signed up, of whom 24,841 served in the “national regiments,” volunteer rifle (Jäger) detachments and volunteer units such as the Lützow Free Corps and 24,531 in the regiments of the standing army and the militia.1 Resistance to the introduction of universal conscription among the male population was in general astonishingly small. Many young men even volunteered.
Recruitment for the militia and the volunteer units and their equipment, arming and outfitting were all funded and organized by the local communities and thus required the broad support of the civilian population. The militia and volunteer movement, therefore, needs to be conceptualized as a collective practice of patriotic-national war support. The volunteer movement in particular can only be understood in this way, because each volunteer was only accepted as such if he enlisted fully equipped, armed and outfitted. In the equestrian units, the volunteers themselves, their families and friends or sponsors in the community even had to buy their horses, which was quite expensive. The level of this form of war support naturally differed significantly between the various regions, social strata and ethnic groups of the Prussian monarchy. It correlated, as I will demonstrate in this part, with disparities in support for war charity, the spread of the patriotic women’s associations and the level of acceptance of patriotic-national culture.2 A more detailed analysis of the regional and social differences in military mobilization within Prussia thus helps us to understand the complex interplay of factors that influenced more general patriotic-national mobilization for war in the old and new territories of the monarchy and far beyond.
The Prussian Militia
The introduction and organization of the militia was regulated in Prussia by an edict of 17 March 1813 and its supplementary provisions, which stipulated that any man between the ages of 17 and 40 capable of fighting was liable for military service. The militia was conceived of primarily as a volunteer force, whose members would immediately attain the rank of lance corporal (Gefreiter). Only if the number of volunteers was insufficient were additional militiamen to be chosen by lot “without regard to status and service.” Overall responsibility for recruiting, provisioning and arming the militia was in the hands of the military and civil governors of the four Prussian military governorates that were created on 15 March 1813.3 In a conscription plan, the central government distributed the troops and horses, which had to be provided, among the individual districts in these four military governorates. The individual districts had to organize the local recruitment, equipment, arming and outfitting of the militia independently.4
The central government set very tight deadlines. On 31 March 1813 a cabinet order was issued calling for the greatest possible speed in executing the militia edict. Provisioning of troops, their division into companies, and the selection of officers was to be completed by 15 April. They were to be fitted out, “horsed” and equipped by 30 April. As the reports from the provinces and descriptions from individual districts show, given the shortness of time but also the desolate financial and economic situation, mobilizing the militia was an extraordinary task imposed upon the responsible local committees and thus ultimately their population. The central government provided only weapons and munitions – and only if they were obtainable.5 The limited means and time available meant that the training and equipment of militia soldiers remained insufficient. Their training lasted three weeks at best.6 They lacked even the most necessary clothing and weapons, because rural communities especially were bereft of the financial means to pay for equipment and uniforms. Only in the autumn of 1813, after persistent protest by citizens about the poor treatment of the militiamen, did the Prussian government supply more of them with durable boots and coats and better arms.7
Because of the vast regional disparities in economic resources within Prussia, in particular between urban and rural communities, the equipment that the district committees could provide the militiamen differed widely. These differences, however, not only reflected disparities between city and countryside and the level of economic development, but also indicated local support for the war and the level of patriotic-national mobilization more generally, which depended on the interplay of multiple additional factors – notably the average educational level, the history of the region (especially its past territorial affiliation), experiences with French warfare and occupation, the ethnic composition of the population and the dominant religion.
The interaction of these same factors seems to have influenced the degree of military mobilization as well. The available figures for the Prussian militia in the different regions are incomplete, but they help us at least to identify some trends. The information on the size of the Prussian army in the territories remaining to Prussia after the Peace of Tilsit merely tells us the size of the militia contingents that were provided by the individual provinces during the war years. Of all the officers and soldiers of the militia that were mobilized by mid-August 1813, 42 percent belonged to the East Prussian, 20 percent to the Kurmark, 15 percent to the Silesian, 9 percent to the Pomeranian, 7 percent to the West Prussian, 6 percent to the Neumark and 1 percent to the Lithuanian militia. The proportion of the overall Prussian population serving in the militia was about 10 percent of the male population, and 3 percent on average, but the proportion differed markedly from region to region.8
There seems to have been little difficulty recruiting militia troops in the easternmost military governorate between the Vistula and the Russian border, which encompassed the old Prussian provinces of Lithuania and East Prussia as well as the sections of West Prussia east of the Vistula. Since the inhabitants had suffered particularly badly from the French presence in 1812–13, the degree of mobilization was exceptionally high.9 During the first ten months of the war, the military government was able to recruit 45 percent of men between the ages of 18 and 45, or 16 percent of the total male population. A large number of them volunteered.10
The military governorate between the Oder and the Vistula, which included the parts of West Prussia west of the Vistula, the parts of Pomerania east of the Oder, and the Neumark, presented a very different picture. Resistance to military service was intense primarily in the West Prussian areas inhabited mainly by Kashubians and Poles, where there was a good deal of aversion to Protestant Prussia, most of which can probably be explained by ethnic differences, intensified by religious differences. More than 60 percent of the population was Catholic, and there were also large Mennonite and Jewish communities. Unlike their coreligionists in the western regions of Prussia, the latter tried to buy their men’s way out of military service, which was permitted by a royal ordinance of 29 May 1813. This so-called Jewish ransom money (Juden-Loskaufgelder) was used to finance a large part of the equipment for the militia. This resistance to recruitment meant that West Prussia’s troop contingent could only be assembled by forced conscription.11 Similar problems arose in the poor agrarian region of East Pomerania, with a majority population of Kashubians and Wends, where massive state force was required to bring men into the militia.12
The situation was quite different in the Neumark, which also belonged to the military governorate between the Oder and the Vistula.13 Here, as in the entire district between the Elbe and the Oder, which included Hither Pomerania and the Kurmark, the degree of mobilization in town and country was disproportionately high. As everywhere in Prussia’s core provinces, the young men of the urban middle classes and the petty bourgeoisie were the most willing to take up arms, regardless of their religious affiliation. Unlike in the East, however, here men of the rural lower classes, whose aversion to military service was great in other regions, also heeded the call to arms.14 The old urban middle class in Berlin, Potsdam, Brandenburg and Frankfurt an der Oder, which had previously enjoyed exemption from compulsory military service, was the only group in this military province to protest the introduction of universal conscription.15
In the military governorate of Silesia, which encompassed the two largest and most populous Prussian provinces (Upper and Lower Silesia) and had been only indirectly affected by the war since 1806, the willingness to perform military service was comparatively low. Historical, political and religious reasons were probably the main factors. Upper and Lower Silesia had belonged to Prussia only since 1742, when the kingdom had defeated Austria in the first Silesian War, which it had started in 1740. Both powers continued the struggle over the region in the second and third Silesian Wars in 1744–45 and 1756–63. The majority Catholic population in Silesia still tended to feel a deep antipathy for Protestant Prussia in 1813. The Catholic nobility sympathized with the Austrian emperor, or harbored hopes of a Greater Polish state. Large sections of the population followed the example of the noble elite. Even in Breslau, which became the temporary residence of the Prussian court on 22 January 1813, initial enthusiasm for the Prussian war effort soon waned so sharply that on 1 July 1813 the king ordered that the city be “punished for its obvious lack of patriotism [...] in order to prevent the bad example of the Breslauers from exerting a deleterious effect on other cities.”16 The aversion to serving in the Prussian army was particularly marked in Upper Silesia; here, recruits fled to Austria in droves to avoid conscription. The rate of desertion was so high that the king reintroduced flogging, which had been abolished in the course of military reform only a few years before, along with incarceration: the penalty for desertion was to be 50–100 cane strokes; repeat offenders even faced death by firing squad. Given these massive problems, the number of recruits that the province of Silesia managed to muster was quite impressive.17
The extent of military mobilization was and remained uneven in the two western military governorates between the Elbe and the Weser and between the Weser and the Rhine, which Prussia recaptured and claimed during the war, as well. Three factors seem to have come together in these two military governorates: their specific experiences with Napoleonic France, religious differences and how long the area had previously belonged to Prussia.18 While mobilization for the militia was implemented relatively smoothly in the largely Protestant military governorate between the Elbe and the Weser, which included many formerly Prussian territories, it proved to be a good deal more difficult in the heavily Catholic governorate between the Weser and the Rhine, which also encompassed substantial non-Prussian possessions. Here, as in the three other general governorates – the Grand Duchy of Berg, the Grand Duchy of Frankfurt am Main and the Kingdom of Saxony – created by the Leipzig Convention in late October 1813, the willingness of men of military age to fight Napoleon appears to have been far less developed, as is also indicated by the complaints about desertion and the comparatively low level of mobilization of volunteers.19 The main reason was probably that the population of the territories previously occupied by France and formerly part of the Confederation of the Rhine was heartily sick of war, since the young men had been permanently conscripted for service under Napoleon and deployed in nearby or distant lands.20 Moreover, these regions, which had belonged to the “inner empire,” had suffered less under Napoleonic domination and rule. They had been spared war since 1806, and greater revenues more than compensated for the financial burdens imposed upon them. Unlike in the territories that remained Prussian, the Continental Blockade had promoted the development of local industry here and the easing of commerce between the states of the Confederation of the Rhine and the French Empire increased the wholesale trade.21 Nevertheless, the patriotic-national mobilization of 1813–14 reached parts of the population in these regions, too.22
In light of these substantial regional differences in the degree of military mobilization, one cannot speak of a universal acceptance of compulsory militia service in Prussia and the regions over which it gained control during the war of 1813–14 as a sign of broad patriotic-national mobilization. The latter was, rather, limited to certain regions and population groups. The regions where support was most developed were the old core territories of the Prussian monarchy, which were mainly Protestant and had suffered greatly under the French occupation. The social groups that were most supportive of the war effort were the educated strata; the urban middle classes in smaller towns and cities, including artisans and merchants; civil servants and military of all ranks. These groups were one major target of patriotic-national propaganda. The other was ordinary men in town and countryside who composed the majority of the militiamen.
Despite all propaganda, the number of militia volunteers remained small, which is not surprising because service in the volunteer units appeared far more attractive to most young men who were able to equip and arm themselves. As a result, throughout the kingdom the majority of militiamen came from the lower social strata and had to be chosen by lot. The greatest proportion of those recruited in this manner were penniless young men of rural origin whose clothing, equipment and provisions had to be provided entirely by the local communities. Thus, in the Pomeranian militia, for example, 40 percent of the men were under 25; married men represented a minority of recruits.23 Despite all of these difficulties, mobilization for the militia in the spring and summer of 1813 remains an achievement of the Prussian state. It is remarkable how many men who had not previously been subject to military service, particularly in Prussia’s core provinces, accepted conscription. These men had to learn how to fight in wartime under the worst possible conditions.
In the first months after the introduction of universal conscription, negative reports on the militia dominated in army circles. The military leadership complained in particular about “unreliability” and the high rate of desertion. We do not have any precise figures on the percentage of militiamen who tried to desert during the wars of 1813–15; in any case, the rate was certainly nowhere near the average of 20–30 percent frequently cited for the eighteenth-century Prussian army and fluctuated significantly from region to region and unit to unit.24
The perception of the militia by army leaders changed after the end of the armistice in August 1813. According to their unanimous view, once the militia units had gained more practice, they increasingly developed surprising military strength under fire. At the same time, they noted that the losses in these inexperienced units were still disproportionately high.25 Even the Prussian king, who harbored substantial prejudices against the militia, had to concede in his October 1813 order for the four Prussian army corps that the militia regiments had “acquitted themselves splendidly” in the victorious battles of August and September. The order stated that the militiamen had “quickly made people forget” that “they were beginners in the exercise of soldierly virtues” and “thereby also earned an equal claim to [the king’s] greater confidence” as supreme commander of the army.26 In other words, the militiamen fought bravely and courageously, as the army leadership expected of its soldiers. Criticism continued to focus primarily on the militiamen’s deficient stamina on long marches and their tendency to be “undisciplined” in camp and on the battlefield. Officers especially criticized their lack of military discipline (Mannszucht), which led to unrestrained rage in battles, caused higher death rates and could endanger an operational plan.27
The few surviving autobiographical texts on everyday life in the militia confirm some of these concerns, but suggest at the same time that the majority of those who stuck it out fought with extraordinary dedication. They also offer hints of the effects of war on the psychology and conduct of civilians who were fighting in a conflict legitimized by highly emotional propaganda. These rare documents include the journal of Silesian pastor Karl August Köhler, who served as chaplain to a militia brigade in 1813–14. Köhler had volunteered as a chaplain and harbored strong patriotic sentiments, but his critical distance grew considerably as the war went on. In the epistolary journal he wrote for his parents and siblings, he repeatedly reflects on the effects of the war on civilians who had been recruited for military service for the first time in the context of universal conscription.28 To his dismay, Köhler found that whatever their social background, war affected the mass of militiamen similarly – increasing their feelings of hatred and their thirst for revenge, destroying their civilian system of values and norms and “hardening them” emotionally.29 In one of his first entries of 21 August 1813, he writes:
The enemy was superior to us in both numbers and marksmanship; for, since nearly the entire army consisted of militias, which had served only a few months, their shooting was uncertain and slow. Since, however, none of the rifles functioned [because of constant heavy rains], almost everything was decided by cannon and bayonets, and the foe could not resist, because our regiments threw themselves with fury upon their ranks and gave no thought to death. Thousands fell, run through, or beaten to death with rifle butts. The soldiers appeared to be animals, not men; several smashed their rifle butts against the skulls of the enemy and took their rifles as booty to continue the bloody work.30


Köhler notes uneasily how strong the hatred of the French was in his militia unit, and that it only increased during the war. It led the militiamen to uncontrolled rage, which could not even be disciplined by the orders of their officers and generals. They were, for example, not willing to give pardon to their French enemies when ordered to do so.31 Köhler observes at the same time that the war “dulled” the men, leading to “foolhardy behavior” during battle and causing needless bloodshed in their own ranks.32 On 12 January 1814 he observes:
The troops show unparalleled bravery and daring. Thus they went not through the approaches, but straight across the open fields to the defensive works, until the general forbade it. When they carried away the wounded or dead, they returned immediately with the greatest calm, as if fearing no battle. Daily they beg the general to order them to charge.33


The experience of war changed the men in Köhler’s brigade. They lost all qualms and soon thought nothing of plundering wounded and dead enemy soldiers. He describes the increasing breakdown of “military discipline” (Mannszucht) as the war went on and moved to enemy territory. In France, plundering, violence and the maltreatment of civilians, even rape, became common.34 Köhler himself became increasingly war-weary, not least because of the feeling that he as a chaplain could do little to stop the “savagery” around him.
The stirring up of the emotions of newly recruited militiamen that was the aim of so much war propaganda in 1813 appears to have been more effective than many leading Prussian politicians and generals may have wished. The ordinary men who fought in the militia were mainly addressed by sermons and songs in church services, patriotic-national festivals and military rituals. The patriotic-national propaganda gave them words for their often devastating experiences with the French since 1806. It legitimated hatred of the enemy and his “destruction,” which was useful for rousing the fighting spirit and war support by the population in 1813, but could lead to uncontrollable and hazardous behavior during battle and was politically dangerous once the enemy had been defeated and Europe needed to be demobilized and pacified again.
The Volunteers’ Movement
The public greeted the high degree of mobilization among volunteers in the war years 1813–15 with great enthusiasm. Contemporary journalism elevated the volunteers’ movement to the symbol par excellence of the “uprising” of the Prussian and German nation.35 The catalyst for this movement was the royal “Decree on the Establishment of Rifle Detachments” issued on 3 February 1813, more than a month before the official declaration of war on France, which called on young men who could provide their own clothing and horses to volunteer for military service, with the following explanation:
The perilous situation in which the state finds itself demands a rapid increase in the existing troops, while the financial means permit no great expenditure. Given the patriotism and loyal devotion to the king that has always inspired the inhabitants of the Prussian monarchy, and which has consistently expressed itself most vigorously in times of danger, all that is needed is a suitable occasion to channel these sentiments and the thirst for action peculiar to so many doughty young men, so that they might strengthen the ranks of older defenders of the fatherland and vie with them in the fine fulfillment of the first of those duties that resides with us.36


The decree ordered the establishment of rifle detachments in the infantry battalions and cavalry regiments, which were primarily to serve the light troops and be trained in the use of weapons for this purpose. They were freed of garrison duties as well as work details, service details and transport and baggage details. They were to receive preferred opportunities for honors and the chance of an officer’s career was to be opened to them where appropriate. The call to volunteer for military service was combined with the announcement that

No young man who has attained the age of seventeen and not yet completed his twenty-fourth year and is not in active royal service [...] shall, if the war continues, attain a post, a dignity, an honor (a medal or the like) unless he has served one year with the active troops or in one of the rifle detachments.37


Exceptions were made only for frail young men or the sole adult sons of widows, if their domestic circumstances demanded the presence of their sons. Those who “distinguished themselves through bravery, zeal and patriotism” in their detachments were also to receive “preferred consideration one day in the civil service,” qualifications permitting. Any “foreigner” who joined one of the detachments was promised the privileges of an “inlander” if he served well.38 Given the miserable employment market, this offered educated young men in particular a strong incentive to serve as volunteers, since it held out the promise of a position in the public service and better career opportunities.
For the government, this decree was an initial test of responsiveness to the mobilization of those segments of the male population that had previously been exempt from conscription. The unclear political situation, however, at first kept many young men from volunteering for military service. Until 17 March 1813, when Friedrich Wilhelm III publicly declared war against France with his “Call to My People,” nobody was really sure on which side the volunteers would have to fight. Therefore, up to 15 March, only 9,000 volunteers were mobilized in all of Prussia, of which 26 rifle detachments of 100 to 300 men were formed in the infantry and 17 in the cavalry. But the situation changed immediately after the declaration of war; now the number of volunteers rose rapidly. Considering that volunteers had to equip and arm themselves very quickly, the response was quite impressive. Since the Prussian army could muster only 66,963 soldiers and 1,766 officers when the war began, the proportion of volunteers was initially relatively high, at some 13 percent, but later made up 8 percent of troops on average.39
In all, during the war years 1813–14 alone nearly 50,000 volunteers from all over Germany were deployed in Prussia.40 Including the war of 1815, it is estimated that there were 60,000 volunteers in Germany overall, for by 1813, as the front advanced, volunteer units had also been formed outside of Prussia. The best known among them were the Hanseatic Legion and the Banner of Saxon Volunteers.41 The most famous Prussian volunteer formation was the Lützow Free Corps, which had 1,033 men in March 1813 and grew to 3,666 in August 1813. Seven additional large free corps units emerged in the Prussian army, but none of them attained the same significance.42
The degree of mobilization of volunteers also differed greatly from one region of Prussia to the other, with a tendency to mirror developments in the militia. The overwhelming majority of volunteers (36,462) came from the four East Elbian military governorates, 11,790 from the Kurmark (including Magdeburg east of the Elbe), 7,807 from Silesia, 4,293 from the Neumark, 3,844 from East Prussia, 3,304 from Pomerania, 3,062 from West Prussia, 1,919 from Lithuania, and 444 from Posen. Another 7,490 volunteers came from the military governorate between the Elbe and the Weser and 5,419 from that between the Weser and the Rhine.43
The chief indicator of the degree of mobilization is not, however, the absolute number of volunteers, but rather what proportion of male inhabitants between 18 and 45 they represented. In this respect, the Kurmark and Neumark had the highest rates of mobilization, at 9 and 8 percent, respectively. In West and East Prussia, volunteers made up 6 percent of the eligible male population, in Pomerania 4 percent and in Lithuania and Silesia 3 percent. As in the case of the militia, urban/rural differences are striking here. The degree of mobilization was consistently far higher in the cities than in the countryside, with the highest rates in the large university and garrison towns. In Königsberg and Potsdam, 30 percent of all men between the ages of 18 and 45 volunteered for military service, in Breslau 18 percent and in Berlin and Stettin 9 percent. Even in Prussia’s middle-sized and small towns the figures were surprisingly high. Thus, in Frankfurt an der Oder, Marienwerder and Stolp, the proportion was 21 percent, in Elbing 13 percent and in Landsberg 10 percent.44
The proportion of Jewish men who volunteered also seems to have been highest in the largest cities. Of the 444 Jewish volunteers recorded in the years 1813–14, more than half came from the Kurmark, with Berlin and Potsdam as centers. Their actual numbers were probably higher, since many were not identified as “Jewish” because they did not actively practice their religion during the war. The rabbis of urban communities in particular had given them permission for this.45 In the larger cities, the well-to-do and educated Jewish population also appears to have matched the Christians in the area of wartime charity work.46 By fulfilling their patriotic duty in the war, the enlightened male elite of the Jewish communities in particular hoped to attain full recognition as “citizens of the state” and equal access to state office and military positions, which remained closed to them even after the Emancipation Edict of 1812.47
Young men under 25 were the backbone of the volunteers’ movement, and mobilization was highest among urban youth. That is the conclusion of Rudolf Ibbeken, who analyzed the muster rolls of 25,361 Prussian volunteers in the wars of 1813–15. According to his survey, the composition by occupation was as follows: Forty-one percent were artisans, 10 percent commercial clerks and merchants, 8 percent middle and lower civil servants, secretaries and former soldiers, 7 percent school and university students, and 5 percent higher civil servants. Most of these men resided in towns and cities. Fifteen percent were farmers, estate managers, gamekeepers and foresters, and 14 percent were day laborers and farmhands, who mostly came from the countryside. Seventy percent of the volunteers in Ibbeken’s survey came from cities and small towns. His differentiation by “estates” (Stände) makes the social composition even more visible: Twelve percent of the volunteers in his survey belonged to the educated estates (including school and university students), 74 percent to the upper- and lower- middle classes in town and countryside and 15 percent to the lower peasantry.48
While Ibbeken’s findings counter the national myth that it was largely academically trained young men who volunteered, educated men were nonetheless overrepresented among the volunteers, and members of the rural lower classes were substantially underrepresented.49 Everywhere, not only in Prussia, mobilization appears to have been very marked among the pupils in the upper levels of academic secondary schools (Gymnasium) and university students. More than 50 percent of students at North German universities volunteered for military service.50 The decree of 3 February 1813 and subsequent addenda – which promised posts and advancement in the Prussian state service only to those 17-to-24-year-old men who had served at least one year in the military – encouraged educated young men to volunteer.51 Nevertheless, the volunteers’ movement is rightly considered to be an indicator of a broader patriotic-national mobilization especially of young men, since the prospect of a career in the civil service helps to explain the mobilization of educated youth, but not of the young urban artisans who made up an extraordinarily large proportion of volunteers when compared to the overall weight of the trades within society.
The social composition of volunteers also explains why only 40 percent of them were able to provide their own equipment.52 The rest were outfitted by donations from a public dedicated to supplying clothing and weapons for volunteers. Beginning in mid-February 1813, appeals from the Prussian central government, military and civilian governors and local administrations, but also the Protestant state church and Jewish communities, were widely published in the press.53 Young men who wished to volunteer also requested assistance directly through newspaper advertisements. The Berlinische Nachrichten of 20 March 1813, for example, printed the following advertisement under the heading “Request”:
Entrust, my dearest fatherland
Weapons to my youthful hand!
Which I may color with blood of foe,
And distinguish myself as of old:
To show with heart, mind and deed,
That I am of the Prussian seed.54


It was not enough to provide the initial uniform and equipment for the volunteers, however. Since the decree of 3 February 1813 tersely stipulated that volunteers had to be able to supply their own clothing and horses, it was left to them to ensure their equipment and mounts for the duration of the war. This caused substantial problems because, with the advance of the front, volunteers were increasingly cut off from support from home and their equipment deteriorated. As a result, they frequently found themselves in a worse situation than the notoriously miserably outfitted militia. The sources contain numerous accounts of volunteers falling ill by the hundreds for lack of coats and shoes, or of walking their feet bloody so that they had to be sent to a field hospital. From autumn 1813, the army leadership and the government repeatedly attempted to solve this problem, which made a mockery of the high symbolic importance that was assigned to volunteers in the public discussion. Since the lower ranks of the military regarded the volunteer units as poorly trained and undisciplined but privileged, they contributed little to solving the problem and often counteracted commands from their superiors.55 The situation was further aggravated by the increasing loss of eloquent spokesmen in their ranks who could have made this problem public. Most of the propertied and educated volunteers who distinguished themselves through military ability and zeal became officers soon after the war began and were transferred to the militia to compensate for the high death rate among its younger line officers. Those who remained behind were largely young volunteers from the middle and lower social classes – who, when faced with hardship and diminishing supplies, like militiamen did not stop at “informal requisitioning,” which established line officers, in turn, considered to be yet another indicator of deficient discipline.56
In the wake of the poor treatment of volunteers, which sat ill with the promises of the royal appeals, disgruntlement and dissatisfaction spread to such an extent that Aulic Councilor Carl Heun, whose responsibilities at Prussian headquarters included the administration of public donations for the volunteers, wrote in a letter of 2 March 1814 to Prime Minister Hardenberg:
The indifferent treatment the young men experience from all sides has caused the king’s appeal [...] to fade away to such an extent at the moment that were His Majesty to issue another such appeal today, not a single man would voluntarily take up arms. [...] [For they are] despised by their superior officers and, with regard to their provisions and clothing, everywhere come last after the common soldiers [...]. They go without shoes, without coats, dressed in mere rags, and their haggard appearance makes a mockery of the great promises made to them and the nation.57
(Emphasis in the original)


Other reports have a similar thrust. It is remarkable that the poor provisions, clothing and equipment of the volunteers as well as the disdain for them shown by many line officers, while leading to disgruntlement and resentment, does not seem to have diminished their perseverance. Their unusually low rate of desertion, which ranged from 1–5 percent for the four army corps, at least suggests that. The Lützow Free Corps was a notable exception, with a desertion rate of 24 percent in the infantry and 9 percent in the cavalry, as opposed to only 1 and 6 percent, respectively, among the volunteer detachments of the infantry and cavalry more generally.58 The most likely reasons were the large size of the unit as well as the extreme regional and social differences in its composition, which were far more marked than in other volunteer units. This led to substantial internal tensions and a lack of the cohesion that otherwise prevented desertion. As the first and most famous rifle detachment, the Lützowers recruited many renegades from other German territorial states. Two groups of them seem to have been especially prone to desertion: on the one hand, war-weary volunteers who had already fought for Napoleon for many years, and who used the unit to escape the military altogether as soon as it reached their home region; and on the other, inexperienced young volunteers with particularly high expectations that quickly ran up against the realities of war, especially in the infantry where everyday life was anything but heroic.59
The initial enthusiasm especially of educated volunteers is evident not just in volunteers’ poetry, but also in letters, diaries and war memoirs. Willibald Alexis, who volunteered in 1815 as a 17-year-old Berlin schoolboy, offered a particularly memorable description of their mood. Since his memoirs are distinguished by a critical and ironic distance, they are probably a relatively credible source. He stresses that in 1815 the youngest volunteers, who had been too young to fight in 1813, were those who continued to dwell on the ideals of 1813:
We still dreamt, were still intoxicated; we felt nothing as yet of the painful aftermath. The rousing speeches of our teachers, the lingering sounds of the learned warlike eloquence of Fichte, Schleiermacher and Arndt resounding from every lectern, the songs of Körner and Schenkendorf, the tales of the older boys who had bled and triumphed along in 1813 and 1814, all of this kept the thrill alive. We wallowed in Fouqué’s Nordic sagas, in his thoroughgoing neo-Francophobia. The ideas of the gymnastic movement [Turner] were powerful, even outside the Hasenheide [the site of Berlin’s gymnastics grounds]. [...] Jahn’s Germanomania was no phantom for us, but a truth, and we still had great hope for the realization of our ideas of German folkdom, although when it came to the question of how, we were at odds with others as well as ourselves.60


In his memoirs, Alexis emphasizes that this idealism had been far stronger among the first generation of educated volunteers in 1813. Thus, for him, the songs of Theodor Körner “best symbolized the mood of those days.”61 Other autobiographical documents suggest that next to patriotic enthusiasm and adventurousness, educated young men had two main motivations for signing up for military service: the hope of a civil service post after the war and pressure from youthful peer groups. Among schoolboys and university students, those who refused to go to war were simply branded as cowards.62
Alexis claimed that the enthusiasm and the hopes with which many educated young men went off to war in 1813 were so great that the experience of real war initially made little impact.63 Their consistently poor treatment by members of the regular military and the increasing mood of political restoration from the winter of 1813–14 were the main reasons that many of the volunteers of 1813 did not heed the king’s second call. If they did go to war again in 1815, it was generally only in the privileged position of an officer, from which they expected advantages for their civilian careers after the war. According to Alexis, the second generation of volunteers nevertheless went off to war with nearly the same enthusiasm as the first. “The discordances” in the war experiences of the first generation of volunteers and the “incursions” of political developments had not escaped the attention of “observant young men” in the winter of 1814 and the spring of 1815, but they had largely been “far too loyal” to “apply the word tyranny, which they thoroughly detested, [...] to anyone but the French emperor Napoleon.” Their “natural love of liberty” had been identified “with hatred of the French.” Persuaded “of the renewed necessity of popular uprising, of the divine mission,” the youngest in particular had enthusiastically volunteered, eager to prove themselves. The second generation of volunteers, however, had been brought down to earth even more quickly than the first, since their treatment in the military was even worse. In the war of 1815, the Prussian government depended neither on the volunteers nor on the militia, whose mobilization merely served as a “symbol of the general will” to “continue the storm and stress of ’13.”64 Alexis accordingly describes in detail the humiliating, disheartening and depressing war experiences that he and many other volunteers underwent in 1815. Not only had the officers and soldiers of the line clearly shown them that they were “not real soldiers” and thus were completely superfluous in this war, but they were also drilled like “common soldiers.”65 Thus, after a few months of military service, most of the volunteers of 1815 had been “inoculated” with a massive and lasting repugnance “for continued existence as a soldier.”66
Willibald Alexis was not the only one to be thoroughly disabused of his illusions about the military, war and the state.67 The wars of 1813–15 had provided him and many other young middle-class men with an experiential basis for their blanket opposition to a standing army and belief in the necessity of a pure “national defense force.” Their war experience informed their later position in all debates on the structure of the Prussian military. They supported the idea of universal conscription and a militia.68 At the same time, most memoirs published by volunteers stressed the significance of their wartime engagement for the liberation of Germany, thus helping to secure a central place for the volunteers’ movement in the collective memory of these wars as “Wars of Liberty.”69
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9 War Charity
Patriotic Women’s Associations

“Heroic Maidens and Women of a Great Era,” is the title of a brochure in the popular series “When Germany Awoke: The People and Events of the Wars of Liberation,” which appeared in 1913 to commemorate the one-hundredth anniversary of the wars of 1813–15.1 To be sure, the centenary mainly honored the “heroic deeds” of the “brave national warriors” – the volunteers and militiamen who had gone to battle. The observance also paid homage, however, to the “great sacrifices” made by “German women” during these wars. By 1913 it was generally acknowledged that wars fought with conscript armies could be conducted most successfully when they were accompanied by a general mobilization of civilian and military society. This implied that the broad support of women was also necessary for victory. In order to convey this insight to women and girls in the bellicose era on the eve of the First World War, authors of brochures that addressed female readers regularly referred to the “heroic age” of hundred years before, in which, in their interpretation, patriotic consciousness had “awakened” in men and women alike, and members of the “female sex” had actively committed themselves to the fatherland for the first time. The pamphlet noted accordingly that

The incomparable awakening of German woman by the wars of subjugation and liberation, the unanimous gathering together of German women’s will to co-operate and sacrifice for their downtrodden fatherland, was preceded by a miserable era of national indifference and the affected aping of French manners among German women. [...] That Germany’s women could not yet participate in patriotic life before the Wars of Liberation is understandable in the light of the circumstances prevailing in those days. The gradual development of events put a slow and belated end to these slumbers, these unexploited female powers, and one by one assigned women tasks to perform in the service of their fatherland. The Wars of Liberation produced this unleashing of female powers with sudden élan in the springtime of nations of 1813.2


The brochure cultivates at length the myth of the patriotic “uprising” of a German nation “degenerated” by “Frenchification,” which had only come to recognize its “decadence” and “dishonor” after the “divine judgment” of the debacle of 1806–07. As shining examples of the patriotism of this period, it presents “German heroines” of all ages who had displayed a special commitment to the “good of the fatherland.” The portraits include women from all social strata who had worked for the nation in a wide variety of ways: by consciously rejecting all French influences in culture, language and dress and by performing their “female duties” in the household and the family in keeping with “German manners”; by strengthening the will to fight of their conscript husbands, sons, sweethearts and brothers; by collecting monetary and material donations to equip, clothe and feed the “national warriors”; by supporting the penniless wives and children of soldiers; by nursing the sick and wounded; and by providing relief for disabled veterans, war widows and orphans.3 Other commemorative writings for female readers that appeared before the First World War and recalled the “German heroines from the period of the Wars of Liberation” also assessed their activities in a thoroughly positive light.4
A hundred years previously, however, the new phenomenon of women’s active patriotic involvement had been very controversial in public perception. In the following chapter, I therefore analyze not just the content and forms of female patriotism, particularly charitable war work by the patriotic women’s associations, but also how it was perceived by the public in the period during and after the wars of 1813–15.
Universal Conscription and War Charity
The fatherland is in peril! Its defense requires a rapid expansion of the army without cost to the state coffers. Trusting in the love of his subjects, the father of our country himself has expressed this and called for volunteers through his minister of state. [...] Those who are prevented by bodily infirmity or circumstances of employment will grieve at not being able to share this danger and honor. The appeal, however, offers them, too, room to express their patriotic sentiments. They can acquire the same merits as combatants by acting in the same spirit and donating that portion of their possessions to the fatherland that the latter needs and contributing now to the outfitting of poorer volunteers, in order to place them in a position to fulfill their high calling sooner and better.5


With this appeal, the National Representation (Nationalrepräsentation), the elected all-Prussian assembly of the estates, addressed their “fellow citizens” on 13 February 1813, more than a month before Prussia officially declared war on France. Members of the assembly called on their compatriots to offer material support for the war in order to ease the financial burden on the state. The appeal was necessary because the Prussian state was virtually bankrupt in 1813. It was therefore only the first of a series of similar calls, which were published widely in the daily newspapers.
After the declaration of war on France, the civilian population in Prussia responded to the appeals for donations with remarkable alacrity. A likely reason for this willingness was the fact that almost every family had to send a young man off to war for the first time. Thus, providing them with proper clothing and weapons became a personal concern of many of the men and women who stayed at home. This new type of wartime charity quickly developed into the most important form of patriotic commitment by civilian society. It appears to have enjoyed the support of broad social strata and both sexes. Apart from the moneyed and educated elite in town and country, the urban middle classes and to some extent the lower classes were also included, as is evident from the extensive coverage in local newspapers.6 Lists of donations, which were published regularly, mention men and women of the most varied, mainly urban, population groups, including even day laborers and maidservants. The press also reported on generous donations from the Jewish communities, especially in the larger cities.7 According to official reports, in the war years 1813–15 the civilian population of the monarchy collected a total of 10.3 million taler, 4.7 million of which came from “associations, enterprises and collections” and 1.9 million from “payments to public offices and treasuries and church offerings.” This large sum was raised as a “voluntary gift.” The remainder consisted mainly of payments and contributions demanded by the provincial administrations to finance the clothing, equipment and upkeep of the militia troops.8 Together this was an important contribution to funding the wars of 1813–15, which cost the Prussian state 61.1 million taler in addition to the usual government spending in peacetime.9 This contribution was particularly noteworthy because of the economic crisis the population had faced in the years after the defeat of 1806.
The significant regional variations in the willingness to donate for the war can be explained largely in terms of differing economic situations, as well as varying degrees of patriotic-national mobilization. They resemble the differences in mobilization for the militia and the volunteers’ movement. In Protestant regions, per capita donations were consistently higher than in Catholic areas, and in the relatively prosperous larger cities they exceeded the average for rural regions of the same provinces, whose population was generally much poorer. Men donated money more often than women, simply because of the distribution and legal regulation of property within marriage and the family.10 The regional differences in material war support, however, also reflected the distribution of the patriotic women’s organizations within Prussia, because they contributed greatly to the collection of goods and money for militiamen and volunteers as well as war victims.
Patriotic Women’s Associations
After the declaration of war on France, women increasingly became active in large numbers in the field of wartime charity.11 Their commitment received official support in an “Appeal to the Women of the Prussian State” published on 23 March 1813 by twelve princesses of the house of Hohenzollern under the leadership of Princess Marianne of Prussia, the sister-in-law of King Friedrich Wilhelm III. The appeal asserted:
We women, too, must participate, and must help to promote victory. We, too, must unite with the men and boys to save our fatherland. Thus let us found an association with the name of Women’s Association for the Good of the Fatherland. [...] This association will accept as donations not merely cash money, but any valuable spare trinket. – The symbol of fidelity, the wedding ring, shining adornments for the ears, costly decorations for the neck. Monthly contributions, material, linen cloth, spun wool and yarn will be gladly accepted, and even the gratis working of these raw materials will be regarded as an offering. These offerings serve to arm, clothe and equip the defenders who need it, and if the rich benevolence of women puts us in a position to do yet more, then the wounded will also be nursed, healed and returned to the grateful fatherland.12


With this appeal, which was published widely in the press, the female members of the royal family seized the initiative and called on women to found a patriotic association. Its primary goal was to collect money and material for the “defenders of the fatherland.” Anything above and beyond that would be used for nursing care. The call, which referred directly to the king’s well-known appeal “To My People,” aimed to integrate women into the valorous Volk family of the Prussian nation through wartime charity.13
Upper-middle-class and aristocratic women in particular answered the princesses’ call in great numbers. In Berlin, only a few days after the appeal was published, they founded the Women’s Association for the Good of the Fatherland the princesses had promoted.14 All over Prussia, women from the educated elite followed this example and founded similar associations in the spring and summer of 1813. The scope of these women’s initiatives expanded steadily during the war. They began by collecting money and material to outfit the volunteers and militias and busied themselves making flags and banners, which they handed out to the new troops in public flag consecrations.15 Soon, however, they also began to organize nursing care for wounded and sick soldiers and set up a rapidly growing number of hospital associations.16 Later, women also established relief efforts for disabled soldiers and for the penniless families of “warriors,” particularly widows and orphans. They created special associations devoted solely to this purpose. One of the first was the Female Charitable Association, which began work in Berlin in July 1813.17
During the war years 1813–15, women founded patriotic associations in at least 414 Prussian towns. This represents 72 percent of the 573 documented women’s associations in the German-speaking region. Over the course of the war, associations were also initiated in other German regions, mostly in territories close to the front, first in eastern and later in northern and central Germany, and finally in the western regions, reflecting the emphasis on helping to equip the men in newly founded militia and volunteer units on the one hand, and caring for the injured and ill soldiers on the other. Since the second campaign of 1815 largely took place on French territory, the western Rhineland regions were especially involved in medical care. This led to the establishment of a correspondingly high number of female hospital associations.18
Berlin was the center of patriotic women’s activities. Its importance extended far beyond Prussia’s borders. Not only did the city possess an unusual concentration of women’s associations, they were also remarkably specialized. Of the 27 Berlin women’s and girls’ associations, eleven tended the wounded and the sick, six were so-called girls’ and daughters’ associations, five mainly collected donations of money and material for various purposes, two were devoted exclusively to relief for soldiers’ widows and orphans and one was organized by domestic servants.19 Other centers of female wartime charity were Breslau with five, Bremen with four, and Frankfurt am Main, Hamburg and Leipzig with three patriotic women’s associations each. The remaining larger cities had at most two and frequently, as in most middle-sized and small towns, only one association.20 The sizes of these associations varied greatly. Smaller groups had around ten, and larger ones like the Berlin Women’s Association for the Good of the Fatherland, about 100 activists. In Brünn, Darmstadt and Munich the largest associations comprised more than 400 members. In most associations, leadership was in the hands of women from the nobility and the upper middle class. Men – generally their husbands and fathers – frequently assisted in the management of financial affairs, in particular. The organizations also incorporated women from the urban middle and lower classes into their practical activities, the latter often for a small wage, however. Because they had to work for a living they were not able to volunteer without compensation.21
Unlike the male national movement, where the members of the two most active groups – the Turner and the Burschenschaften – were mostly young men, women of all ages participated in the patriotic women’s associations. Age and marital status, however, appear to have greatly influenced the form their activities took. Some women’s and girls’ associations had mainly married and widowed women of all ages and their female relatives as members. Nursing the sick and wounded quickly developed into one of their main fields of activity. Other organizations were composed primarily of unmarried young women. These so-called girls’ and daughters’ associations concentrated on raising money first for the militia and the volunteers and later for sick and wounded soldiers by producing and selling “female handicrafts” at bazaars and charity functions. They also embroidered flags for the new militia and volunteer units. Both activities were considered to be “seemly” for young and unmarried women.22
The extent and significance of women’s wartime charity becomes particularly evident in their two most important fields of endeavor: collecting donations and caring for the sick and wounded. Women succeeded in raising and collecting large sums of money. The Berlin Women’s Association for the Good of the Fatherland alone, for example, amassed a total of some 90,000 taler in 1813.23 The Prussian women’s associations raised 450,000 taler that year.24 This was nearly 5 percent of the funds collected by the Prussian population during the war years 1813–15. This sum is quite impressive, especially since it takes into account neither the many donations that women made to other collections by local governments and churches nor the extensive contributions of goods and services.25 Even women of the lower classes participated to a remarkable degree in patriotic-national donation campaigns. One oft-reported example was the house-to-house collection conducted by female servants in the Hanseatic cities of Bremen, Hamburg and Lübeck in 1813. They yielded the formidable sum of 5,000 taler to outfit the volunteers of the Hanseatic Legion.26 Considering that the average income of a worker was no more than eight taler a month, and female servants and day laborers earned even less,27 this is an impressive result, especially if we keep in mind that women legally had no control over household income, which made it more difficult for them to donate. We also need to remember that women of all social strata had already experienced severe material hardship before the wars of 1813–15, which continued during wartime. They had to support their families on their own, since their fathers, brothers or husbands had been conscripted and the paltry official relief payments hardly sufficed for survival.28
Apart from raising and collecting donations in cash and in kind, the main field of activity of patriotic women’s organizations was caring for sick and wounded soldiers. The magnitude of this new form of organized wartime nursing was unprecedented. Press accounts convey the impression that public hospitals would have provided far worse treatment for the large numbers of sick and wounded without women’s support. Military medical care had by no means kept up with the development of mobile mass armies. Without organized female assistance, Prussia, for example, would have needed a military medical corps three times as large as it had for an army of 128,000 soldiers at the beginning of the war. During the course of the war, with growing numbers of troops, the ratio became even more unfavorable.29 In March 1813 the Prussian army had equipment for three main military hospitals (each for 1,200 sick and wounded) and six smaller transportable hospitals (each for 200 sick and wounded), which together could accommodate 4,800 men at best; 179 trained military surgeons worked for the army, 46 in the main military hospitals and 133 in the transportable hospitals. This was absolutely inadequate for the size of the army, and indicates how important the private care was that the local women’s associations and the communities provided in cooperation with the military hospital administration.30
In the patriotic women’s organizations, female patriots of the aristocracy and upper middle class in Prussia and elsewhere in Germany used the new institution of the bourgeois association – until then mainly the province of men – to become active in an organized form with high public visibility. They actually created their own “patriotic public sphere,” as Jean H. Quataert has labeled it.31 How can we explain this expansion of the “female sphere” and the extensive wartime charity work by girls and women of the educated strata? What motivated these women?
One major factor was surely patriotic-national propaganda, which mobilized women similarly to men, as indicated by the autobiographical accounts, though few in number, that were published by educated women and the extensive participation of girls and women in the many patriotic-national festivals and rituals during the wars.32 The discourse gave women the rhetoric they needed to legitimate why they, too, – in this “emergency of the nation” – wanted to become active in the public sphere and support the “struggle for liberation” with their “female patriotism.” But more personal motives, which were inextricably linked with their patriotism, inspired them as well. The new form of mass warfare, especially universal conscription, affected girls and women in new ways too. The ties between the military and civil society became much closer, at least during wartime. Fathers, brothers, fiancés, husbands and sons of military age had either volunteered or been conscripted or could expect to be called up at any time. Women were thus left to worry about equipping, feeding, nursing or burying and mourning “their warriors.”33 According to the handful of female autobiographical accounts and the many published reports of women’s associations in the press, important motives for their involvement were – apart from patriotism – pity, humanitarianism and the desire to extend their own scope of action. Women hoped that the mental and material support they offered militiamen and volunteers from their home region during the war would help them to fight, persevere and return alive. They trusted that the medical care they gave to soldiers from other regions would be matched by similar aid for their own loved ones elsewhere. At the same time, these activities helped to distract them from worries and fears for their fathers, husbands and sons at the front. Moreover, wartime charity work opened new spheres of activity and experience that were previously closed to upper-middle-class women in particular. First of all, they now had the opportunity to participate in larger numbers in joint activities outside the home and to organize in associations as men did.34 They experienced their own organizational skills, independent from men, often for the first time. They did this so successfully that the German-national press in particular held them up as models to motivate educated men to become more active, too. Thus, for instance, an article in the Deutsche Blätter, which appeared in the early summer of 1815, urged those men “who remained tied up” by other duties at home and who could not take up arms to follow women’s example and found “German aid associations.”35
Public Perceptions of Female Patriotism
During the wars of 1813–15, many newspapers and journals lauded women’s “active patriotism” as “female heroism.” They interpreted it as proof that the “holy impulse of love for the fatherland” had gripped broad segments of the population.36 The daily papers reported at length on women’s patriotic activities, and held up especially “courageous ladies” as shining examples. One of these women was Caroline Weiß, wife of the town physician of Neumarkt in Silesia, who had volunteered at the beginning of the war to serve as battalion surgeon to the Neumarkt militia. The press reported that, when the battalion doctor himself fell ill with typhoid fever, she had left her children in the care of relatives, hurried to his side and nursed him back to health in the midst of battle.37 She was praised as a model of “heroic loyalty to her husband.” Her story was adopted so widely because it meshed neatly with reigning notions of the gender order.
As long as women proved their patriotism within the limits of the sphere assigned to them as caring spouses, housewives and mothers, their contributions were universally accepted and valued. The chief ways that a woman should express her war support in the valorous Volk family were as a self–sacrificing “heroic mother,” “soldier’s wife,” “heroic sister,” “warrior’s bride” or “sweetheart” who sent her son, husband or fiancé off to war, boosted their fighting spirit and ensured that her “warrior” was well equipped; or as a “magnanimous nurse” who cared for sick and wounded soldiers, preferably in her own home.38 In the exceptional circumstances of the “War of Liberation,” they were even allowed to extend these roles into the “patriotic public sphere.” Much as in Revolutionary France, where with the introduction of the levée en masse in August 1793 women were expected to become “republican mothers,” in Prussia during the wars of 1813–15 they were expected to become “patriotic mothers.”39 The organized nursing of sick and wounded soldiers, in particular, was thus accepted and acknowledged as an appropriate area of female endeavor. A song that a “wounded warrior” dedicated “respectfully and gratefully to the women’s association of Breslau,” published in March 1814 in the military newspaper Preußische Feldzeitung, stated accordingly:
Our women long not
for murderous melee, nor savage warrior vengeance,
Yet zeal for the good cause
Dwells in their gentle breast.


A band of noble women,
Calms the warrior’s pain with mother love
Oh, let us build them a lasting monument
In gratitude-filled hearts!40


The acceptance of organized forms of female patriotism in the public arena beyond medical care, such as involvement in a patriotic women’s association or the dedication of a military banner, was, however, generally less unanimous, since they were harder to reconcile with prevailing ideas about the gender order than individual forms of “patriotic motherliness.” Certainly, in Prussia, the princesses of the royal family themselves had called on women to organize wartime charity work in women’s patriotic associations. Their engagement found support above all in the high government and military circles that were responsible for organizing the war and for ensuring that it enjoyed sufficient support – especially financial and organizational – at home. Broad segments of the patriotic-national press likewise welcomed the activities of the women’s associations and promoted their work by printing appeals and reports. From the beginning, though, there was also resistance, expressed less in published opinion than in daily practice at the local level. Men in the lower echelons of the military and civilian administration, in particular, resented the women’s associations that were active in war relief as competitors. This resentment is evident in various local conflicts over areas of responsibility and rights of control in the fields of nursing care or relief for widows and orphans.41
Regardless of these differences, the press emphasized over and over that female involvement in the public sphere could be tolerated only because the “fatherland is in peril.” With this stereotypically repeated phrase, contemporaries attempted to reconcile the demands that the new form of “people’s war” made on civilian society with the prevailing ideas of a bourgeois gender order that referred women to the private sphere. There was, accordingly, a broad consensus that the “separate spheres” of the two sexes should be reestablished as quickly as possible after the war. An article in the Deutsche Blätter of January 1814 entitled “A Few Words on the Relationship of German Women to Present Events in the World” offered the characteristic argument:
Destined for the smaller circle of domestic life, women are excluded from the business of state and from public fame. [...] Be that as it may, there are moments when women, too, may not be refused a lively participation in public affairs, moments when the interests of all humanity hang in the balance, and when they, too, as an important segment of humanity, are called upon to be more than idle spectators. And verily! The present is just such a moment! For the great struggle that shakes Europe and grips the most hidden private life in its mighty movements serves no mere political end. The independence of peoples, national honor, the faith and manners of our forefathers, these are the sacred goods for which we fight, and which the one sex must hold just as dear as the other.42


When the “fatherland was in peril” – during wartime – women and men alike were expected to demonstrate unconditional patriotism. As part of the Volk family, women could legitimately participate in patriotic relief efforts because the exceptional conditions of a society at war demanded it.43 After the wars, however, they had to relinquish all public activities outside the home and support the demobilization of society by healing the physical and mental wounds of their returning “warriors” and by “re-civilizing” them.
This was an expectation placed not just on the mothers and wives of soldiers, but also on young unmarried women. After the war, they were to wed only those men who had proven their ability to protect “home and hearth” and thus their masculinity by participating in battle. The stereotypical phrase was that “German maidens” must not marry cowards.44 If they were already engaged, they must honor their promise of marriage even if their fiancés returned as invalids incapable of fulfilling their duties as family breadwinners. In such cases it was no disgrace for a woman to support her family, for he remained a hero and a real man, having demonstrated his masculinity in battle. The poem “The Prussian Lass to her Beloved,” which appeared in the Zeitung für die elegante Welt in June 1814, describes this demand as follows:
Gladly shall I keep my vow:
Do thy duty for God and fatherland,
At the altar I’ll give you my hand,
Be thou crippled or even deformed.


Canst thou not support thy loyal wife
She shall feed thee all thy life.
Happily we do without,
but never abandon what our heart desired.45


Like other poems, this one was not only intended to remind women of their specific postwar duties, but also served to assure homecoming wounded and disabled soldiers that they would be returning to the safety of a family, surrounded by female love and care.46
Unlike the men who went off to fight, women could expect no recompense for supporting the war effort and for their selfless activities in wartime und postwar charity. There were only very occasional calls for their commitment to be honored on a par with military service, for example in the article “On a German Domestic Affair and Question of Honor,” which appeared in the Schlesische Provinzialblätter in March 1815: “Recent history offers an outstanding example of a patriotism that gripped almost the entire female sex, and Germany, our liberated fatherland, must honor the sacrifices that its worthy daughters made for this liberation no less than the heroism of its sons.”47 The overwhelming message the press conveyed to women who were active during and after the war was that their most important “reward” was the knowledge that they had done their duty. A poem that appeared on 16 March 1816 in the Berlinische Nachrichten, which was dedicated to an “honest woman by the sick and wounded warriors, now healed,” whom “she had cared for, nursed and revived,” accordingly stressed:
Thou shalt find the reward in thy own breast,
filled with the consciousness of noble deeds fulfilled,
and civic virtue will weave thee a wreath
of oak leaves and branches evergreen,
Which salute thy glory more than ribbon and star.48


Soon after the war, a process of suppressing and forgetting active female patriotism began. The press mentioned the achievements of the patriotic women’s organizations ever less frequently. One of the few publications that tried to remedy this development was the sole important women’s newspaper in existence after the war, the Allgemeine deutsche Frauen-Zeitung, which appeared between 1816 and 1818. It regularly printed extensive accounts honoring and recalling women’s patriotic wartime activities.49 In September 1818, the paper published a vigorous defense of the patriotic activities of the women’s associations against their detractors. All of the accusations that this series of three articles sought to refute revolved around a single point: Women’s patriotic involvement had overstepped the boundary between the sexes and with it the limits of decency and morality. Women had been so presumptuous as to claim the masculine right to act in the public arena, doing so out of “petty passions” – “vanity” and a “desire for glory.” This, patriotic women’s detractors asserted, was demonstrated by the continuation of their involvement after the wars had ended. It was now high time to end all public activities by women.50 With such arguments the male leadership in politics and the military, supported by the press, attempted to stabilize the gender order of postwar society. Parallel to the process of suppressing and forgetting active female patriotism, the disbanding of the patriotic women’s associations began. Most patriotic women’s associations ended their work in 1815–16. Only one in ten survived, mainly as general charitable associations.51 In Berlin the only important association to continue its work for a substantial period after the war – until 1844 – was the Female Charitable Association, which remained dedicated to poor relief.52
Nevertheless, through their engagement, the women who founded the first patriotic women’s associations between 1813 and 1815 in Prussia and other parts of Germany established a lasting pattern of patriotic-national female activism that could be transferred from war to peacetime. Members of later patriotic-national women’s groups acknowledged this achievement, referring to the tradition of the patriotic women’s associations of 1813–15. The Patriotic Women’s Association founded in 1867, for instance, stated that it sought to “continue what the associations of 1813 began.” It vowed to “perform volunteer nursing like our valiant predecessors from the great epoch of the German awakening.” In order to be ready, it aimed “to make extensive preparations for war during peacetime.”53
The history of the patriotic women’s associations is remarkable from two perspectives. It not only shows that wars conducted as “national wars” with conscript armies made it necessary from the very beginning to mobilize the largest possible number of both soldiers and civilians, but also reveals the close links between the beginnings of patriotic women’s activism and the phenomenon of the “national war.” The exceptional situation created by such a war opened up a new sphere of patriotic public activity for women, initially primarily for those of the upper middle class and aristocracy. To put it another way, the organized opportunity for participation in the public arena open to women during the wars was mainly a product of the new form of mass warfare legitimated by national ideology that required broad civilian support and therefore encouraged patriotic-national activism by broader social strata than ever before. In retrospect, the forms of German women’s patriotic activism developed during the period of the wars of 1813–15, as well as the ideological terms in which they were legitimated, prove to have been highly influential. Images of the self-sacrificing “heroic mother,” the “soldier’s wife” and the “warrior’s sweetheart” as well as the “magnanimous nurse” outlined the fields of endeavor in the valorous Volk family that would be assigned to German women and girls in later national wars up to the Second World War.
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10 De/Mobilizing Society
Patriotic-National Celebrations and Rituals

In his 1810 book German Folkdom, Friedrich Ludwig Jahn presents his extensive suggestions for the formation of a German “folk culture” under the heading “folk sensibility” (Volksgefühl).1 For him, the “language of signs” spoken by “festivities, ceremonies and customs,” was a “language of the heart,” a “need of man, who recognizes the spiritual more purely in a mediating symbol.” This language comes “to the aid of memory,” because it creates a “lasting effect of constant realization.”2 Jahn perfectly understood the importance of emotions for the cultural construction of a nation, and the central role that ceremonies, rituals and symbols played in this process. He and many other patriots therefore intensively discussed the development of a patriotic-national festival culture in the context of the debate over the best forms of mobilization for war that began after the defeat of 1806–07.
The suggestions they made for this patriotic-national festival culture were a mix of old traditions and new ideas.3 Early modern European monarchies had used ceremonies and rituals to display and increase their political power and prestige. The king’s coronation, his birthday or important battlefield victories were typically celebrated with grand festivals. Military parades in splendid dress uniforms became a part of these ceremonies when early modern states introduced standing armies and the drilling of soldiers became commonplace. Churches were often used for state-ordered services of intercession and thanksgiving during and after wars, and eighteenth-century Prussia and Germany were no exception in this regard.4 In the 1770s and 1780s, however, a novel discourse emerged in Central Europe and elsewhere. Enlightened reformers proposed a refashioning of the public festival culture, which they now understood as part of “national culture.” They believed that such celebrations could be used to foster patriotism and a feeling of national belonging among the population.5 Revolutionary France was the first state to demonstrate vividly the potential of a state-organized festival culture for national mobilization in the early 1790s, and in the following years it became a model for others, even its enemies.6
The suggestions for promoting a national spirit, self-sacrifice and the willingness to defend one’s country with the aid of festivals, rituals and symbols that Jahn and other patriots presented before and during the wars of 1813–15 were adopted on a wide scale. The National Festival of the Germans, held for the first time on 18 and 19 October 1814 to commemorate the decisive victory over Napoleon in the Battle of Nations at Leipzig, was only the largest and best-known national festival. Historians consider it to be the “matrix of German national festivals in the nineteenth century.”7 This festival is well studied, but many smaller patriotic celebrations have gone unnoticed. In this chapter I explore some of these smaller celebrations and rituals held throughout Germany. The focus is first on induction ceremonies for volunteers and militiamen and flag consecrations for their units. Then I examine thanksgiving and victory celebrations. All these ceremonies helped to promote patriotism and self-sacrifice. Afterwards, I explore peace festivals and festivities marking the homecoming of militiamen and volunteers, which played an important role in their symbolic reintegration into the community of “peaceful and law-abiding citizens” and the cultural demobilization of society after the war had ended. In Prussia, the government or the military mandated many of these festivals and rituals; several others were initiated independently on a local level by municipalities, the clergy and the citizenry, or spontaneously celebrated by the population. Patriotic-national festival culture was particularly well developed in the Prussian monarchy, but similar ceremonies and festivities were organized in other German territorial states as well, especially in the north and west.8
Patriotic-national festival culture will be analyzed as both a collective practice and a medium of the political discourse of the time. Three questions frame my analysis, which takes the form of “thick description”9: first, how did the festival culture represent the imagined nation; second, how did these representations attempt to mold patriotic-national emotions, especially the feeling of belonging and community; and third, what importance did these emotions have for the formation of the collective memory of the wars of 1813–15? The theoretical and methodological reflections of cultural historians – who since the mid-1990s have paid increasing attention to the significance of emotions for the formation of a national political culture and national identity – are helpful for this analysis.10 They have studied what genuinely constitutes “national sensibility” and how such cultural practices and representations as festivals, rituals and symbols could be used to produce, heighten, direct and synchronize it. The scholarship demonstrates that celebrations, rituals and symbols do more than simply help to form collective identities by combining textual, visual and material language with cultural practices and allowing for the active participation of individuals and groups; they also shape collective memories.11 They have the potential to work in this way because of their intermediality, which ensures the successful construction of emotionally charged collective memories, and their potential to be transferred from one situation to another.12 It is therefore no coincidence that festivities, ceremonies, rituals and symbols play a pivotal role in the “public policy of memory” of states and their military institutions. Uniforms, medals and flags are important patriotic, national and military symbols, and are inextricably connected with the rituals and festivities in which they are used. They are a central part of patriotic-national as well as military culture. Their concrete meanings, however, can only be understood in a specific historical context, since like other cultural signs they are constantly being reconstructed, although they can retain fairly consistent connotations over long periods of time.13
What most of this scholarship tends to overlook, however, is that the form and content of festivities, ceremonies, rituals and symbols are frequently not merely organized along class lines, but also highly gendered. Gender images proved to be crucial not only in the discursive construction of patriotic-national ideologies and collective identities, but also in the creation of a national or military culture, in the mobilization for war, the demobilization after war and the commemoration of war.14 Class and gender differences will therefore be major aspects of the following analysis.15
Induction Ceremonies for Volunteers and Militiamen
Even before the introduction of universal conscription, Prussian patriots had discussed how an induction ritual for conscripts could be used to encourage the idea of arming the people and to create unity and comradeship among men from very different social strata. The proposals Ernst Moritz Arndt offered in his February 1813 pamphlet What Are the Reserves and the Militia? proved to be most influential for the form taken by this ritual. In this very widely disseminated text, Arndt recommends that an induction ceremony be organized for the militia in each of Prussia’s provincial districts:
Once the young men of a district are assembled, a solemn worship service will be held and it will be explained to the youths what war more generally and what war for the fatherland and against the French means, and that they are a far better and nobler people than the French, and thus must not suffer the latter to remain their masters; they will be told and admonished that their own land was once fortunate and glorious, and that it will become so again by their virtue and honesty; they will be reminded that dying for the fatherland is high praise in Heaven and on earth, and speeches, prayers and sacred and military songs will ignite loyalty, glory and virtue in their hearts.16


At the end of the ceremony the young men would swear a “precious and stalwart oath.” To intensify the community-creating emotions, Arndt advised that this oath be taken “in a large company,” so “that several hundred or thousand swear at the same time.” On this occasion the militia’s flags would also be consecrated “with Christian prayer and earnest devotion.”17 The rhetoric Arndt suggested was very typical of the time, as was the Christian symbolism he proposed for the induction ceremony.
Contemporary press reports suggest that the organizers of most induction ceremonies – the local authorities, the military and the Protestant churches – followed Arndt’s recommendations. One of the first and best-documented ceremonies was the induction of the Lützowers, which took place near Breslau on 28 March 1813. The Preussische Correspondent gives a vivid description:
At twilight, the assembled corps arrived at the church in Rogau, which was brightly illuminated by candles and torchlight. Martial music welcomed them. The choir struck up a heart-lifting chorale penned especially for the occasion by Körner, and Luther’s powerful hymn ‘A Mighty Fortress is our God!’ With concise words spoken from the steps of the altar, the pastor reminded the assembled company of the duties of the warrior, the dangers of war, admonishing each to fulfill the former loyally and face the latter with courage. The soldiers then shouted as in one voice: ‘We swear it!’ and the pastor knelt down before God, loudly calling upon Him to ‘Save the fatherland’ and ‘Lead the warriors to victory or death!’ The warriors then raised their hands to Heaven and swore steadfast loyalty unto death to God, king and fatherland. The quiet, devout emotion of all those assembled poured forth in rivers of tears.18


The account portrays the ceremony, which involved a thousand volunteers, as a regional-patriotic event in which the soldiers vowed to fight for “God, king and fatherland.” Only the reference to Theodor Körner explicitly indicates the ceremony’s German-national orientation, which reflected the composition of the unit. In his “Song for the Solemn Consecration of the Royal Prussian Free Corps,” which was part of the ceremony, Körner describes the war against Napoleon as the “German people’s sanctified struggle for freedom.”19 Autobiographical recollections of the ceremony more strongly emphasize its German-national character. At the same time, these texts document the gender dimension of a ceremony that constituted an initiation ritual in which young men were transformed into soldiers. The oath was correspondingly taken not just at the altar, and thus before God, but also on the swords of the officers, the symbols par excellence of martial masculinity. Battle-tested sword-bearers and experienced soldiers administered the oath to the fledgling warriors and introduced them to their new role.20 The degree to which sacred, patriotic-national, military and gender elements mingled and reinforced one another in the ceremony by arousing or heightening powerful emotions among the participants is evident in a letter Körner wrote on 30 March 1813 to his friend Henriette von Pereira in Vienna:
After the singing of a song of my own composition, the local pastor gave a powerful and moving sermon, leaving not a dry eye. At last he had us swear the oath. [...] We swore. Thereupon he fell to his knees and begged God’s blessing for his warriors. By the Almighty, it was a moment when the consecration of the dead trembled aflame in every breast, when every heart beat heroically.21


The induction of the Lützow volunteers was not the only ceremony to have such an emotional effect. Other accounts also describe the company as so moved that they were “overcome” by their feelings and wept copiously. In this Romantic period, men were still permitted and indeed expected to develop strong feelings for their country and could display them publicly without embarrassment.22 Christian rhetoric and symbolism played an important role in fueling the emotions of the ceremony. Religion, too, was not yet viewed as primarily feminine.23
Most of the induction ceremonies – which became common for volunteers and militias, first in the old Prussian territories and shortly thereafter in the liberated northern and western regions of Germany – proceeded along similar lines. Organized by the provincial district administration and the military in cooperation with local church parishes, the ceremonies typically began with the militia inductees marching up to the church. The ringing of the church bells announced the ceremony itself, which took place either on the square in front of the church or inside, before the altar. Framed by patriotic-religious songs, the sermon and the communal oath were the main focus. The ceremonies were public and seem to have generated great interest everywhere. When the induction took place in the unit’s home district, which was the rule for the militia, it was attended not just by the immediate family but also by an extensive network of kin and friends. The local authorities and clergy were always represented, and the program invariably featured a parade by the town’s citizen guard.24
The ceremonies for volunteers and militias differed mainly in three respects: the militia ceremonies were far more rooted in the regional community; their political orientation was regional-patriotic, not German-national like most volunteer ceremonies; and the recruits frequently lacked the enthusiasm of the volunteers.25 Accounts of the militia induction ceremonies rarely mention enthusiasm for war. Instead, they frequently stress the “quiet and earnest” mood of the militiamen who were taking the oath.26 This may well have reflected the fact that many of them served only reluctantly. The military leadership, local authorities and clergy thus used the induction ceremonies to remind militia recruits in no uncertain terms of “men’s sacred duty to defend the fatherland.”27
The induction ceremonies for new recruits developed into an important military ritual. In its regional-patriotic version, the ritual persisted after the wars for all new conscripts of the Prussian army and later, with a more German-national and monarchic orientation, in the German Empire. The ceremonies continued to serve the purpose of attuning conscripts to military service, helping to create comradeship among soldiers and communicating the idea of “heroic death for the fatherland” to the young men.
Flag Consecrations
The actors in the induction ceremonies were exclusively male. As a rule, women attended the events as mere spectators. Even in the symbolic repertoire of these ceremonies, they had no place. The only exceptions were those associated with flag consecrations. In these rituals women played a central part as flag embroiderers.28 This is evident from a report in the Deutsche Blätter that describes an induction ceremony for 950 volunteers held on 25 January 1814 in Düsseldorf. The town was the capital of the newly created general governorate between Weser and Rhine. Under the direction of the governor-general, the event, with “many thousands” of participants, took place before and inside the city’s largest church. After the swearing of the oath at the end of the usual ritual, “young female citizens of Elberfeld,” a nearby town, presented the flag and banner they had made for the volunteers. The governor-general “introduced the standard- and flag-bearers to the noble donors from whose hands they received this symbol of public spirit,” then a Catholic priest and two Protestant ministers jointly consecrated the flag.29 During the war, cooperative efforts by Protestant and Catholic clergy were typical in regions with a large Catholic population, such as the Rhineland or Silesia. Propaganda stressed the common ground among German Christians to create unity.30
In 1813–14 presentations of the flag by girls and women took place not just in Prussia but also throughout central, northern and western Germany. Usually, members of the local patriotic women’s organization initiated the embroidering of a flag. The younger members of these associations in particular were eager to support their volunteering brothers, fiancés and friends with an embroidered flag.31 A song written by a Dresden association of “skilled embroideresses from the upper ranks of the citizenry” illuminates their motives. This patriotic women’s association “embroidered flags for the militia as well as the volunteers’ banner” and presented them in solemn flag consecration ceremonies in various Saxon towns.32 The song, dedicated to the Banner of the Saxon Volunteers, begins

What you have kept so long enclosed in silent hearts,
Is now fulfilled! – The laurels have sprouted!
The free banner of the Saxons waves!
Receive it from your sisters, all you dear ones,
With utmost ardor, as it passes
From our hands to yours!33


The flag embroiderers here portray themselves as “sisters” alongside their fighting “brothers.” In so doing, they remain within the highly gendered imagery of the nation as a valorous Volk family, in which girls and young women were assigned the role of the “hero’s sister” and “warrior’s bride.”34 When they handed over the flag, they publicly demonstrated their willing acceptance of this role, but they expected their “brothers” and “sweethearts” to do their complementary patriotic duty as volunteers. The flag was meant to fire them on and “guide” their “youthful steps | To great and daring manly deeds” that would prove them to be capable protectors and thus good future husbands.35 With the flag, the young women symbolically accompanied the “heroic lads,” remained united with them in spirit, spurred them on to battle and inspired them to defend the flag to their last drop of blood.
It was primarily women and girls of the middle classes who embroidered flags for the newly formed volunteer and militia units and presented them in the context of consecration ceremonies.36 Through this activity they could express their solidarity with the war’s patriotic-national aims. At the same time, by claiming a place at the center of the induction ceremonies, they also symbolically asserted a central role in the “valorous fatherland.” The work of embroidery and the public presentation of the flag were unmistakably associated with the message that women considered themselves to be part of the “nation at arms,” attentively observed national affairs and the progress of the war and played their part in victory.
The significance of the embroidering, presentation and consecration of the flags and banners derived from their function as political and military symbols. Into the nineteenth century, flags, along with signal instruments, were the most important means of leading the infantry and cavalry during combat. They served as rallying points for the troops and were deployed as identifiers and directional signs. On the battlefield they communicated orders and enabled soldiers to organize their lines in the heat of a skirmish. In addition to their purely utilitarian value, flags possessed a symbolic power that reflected their importance in crisis situations as emblems that could encourage wavering troops to attack. A flag thus represented not simply a unit’s identity but chiefly its “spirit” and glory. Regimental flags, which usually incorporated the insignia of the state, were granted only by the monarch as sovereign and supreme military commander. The act of bestowing a flag was at once an expression of his military and political sovereignty and an acknowledgment of extraordinary military achievements, first and foremost courage and unbending loyalty. Every regiment of the Prussian standing army possessed at least one traditional flag, which in peacetime was kept in the quarters of the regimental commander. All members of the regiment took an oath to follow this flag during battle no matter what happened. The honor of a troop unit was tightly linked with the fate of its flag. To be chosen as flag-bearer was thus considered a special distinction and entailed serious responsibility, for the loss of the regimental flag was deemed to be a disgrace to the entire regiment.37
Only when viewed against this background does the political nature of the act of women and girls presenting a flag to newly formed volunteer and militia units become clear. In so doing, they not only assumed a role reserved for the monarch but also, by handing over a flag to the volunteers and militiamen before they had proven themselves in battle, placed untried units on the same footing as the experienced and trusted troops of the standing army. From the viewpoint of the government and the military, this act represented a double sacrilege. The Prussian king thus sought as early as April 1813 to squelch the quickly spreading custom of dedicating flags to militia and volunteer units by banning it.38 When this measure failed, he reinforced the prohibition on 11 May 1813 with a royal cabinet order:
I cannot grant the petition to provide the militia with flags. [...] In days to come I shall award flags to such militia brigades as cover themselves with glory through courage and determination in the face of the foe; I deem the subject to be too sacred, however, to permit ladies to give flags to the militia. This privilege must be reserved solely for the government, and you are thus instructed to reject all relevant requests in accordance with this view of the matter.39


In order, however, to recognize and honor the “loyal disposition” that women expressed in the flags they embroidered, the king simultaneously authorized the preservation of all military flags in the churches “as mementoes of the universal enthusiasm for the good cause.”40
The ban on presenting flags to individual troop units did not prevent patriotic-minded women and girls from continuing to dedicate embroidered flags. It apparently seemed to them no less honorable to have their flags preserved in the local church as a memorial to the attainment of “national independence and autonomy.” When the presentation and consecration of a flag occurred separately from an induction ceremony, the female flag donors even became the center of attention. Walking with the town’s citizen guard and local notables in the parade of honor, they carried the flag to the church and held it during the act of consecration at the altar.41
Since the middle-class public clearly could not imagine a military formation without a flag, and since volunteers and militiamen felt that a newly established unit without its own flag would be inferior to the standing army, the king announced in the same royal cabinet order of 11 May 1813 that, when the war ended, he would recognize those militia brigades that had distinguished themselves by granting them a flag. Because he nevertheless received repeated petitions to grant a flag, he reiterated this pledge in his “Army Order for the Four Army Corps” of 1 October 1813.42 The pressure to recognize the militias’ “bravery” with a flag during the war was so powerful that only one month after the first French surrender on 30 May 1814, when the war of 1813–14 officially ended, the king issued an order to grant flags to all new militia units, “with the exception of those that have either not faced the enemy or only participated in blockades or have not taken part in decisive battles.”43 The manufacture of flags and their accoutrements proved so time-intensive, however, that it was not until September 1815, two months after the end of the second war, that militia regiments officially received their flags.
Typical of the postwar flag-consecration ceremonies was the program of the Second Silesian Militia infantry regiment in Glewitz, described in the 27 March 1816 issue of the Schlesische Privilegierte Zeitung. First, the flag was nailed to a flagpole in the market square before a large audience that included “the most respected inhabitants of the town.” This task was performed “by the officer corps and the troops chosen for this duty from each rank and company.” Afterward, the military and civil authorities dined together at a local inn, “while breakfast was also distributed among the remaining troops on the market square.” The regiment’s “unforgettable day” – as the article stresses – ended with a ball “in which the notables of the town cheerfully participated.”44
The official awarding of a flag was an outstanding event for a militia unit. With it, the king acknowledged the bravery and loyalty of the regiment. Since, after the Anti-Napoleonic Wars, the patriotic-minded elites of urban and rural Prussia continued to regard the militia as a form of “arming the people,” the act of consecrating the flag was, at least in the first postwar years, less a military celebration than a patriotic-national event in which the men of a specific region demonstrated not only their devotion to king and fatherland but also their fighting capacity and valor. This changed, however. Like the induction ceremonies for militiamen, flag consecrations continued to be important military rituals in the nineteenth-century Prussian and German armies, but they developed into purely military events. Never again would women have a prominent place in this ritual. Because the government and military administration needed the broad support of the civilian population to fight a war based on the newly introduced universal conscription, they had to make compromises in 1813–14 and respond to public opinion. This was no longer necessary after the victory over Napoleon and the political restoration.
Thanksgiving and Victory Celebrations
In Berlin, the “Wars of Liberation” began as a celebration on 11 March 1813. When Russian troops under General Ludwig Adolph Peter von Sayn-Wittgenstein marched into the city, men, women and children of all ages and classes thronged the streets, cheering as they went to welcome the approaching army. Church bells rang out everywhere, and in the evening the entire city was illuminated, without the usual orders from the municipal government. Berliners remained outdoors far into the night, generously distributing food and drink to their Russian “liberators” and enjoying the festive atmosphere.45
This rousing welcome was the prelude to a whole series of spontaneous celebrations during the wars of 1813–15. Most importantly, the great victories at Leipzig in October 1813 and at Waterloo in June 1815, as well as the first and second capitulations of the French in May 1814 and July 1815, drove people in town and countryside out into the streets and squares to share first their hopes and later their relief, gratitude and joy.46 Usually they celebrated not just the victory of their own army but that of the whole coalition, because they were aware that only by fighting together had the allies been able to defeat Napoleon’s army. One example of the many spontaneous victory celebrations in the countryside is depicted in a letter of 20 April 2014 by Marie Helene von Kügelgen, wife of the history and portrait painter Gerhard von Kügelgen, who taught at the Dresden Academy of Arts. Together with her husband and children she had left French-occupied Dresden in the spring of 1813 and found refuge during the war in the small Altenburg village of Hummelshain. In the letter, written to her parents and siblings, she describes the reaction to the news of victory:
When news of the peace reached us, the entire village longed to offer shared thanks to God in church, but unfortunately the pastor had traveled to a neighboring town and the schoolmaster was not there. [...] In the evening, however, all the villagers gathered, carrying small lanterns, under the two great linden trees before the house of v. Ziegesar [the local forestry official]. His huntsmen played the melodies of the songs of thanksgiving very finely, and young and old sang from their hearts. Never has anything touched me more. [...] In the meantime, the pastor had arrived and now suddenly stood among his flock, who reverently gathered close around him, and under the twinkling stars he recited a prayer of thanksgiving. Now all the people processed to the highest point of a field, which is surrounded by woods and full of echoes, and here sang their Te Deum, and after each verse a salvo was shot and the reverberations rang wonderfully round the woods, like majestic thunder. Ah, all of Europe rejoices with us.47


This description resembles many others and shows the pronounced need people felt to thank God for the victories achieved and to give thanks for the peace. The religiosity of many seems to have been so strong that there was a profound and general feeling that, as the clergymen preached from the pulpits, victory over the French had been possible only with God’s help. Clearly, even well beyond the narrow circle of patriots, perceptions and experience corresponded to the propagated image of the struggle for liberation from Napoleon as a “holy war.”
The thanksgiving and victory celebrations ordered by the Prussian government after great victories and after the peace treaties of 1814 and 1815, which were announced in the newspapers, thus met a public need.48 At all of the thanksgiving services, which were modeled on the traditional ceremony developed during the eighteenth century, a long ringing of church bells was followed by a sermon of thanksgiving; then the Te Deum was sung and a collection taken up for the “wounded defenders of the fatherland.” The state-sanctioned religious service was usually embedded in a civilian ceremony and, on many occasions, a military celebration as well. These events were often preceded by a parade of the town’s citizen guards or the marksmen’s guild, and culminated in an evening banquet and ball for the local elite and neighborhood dances for the rest of the community. Contemporary press reports from cities and towns in Prussia and other parts of northern and western Germany confirm this unvarying program of thanksgiving and victory celebrations. Even the tiniest villages did their best to mount suitable festivities.49 In Prussian ceremonies, with their strongly regional-patriotic orientation, the religious and monarchic aspects were in the foreground. They were to offer proper thanks for divine aid while strengthening the faithful’s piety, trust in God and spirit of self-sacrifice, but also to celebrate the leaders of state and army, in Prussia especially Friedrich Wilhelm III as the victorious father of the country. The military parades by local garrison troops and citizen guards represented manly valor far from the front. Even in his absence, the Prussian king, as the “heroic general and beloved father of his country,” was always honored with hurrahs, songs and poems. Furthermore, they reminded the congregations that it was their task to help to heal the wounds of the wars with charitable donations. Collections to benefit the victims of the war were ordered to demonstrate the communal nature of war relief.50
Everywhere the same people – local authorities and church leaders – organized thanksgiving and victory celebrations. Their prominent role in these events demonstrated their position of power in the social hierarchy. In garrison towns the local military leadership was also involved. Thus, the visible actors were always men. Women were present mainly as spectators in the streets, as members of the church choirs and congregations or as participants in the evening balls or community dances. The patriotic women’s associations were frequently active in preparing the festivities, however. They arranged the decoration of streets, squares and halls, and supervised the preparation of festival banquets. In addition, they were often responsible for collecting donations for sick, wounded and disabled soldiers or for war widows and orphans. Yet the official programs of such ceremonies never mentioned these important contributions by women.
Whereas the spontaneous thanksgiving and victory celebrations included the entire population and represented an image of the nation as a community of the people that encompassed all social strata and both sexes, the official ceremonies presented Prussia and the other territorial states as monarchical states with the king at the top. They reflected the hierarchical, male-dominated structure of the state, its administration, army and churches. It is therefore not surprising that the rituals and symbols of the official thanksgiving and victory celebrations helped shape the monarchic tradition of similar ceremonies held in Prussia and other German states during and after the wars between 1866 and 1871 that led to German unification.51
Peace Festivals and the Homecoming of Volunteers and Militiamen
The spontaneous festivities organized to celebrate the peace and welcome homecoming volunteer detachments and militia regiments more closely resembled unplanned thanksgiving and victory celebrations, and assumed the character of a Volksfest, a popular fair or festival.52 The mothers and fathers, wives and sweethearts, children and neighbors of the returning soldiers welcomed their “liberators and heroes” home from the front. In these events women and men played equally significant roles, which indicates the complementary importance of the home front. The peace and welcome festivities were not ordered by the state but initiated by the municipalities. There was no model of earlier celebrations for the organizers to use, and the programs were consequently far less ritualized.53
The festivities that were held in and around the Prussian capital of Berlin to mark the return of the first volunteer corps on 5 July 1814 were one widely reported example. The events began with several squadrons of the municipal militia riding out to meet the returning units at the village of Schöneberg, half an hour’s ride from the city, where they formed an honor guard. Berliners followed their example and left the city to stand along the road where their sons, brothers, husbands and friends would soon be marching.54 The “motley throng” took the homecoming soldiers into their midst and joined the columns.55 “Nearly all of the fair sex, without distinction of estate,” bore flowers and wreaths “with which they strewed the path and adorned the volunteer troops.” Groups of white-clad young girls had “set themselves up in a semi-circle” in the road to throw wreathes of oak and laurel leaves over the troops as they marched by.56 In the village of Schöneberg, where garlands were suspended over the streets, as they were along the entire route to and in Berlin, the princes, generals and majors as well as the commander of the city militia awaited the volunteers and placed themselves at the head of the procession. A company of the marksmen’s guild had taken up position at the festively decorated Potsdam Gate, which marked the entrance to Berlin. A deputation from the municipal government welcomed the detachment there. One member gave a solemn speech and thanked the returning soldiers “in the name of the city and the fatherland.” More than a hundred “daughters of Berlin” from every social stratum, all “dressed in white garments with roses in their streaming hair,” completed the delegation and “presented the young warriors with flowers, wreaths and poems.” A choir sang “Hail to Thee in Victor’s Crown,” and “the dense throng of spectators joined in and shouted one ‘Hail to the King’ after another.”57 Then began the solemn entry into the capital, in the “strictest military order,” which the relatives of the members of the volunteer unit soon disrupted. Everyone was jumbled together, “overcome with joy and happiness.”58 The streets were full of people waving scarves from their windows and tossing flowers down onto the passing troops. In the evening the “young heroes” were invited to a performance at the Schauspielhaus, the main local theater, followed by a “peace banquet” sponsored by the municipal government and town councilors and attended by the “city’s highest military and civilian authorities.” Berliners spontaneously illuminated their windows.59
Press accounts suggest that everywhere in Prussia and other regions of northern and western Germany, the reception of the volunteers and militiamen who began returning home in July 1814 turned into joyful celebrations. Such rejoicing was, however, largely reserved for volunteers and militiamen – the ordinary male citizens who had fought “to defend their fatherland.” One finds scarcely any press reports of similarly enthusiastic homecomings for regular army units. The most notable exception was the celebration marking the “Solemn Entry of His Majesty the King and the Berlin Royal Guards” on 7 August 1814. The centerpiece of this official event, in which the royal guards were welcomed as representatives of the entire army of the line, was a large and brilliant military parade, which demonstrated the might of the army and the king as its commander-in-chief.60 After the second war in 1815, the newspapers only sporadically reported on larger ceremonies to welcome the volunteers and militiamen who returned in the autumn and winter of that year. They simply noted that the approaching troops were warmly received everywhere.61 This striking difference between 1814 and 1815 may be attributed first of all to the fact that the second, shorter, military campaign was largely conducted with troops of the line. In addition, the general development of political restoration had caused patriotic enthusiasm to wane significantly since autumn 1814.
Wherever homecoming celebrations were held in 1814 or 1815, a central component was a large group of young girls, dressed in the white “national costume” and crowned with flowers, who presented the returning soldiers with bouquets and oak or laurel wreaths as well as poems. To dress in the white, “modestly” tailored “German gown” was one of the few ways in which girls and young women could actively participate in patriotic-national festivities and become a visible part of the public sphere. By wearing their “national costume,” they could publicly demonstrate their patriotism and support for the “War of Liberation.”62 The ritual surrender of wreaths by girls dressed in white dramatized the image – widely propagated in poetry and paintings of the time – of the “German maiden” who wove a wreath of German oak leaves for the victorious returning “heroic lad” and bestowed it on him publicly as a symbol of his valor.63 The message associated with this ritual was that the fiancée, as an “honorable German girl,” had “kept herself chaste and modest” and would now fulfill her promise, made at the beginning of the war, to give her hand in marriage only to a man who had proved himself a “protector and defender of home and fatherland” and thus a suitable husband.64
The young women who participated in these festivities were well aware of the symbolism of their public appearance. At the same time, it had a very personal significance for many of them, such as Agnes Perthes, the eldest daughter of the well-known Hamburg publisher and bookseller Friedrich Perthes. In her 1864 memoirs she describes her emotions at the entry of the Hanseatic Legion on 30 June 1814 in Hamburg.65 Then 16 years old, she was among the white-clad maidens who welcomed the homecoming volunteers, eagerly anticipating the return of her fiancé, her cousin Wilhelm Perthes:66

Many young girls gathered at our house and made no secret of their plans to hand a laurel wreath to this one or that one. [...]. All at once – hark, hark – the sounds of the Hanseatic march rang in our ears. This had an electrifying effect on all of the girls. Beet-red [they ran] into the streets, struggled through the ranks, handed over the wreath, pressed hands and saw dear, kindly eyes and ran away again! The officers could scarcely keep order to prevent the entire procession from disintegrating; it had to hold until the town hall.67


Agnes Perthes was overjoyed to find her beloved safe and sound. The symbolic presentation of a laurel wreath to “her” returning hero gave her a public opportunity to express her feelings in a seemly manner. The rejoicing of mothers, wives and sweethearts at the happy reunion with their men, however, did not always correspond to the mood of the men themselves, whose joy was mixed with the pain of separation from their fellow soldiers and fears for the future. Wilhelm Perthes wrote about the same event in his 1844 memoirs, which were based on diaries he kept during the wars:
The occasion for taking up arms was achieved and nothing further could bind me to the soldier’s trade, although it was painful to part from friends and comrades who had honestly shared good days and bad. The battalion and company had been my home for the duration of my service in the field. The separation would have been more difficult still, by the way, had it occurred when all of us still stood together, but when we marched into Hamburg we began at once to dissolve and scatter in all directions.68


The civilian chaos of the joyful welcome, created mainly by the women and girls, thus helped to disperse the male community of the military.
The celebrations to welcome volunteers and militiamen were accompanied by the clear message from authorities and loved ones that those returning home should integrate as quickly as possible into civilian society. This message was expressed with particular clarity in “Song for the Returning Defenders of the Fatherland,” written by the popular poet Matthias Claudius to mark the homecoming of the Hanseatic Legion. The song was soon reprinted in newspapers and disseminated all over Germany.69 What made it so popular, apart from the theme, was the fact that it could be sung to the melody of the extremely well-liked horseman’s song “Up, Comrades, Up, to Horse, to Horse” by Friedrich Schiller, one of the best-known German poets of his era. Claudius’s song begins:
Come, comrades, and dismount your horse!
Lay down your armor now!
In your own home, at your own hearth
There’s no need for arrow and bow.


War is good only in times of need,
Good only for the sake of peace.
Truly blessed will those be
Who earn their bread through industry.


Something else then comes to the fore:
Happiness as in days of yore.
Only domestic bliss is true,
And so again we return to you. [...]


We all return, hand in hand,
Light-hearted and content to our land;
Each man into the rank and trade
That destiny his life has made.70 (Emphasis in the original)


These verses reminded the homecoming volunteers and militiamen of their civic duties and called on them to return to the rules and standards of peacetime society, represented by Claudius as an extended family in which each man performs the work assigned to him by destiny. From the perspective of civilian society, an important postwar task was the “demilitarization” and “civilization” of the hegemonic image of valorous masculinity. The volunteers and militiamen had to become peaceful burghers (Bürger) once again, to appreciate domesticity and accept their generational and social rank. As citizens (Staatsbürger), however, they must remain willing to take up arms whenever necessary, but their foremost duties now were to devote themselves to their obligations as (future) fathers and family breadwinners and to demonstrate their patriotism through active dedication to the common good. The often presumptuous mores and attitudes associated with military service had to be set aside and modest civilian behavior adopted once again.
Claudius’s poem concisely summarizes the message conveyed by the homecoming celebrations for volunteers and militiamen. The festivities expressed symbolically the men’s inevitable social and cultural demobilization. The homeland integrated its returning “warriors” into peacetime society. Particular political concepts of the state and the nation were irrelevant to this transformation. What mattered most was to remind the “defenders of the fatherland” through the symbolic order of the festivities that it was time to bid farewell to the military’s exclusively male “band of brothers” and reintegrate into the gender-mixed Volk family of peacetime. The course taken by the homecoming celebrations signaled the incompatibility between a strictly regulated military order and civilian life. The undisciplined behavior of civilians, especially female relatives, prevented the troops from entering the city in marching order, the symbol par excellence of military discipline. This does not mean that they lacked respect for the military achievements of the returning men. Many may also have shared the expectation that every man would display combat-readiness and, if necessary, defend home and country. In peacetime, however, it was more important for a man to be a caring paterfamilias, a patriotic citizen and a good Prussian or German, who willingly performed his collective and individual manly duties and cultivated an appreciation of his local Heimat, the territorial state in which he lived, and the German nation.71 The parallel message to women was that they should now return to their own domestic and familial duties and assist in the cultural demilitarization of the returning “warriors” in their “cozy homes.” They must therefore give up all public activities, especially their work in the patriotic women’s associations.72
During and after the wars of 1813–15, public ceremonies and rituals became an important part of political and military culture in Prussia and large areas of northern and western Germany.73 They served two main purposes: During the wars their major function was to promote combat-readiness and patriotism and create unity beyond all differences within the nation, and after the wars they fostered cultural demobilization, especially the demilitarization of the returning volunteers and militiamen, who had to be reintegrated into civilian society. Public festivities and ceremonies were so important for both purposes because they were able to facilitate a collective emotional experience that incorporated broad segments of the population well beyond the readership of the daily papers. By deploying music and poems as well as rituals and symbols, they affected the emotions, which were far more crucial to the molding of patriotic-national bonds and cultural demobilization than intellectual arguments.74
Much like the critical examination of the public discourse, a “thick description” of the patriotic-national festivities and ceremonies and their symbolic elements demonstrates that contemporary visions of the state and nation were always shaped by the interplay between gender, class and familial status. The festival culture reflected and visualized the public discourse on nation and war in the print media, but far more than this discourse it emphasized the inclusionary dimensions. Patriotic-national festivities and ceremonies not only lent concrete form to gendered visions of the state and the nation and to the roles assigned to various social groups, generations and both sexes within those visions, but they also allowed participants to experience these visions physically and mentally. The state was presented in these festivities and ceremonies either as an absolutist paternalist monarchy with the splendid sovereign at its helm; a military “community” with the monarch as the “father” and supreme commander of the male fraternity of the army; or as a “band of brothers” composed of citizen-soldiers with the king as primus inter pares. These different representations vividly reflected and transmitted the competing absolutist, enlightened-conservative and generally regional-patriotic or early-liberal and often German-national ideas of the day and the political orders they advocated. At the same time, despite all of these political differences, the nation was consistently envisioned in the ceremonies and rituals as a Volk family. This latter representation created unity beyond all political differences within the nation and, at the same time, a seemingly “natural” hierarchical social and gender order that integrated each subject in a class-, gender- and age-specific way and assigned to each group distinct patriotic duties that differed in war- and peacetime. Thus, the symbolic order of festival culture and the roles that individual social groups and both sexes played in the festivities and ceremonies were crucial because they indicated the position in society that was deemed to be appropriate.75 In this way, the symbolic order simultaneously generated and mirrored the social and gender order of wartime and postwar society.
In these complex ways, festivities and ceremonies not only formed individual perceptions of war, state and nation as well as collective identities, but also shaped collective memory in a process that had already begun during the wars of 1813–15. Historical studies of political and military culture in Germany during the long nineteenth century show that, with their rituals and symbols developed during and after the wars of 1813–15, the many smaller festivals and ceremonies – and not just the National Festival of the Germans – provided a matrix for patriotic-national and military festivities in later decades. Some of the most important and enduring ceremonies, rituals and symbols of political and military culture were created to honor surviving and fallen war heroes. Of particular importance here was the Iron Cross, a medal introduced in Prussia in 1813, and the related cult of death for the fatherland.
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11 Honoring and Commemorating War Heroes
The Cult of Death for the Fatherland

On 22 February 1813, just a month before the official declaration of war on France, Friedrich Wilhelm III ordered the introduction of a “Prussian National Cockade” as an “outward sign” of the “universal expression of loyal patriotism” by all citizens of the state. All honorable men over the age of 20 who lived in Prussia were to wear the black and white cockade on their hats. Any man who refused to do his military service, prevented his male relations from doing so or brought shame upon himself through “cowardice before the enemy” forfeited the honor of wearing the national cockade. He was also threatened with loss of citizenship and exclusion from all state and municipal offices.1 The model for the new national insignia in Prussia was the blue, white and red cockade of Revolutionary France. Educated contemporaries interpreted the Prussian cockade as a “serious and manly” countermodel. Unlike France, where at least in the early phase of the revolution women were also permitted to wear the national cockade, in Prussia it was reserved for men. The surviving accounts are unanimous in depicting the public reaction to this decree as extremely enthusiastic.2 Educated male contemporaries regarded the symbol as a “national insignia” in the colors of the “Prussian nation,” representing patriotism and a masculine willingness to defend the country.3 It seems to have been especially important for contemporaries that all men – king and subjects, noblemen and peasants – were to wear the national cockade. Officers and soldiers were required to affix it to their headgear alongside the Prussian eagle. After the wars against Napoleon, the Prussian army retained the black and white cockade as a national emblem.4
The Prussian national cockade, so popular in its day, has now been forgotten. It went out of date – but not the Iron Cross, the first German medal for bravery in combat that could be awarded to any man, regardless of his social rank. It was introduced by the Prussian monarch in March 1813 parallel to universal conscription and is still considered to be the most important German medal of all. This was once again evident in March 2008, when the German Bundeswehr – 53 years after its foundation – for the first time awarded a decoration “for special gallantry and extraordinary service in combat” to soldiers who had distinguished themselves during war service. The introduction of this military medal reflected the desire of the Bundeswehr, which has taken part in international military interventions since the 1990s, to be able once again to decorate soldiers who have demonstrated valor in combat.5 With this new medal, the Bundeswehr leadership sought to revive the tradition of the Iron Cross that had – with minor stylistic changes – been awarded to soldiers and officers in all Prussian and German wars between 1813 and 1945. The recent introduction of a military decoration similar to the Iron Cross unleashed an intense debate in the German media, political parties and social organizations about the medal’s traditions. Some rejected the Iron Cross because of its misuse during the Third Reich, which led to its ban after 1945, while others considered the Iron Cross to be “wholly unencumbered.” They stressed the medal’s roots in the “tradition of the German Wars of Liberation,” of which Germans could be justifiably proud even today. Therefore, they argued, the tradition of the Iron Cross was worthy of preservation.6 This discussion demonstrates both the enduring significance of the Iron Cross and the role of national memories and their symbolic representations in contemporary politics.
From the beginning, the Iron Cross played an extraordinary role in military culture and the changing “memory politics” that shaped the national commemoration of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.7 In this chapter, I first examine the motivations behind the inauguration of the Iron Cross and the associated rituals and ceremonies that commemorated surviving and fallen war heroes, and then explore the changing meanings attached to the Iron Cross and the associated politics of memory up to the First World War, emphasizing which aspects of the original symbolism disappeared and what remained.8
Manly Honor and Military Medals
On 10 March 1813, only two weeks after the introduction of the national cockade, Friedrich Wilhelm III signed the document establishing the Iron Cross, which was published in the newspapers on 17 March, one day after the declaration of war on France. On the same day the monarch announced the introduction of universal conscription and the organization of a militia.9 The Iron Cross, which was reserved for Prussian and to be bestowed only during wartime. Existing medals and decorations like the Order of the Black and Red Eagle or the Pour le Mérite were suspended until the end of the war in order not to violate the principle of equality. Before 1813, noncommissioned officers and enlisted men in Prussia, as in other German states, could only be awarded a “medal of merit” first and second class.10
The Iron Cross, modeled on the Légion d’Honneur introduced by Napoleon in 1802,11 was not a general order of merit, but was intended solely as a “decoration for gallantry” during the war. Its introduction was part of the extensive reorganization of the Prussian military promoted by the army reformers after the dramatic defeat of 1806–07. As part of this reorganization they also discussed necessary changes to military culture. The system of military honors was one area that they wanted to reform. One of the first articles that forcefully argued for this aim appeared in November 1808 in the journal Minerva. Its function seems to have been to publicize the view of Prussian military reformers who sought to make “honor and patriotism” the chief combat motivation for all soldiers and officers and therefore aimed to recognize even simple conscripts as “men of honor.”12 The anonymous author contended that, should universal conscription be instituted, all soldiers must have equal claims to promotion and to the bestowal of “medals of honor.” He justified his position in the following terms: “Experience has taught us that the soldier of today must no longer be treated as a purely mechanical being if he is to accomplish great and excellent things, but that one must instead influence his mind and make claims upon his sense of honor in order to spur him on to heroic deeds.”13
The idea of a decoration open to all soldiers met with broad approval in military reform circles. The king himself supported it, as is evident from his marginal notes on the “Plan in Preparation for the National Uprising,” which Gneisenau presented to the monarch in August 1811 and which contained the recommendation to establish a “universal medal.”14 This idea was put into practice in the weeks before the war began. Friedrich Wilhelm III provided the following explanation in the deed of foundation:
In the present great catastrophe, in which the fortunes of the fatherland hang in the balance, the powerful sentiment that elevates the nation to such heights deserves to be honored in a very particular way. [...] For that reason we have resolved to distinguish in a particular guise any merits gained in the war now breaking out, either in actual combat with the foe, or in the field or at home, but in connection with this great struggle for freedom and independence, and no longer to bestow this particular distinction after this war.15


The Iron Cross was available in two classes, which were awarded sequentially (that is, one had to have received the second class before being awarded the first), and also in the form of a “Grand Cross” given exclusively to commanding officers for victory in decisive battles or for the capture or protracted defense of a fortress. The document also describes the form of the Iron Cross in some detail:
Both classes have an identical black cast-iron cross edged in silver, the front without inscription, the back with Our initials F. W. and the crown at the top, three oak leaves in the middle and the date 1813 beneath, and both classes are worn in the buttonhole from a black ribbon edged in white where the wearer has distinguished himself in combat with the foe, and from a white ribbon edged in black where this was not the case.16


The new medal had no material value, which, educated contemporaries noted, fittingly reflected the “age of iron.” The monarch bestowed it personally as the sign of royal recognition for the utmost fulfillment of duty to the fatherland. Because this was also possible at the home front, the Prussian monarchy not only introduced an Iron Cross for civilian service by men, but furthermore established a female counterpart to the Iron Cross, the Luisenorden, on 8 August 1814, the king’s birthday, in memory of his wife Queen Luise who had died in July 1810. It was to be awarded to women who had distinguished themselves in patriotic charity, especially in nursing soldiers.17 The fact that the Prussian monarchy introduced a civilian and female counterpart to the military medal indicates recognition of the importance of the support of the home front for the war of 1813–14. The system of newly introduced decorations represents the idea of a valorous Volk family, which is simultaneously inclusive and internally differentiated. The Iron Cross was theoretically available to everybody and at the same time represented clear hierarchies between the service of soldiers and civilians and men and women.
Recipients of the Iron Cross were regularly announced in the press. The soldiers and officers learned of the decorations and honors through the Preußische Feldzeitung, the newspaper produced for the army by Prussian headquarters.18 During the wars of 1813–15 the Grand Cross was awarded six times, the Iron Cross First Class 635 times and Second Class 16,070 times for military merit. The king bestowed the Iron Cross First Class twice for civilian service during wartime, and the Second Class 374 times. In addition, 166 women received the Luisenorden. The Iron Cross was awarded to a large number of noncommissioned officers and soldiers (approximately 1 in 20 received an Iron Cross), but some 24 percent of the medal holders were officers. The decorated noncombatants were mainly government ministers and high-ranking civil servants as well as many doctors in the military medical corps. The women were almost exclusively leading noble and upper-middle-class members of patriotic women’s associations.19 Since the number of military medals to be produced had been limited to 9,000, by the spring of 1814 not all men marked out for this distinction could be given a cross. For that reason, it was stipulated that the Iron Cross Second Class should be “passed down” within units –that is, that recognized men who had not yet received a medal would take over a decoration from a dead “cross holder” in their unit. The last of the 6,928 men who were “eligible to inherit” received the Iron Cross between 1834 and 1839.20
The public responded favorably to the introduction of the Iron Cross. Public attention focused primarily on the military decoration; the noncombatant version and the Luisenorden played only minor roles.21 The symbolism of the military medal was much discussed in newspaper and magazine articles, poems and sermons. Two lines of interpretation vied with each other for public favor – one monarchical and regional-patriotic, the other early-liberal and German-national, which reflects the divide in the public discourse on war and nation at the time. According to the first interpretation, which was propagated mainly by the Prussian government, the military and the Protestant churches, the Iron Cross was presented as a military honor open to any man of valor, and was bestowed personally by the king as a sign of his recognition of military gallantry, great love for the throne and the Prussian fatherland, and strong Christian faith. A typical example of this interpretation is the sermon “On the Meaning and Significance of the Iron Cross,” preached by the Prussian army chaplain Christian Wilhelm Spieker after the bestowal of the medal upon members of the corps that had besieged Magdeburg in the spring of 1814.22 He praised the Iron Cross as a medal that was awarded only “to the bravest in the army” as “public testament” to their glorious fight “for king and fatherland.” For him it was a symbol, first, “of a pious Christian faith”; second, “of faithful love for a respected and virtuous king”; third, “of the sacred love of liberty and fatherland”; and fourth, “of a manly and gallant spirit.”23 The other surviving military sermons have a similar tone, as do the many songs and poems that were disseminated for similar events. These texts repeatedly interpret the Iron Cross as a key symbol in the patriotic-national cult of heroism centered on the Christian myth of heroic death for the fatherland.
In the second, early-liberal and German-national version, in contrast, the Iron Cross was interpreted as a distinction honoring not just services “to the crown and the person of the monarch” but also “services to the state” and to the “German fatherland.”24 A characteristic example of this interpretation is the article “The Iron Cross” by Heinrich Luden, published in the journal Nemesis in January 1814. The author describes the Iron Cross in this article as a “republican-monarchical distinction.” He begins by noting that it is the “first aspiration of noble natures” to “be sufficient unto themselves” and that the “knowledge of having contributed decisively to the salvation, welfare, greatness or glory of the fatherland” is the “greatest joy for mortals and the most splendid reward.” Thus, an “upright man will never fail to do what duty and honor demand of him.” In fact, any distinction conferred by medals and insignia is superfluous for him. They are important instead for the community, for prince, people and state. For that reason, in both ancient and modern times all peoples have sought to distinguish those men “who performed important services for the commonweal in war or peace through intelligence, bravery and boldness.” By recognizing them, the community appropriates their heroic acts. At the same time, such recognition shows the individual man who has behaved with greatness that he is not alone. He will feel “himself to be a member of a whole” and increasingly direct his efforts to this whole. The idea of recognition and enduring fame in the community would spur him on to glorious deeds.25 Against the backdrop of these reflections, the Iron Cross appeared to Luden as the symbol par excellence of the Anti-Napoleonic “freedom struggle” (Freiheitskampf):
If one looks first at the material, the iron suggests the terrible rod over our heads, but also the means that God has given Man to protect himself from servitude and overcome tyrants. If one looks at the form, the cross recalls the misery we have suffered, but also the holiness of the cause for which we have taken up the sword. The front is without any inscription or sign: the Iron Cross speaks for itself. On the reverse, however, the Crown first links the cause of the commonweal to the throne, then, with the initials F. W., the person of the king emerges, whose high-mindedness did not hesitate to venture Throne and Crown for the honor of the commonweal and the happiness of his subjects; here the Oak Branch points to German manners, German spirit and German steadfastness.26
(Emphasis in the original)


In this German-national interpretation, which was disseminated mainly in the early-liberal press, the Iron Cross was considered to be a symbol of the greatest love of liberty and an expression of energetic masculine commitment to the German fatherland.27 It differed from the more influential regional-patriotic interpretation in two important respects: the regional frame of reference (Prussia or Germany) and the primary motivation behind heroism (love of king and the territorial state or love of liberty and Germany). Christian rhetoric was also far more prominent in the regional-patriotic version, which promoted the interpretation of the struggle as a “holy war.”
The high esteem for the Iron Cross, as expressed in sermons, songs, poems and the press, appears to have been shared by many men who went to war in 1813–15, as is evident in their letters, diaries, memoirs and drawings.28 So many soldiers and officers were eager to gain military honors that on 24 December 1813 the Prussian king introduced a military commemorative medal as an “insignia of honor” and promised it to all men who had fought in the field or before a fortress and had “loyally performed their duty.” The commemorative medal was to be cast after the war from melted-down enemy guns.29 In order to prevent its unauthorized wearing, commanders had to issue the proper holders with so-called ownership documents and keep records of their names. Any man who was subject to dishonorable punishment forfeited his commemorative medal. Medals were distributed after the war as part of the official church celebrations in the soldiers’ home parishes.30 Every participant in the war could use these insignia of honor, which were also awarded for the wars of 1815, to prove himself a “valiant” man who had done his duty for his country. The success of this universal recognition of participation in combat motivated other rulers, among them Emperor Franz I of Austria, to introduce similar commemorative medals.31
Honoring and Commemorating War Heroes
Most Prussian soldiers and officers and many civilians welcomed the introduction of the Iron Cross and the commemorative medal and celebrated their public bestowal. For the state, the military and the church, both medals were inextricably linked with rituals and celebrations that would mark military and patriotic festival culture up to the First World War and beyond. It was in the context of these celebrations and rituals, centered on the veneration and commemoration of heroes, that the Iron Cross developed its lasting influence and became firmly entrenched in national memory.
On 5 May 1813, Friedrich Wilhelm III issued a decree on the “Endowment of a Permanent Monument” for soldiers who had fallen “in the struggle for independence and the fatherland.” It stipulated that “every warrior who died for the fatherland during an act of heroism” and who, “according to the unanimous accounts of his superiors and comrades would have been awarded the Order of the Iron Cross,” was to be honored at state expense in the regimental church with a “simple plaque, adorned at the top with an enlarged cross of the Order.” More generally, commemorative plaques were to be erected at municipal expense in the churches “for all those who died on the field of honor.” They would bear the inscription “From this parish there died for king and country,” followed by the names of all the fallen soldiers of the parish, “beginning with those who received, or who would have been worthy to receive, the Iron Cross.” Finally, a “memorial ceremony” should be held after the war to commemorate all the “warriors” who had died a “hero’s death,” during which “the names of the fallen were to be read out by the pastor” and “remarkable and praiseworthy events from their lives or deaths imparted to the congregation for their emulation.” After this memorial ceremony, the pastors and chairmen of the parish councils were to give a public account of what had been done and would be done in the future for the “widows and orphans left behind by the fallen.”32 With this decree Friedrich Wilhelm III established a broad program for the patriotic-national cult of heroism, whose central symbol was the Iron Cross. This program was implemented after the wars in three celebrations mandated by the state: the “Festival of Thanksgiving for the Peace” (Friedens-Dank-Fest) of 18 January 1816, the “Memorial Ceremony” (Todtenfeier) of 4 July 1816, and local ceremonies held to mark the erection of the memorial plaques for the “fallen.”
The Festival of Thanksgiving for the Peace had to take place throughout Prussia in conjunction with the coronation and medal-giving celebration (Krönungs– und Ordensfest) traditionally observed on 18 January.33 With this date, the government signaled the observance of a genuinely Prussian festival that centered on the king as a victorious and heroic military leader and on the “heroes” honored with the Iron Cross.34 This celebration was organized by the government authorities, the army and the church. The extensive press coverage indicates that its central elements were the same everywhere.35 At their core was a service of worship with a Te Deum, announced the evening before with a long ringing of the bells. The service began with bells and ended with cannon salutes. The church services were prefaced or concluded by a military parade as well as a ceremonial procession of all decorated soldiers, in which the oak- or laurel-crowned holders of the Iron Cross assumed a place of honor. In addition, the erection of local war memorials was often an important part of these ceremonies. The government reported on this in March 1816: “In order to remind our descendants of the significance of these days through some monument, large or small, in many towns young oaks were planted, flags hung or an Iron Cross erected on the market square or hill, and these memorials were consecrated with appropriate ceremonies.”36 The three main functions of these ceremonies were to offer symbolic thanks for God’s blessing, to honor the returning war heroes and to promote a lasting commemoration of the “heroic era” of the wars. Recalling the sacrifices and achievements of friends, neighbors and family members gave concrete expression to the associated appeal to citizens’ future willingness to make sacrifices and defend the fatherland. What their fathers, brothers and neighbors had accomplished, sons, too, could emulate. This was the key message not just of the local war memorials but also of the many songs, poems and speeches that were part of the standard program of the services of thanksgiving. In this way, commemoration linked the individual with the local community and the local community with the nation and its future.
The Prussian government chose the anniversary of the French capitulation, 4 July 1814, as the date for the first “Memorial Ceremony” in 1816. The Department of Public Worship and Education announced this ceremony in a circular reminding clerics of their duty to mention the names of the fallen soldiers of their parish, and to report as far as possible on their lives and deaths in the field. The “memorial plaques” for all fallen soldiers of the parish were supposed to be installed in the local church soon after, if not during, the ceremonies.37 A few days before the memorial services, it was announced in the major Prussian newspapers that all business must cease on the eve of the ceremony, and that on the morning of 4 July church bells were to be rung. It was also stipulated that the funeral service was to be combined with a collection “in all churches for the unfortunate widows and orphans of the fallen warriors.” Even the liturgy, the texts of homilies and the prayers were laid down in detail. The churches, especially the chancels, were to be draped in black and illuminated by candles, and the altars adorned simply. Recommended decorations were the Iron Cross, laurel and oak wreaths and military insignia – particularly flags, helmets and swords.38
The “Memorial Ceremony” was conducted and perceived as a collective funeral service for the fallen soldiers, militiamen and volunteers of the “Prussian nation.” It was everywhere extremely well attended. Most people appeared in mourning dress to convey their grief or their gratitude for the great sacrifices made by the fallen and their families.39 The new ceremony created an emotionally effective form of national mourning and commemoration that corresponded to the universalized cult of heroism. For the first time, all fallen soldiers were included and individually commemorated regardless of social status and military rank. This cult surrounding ordinary fallen soldiers set Prussia apart at the time. In the first half of the nineteenth century, most other states, such as Britain, still made little attempt to commemorate the common man in celebrations and rituals, cemeteries or war graves, cenotaphs in state capitals, or war memorials on village greens. Such monuments and statues as there were celebrated battles, victories and commanders. And while the French revolutionaries lavished praise on acts of exceptional courage and selflessness, holding them up as examples to others, the bodies of the dead were still stripped on the battlefield and buried – as they were in all other European armies of the period – in communal graves near where they had fallen. Of course, Prussia did the same, but unlike the other European states, it also remembered each fallen soldier individually in his parish.40 The question of why Prussia began to commemorate even ordinary individual soldiers earlier than other countries is difficult to answer. One reason might be that the need to mobilize as many men for war as possible and to obtain active war support from society at large was so great in 1813 that the government had to implement ceremonies and rituals that recognized these efforts in order to ensure that support. After the wars it probably became quickly evident how well they served the various purposes of the state and the military.
The erection of memorial plaques to all “fallen warriors” in the churches began throughout the kingdom in July 1816. The main function of these local ceremonies was to preserve “the memory of the high courage that the nation displayed in the great struggle for freedom and autonomy” among soldiers of the line and militiamen, and to fortify their readiness to fight in the future.41 The character of the local memorial celebrations was accordingly more overtly military. They regularly began with a deployment of the local army units, whose members assembled before the church in order of rank and medal class. Then the commander gave a short address to his men and read out the names of the soldiers who had been decorated with the Iron Cross as well as those of the “fallen warriors, who, according to the testimony of their comrades in arms, would have deserved the same distinction.” This was generally followed by a religious service during which the medal-holders were assigned a place of honor before the altar. Aside from the living heroes, the sermons focused on those who had died undecorated in the war and whose names were to be listed on the memorial plaques after those of the “fallen holders of the Cross.” The pastors usually emphasized that these men had died as “Christian martyrs” for God and country, thus attaining the immortal glory of heroes. The best way to honor their memory, they insisted, was for each young man to strive to follow their example. After the sermon the memorial plaques were affixed to the walls and consecrated by the clergy. The ceremony ended with the obligatory collection for the victims of war and a parade.42 Long after the wars were over, rituals, ceremonies and commemorations continued to revolve around the war heroes.
The Iron Cross in Nineteenth-Century Culture
With the Iron Cross, the commemorative medal and the related ceremonies and rituals, the state, churches and military in Prussia created the means of honoring and remembering heroes that reflected the needs of an army based on universal conscription.43 When it was introduced, the cult of heroism had to be nationalized and democratized. The rituals and ceremonies that were developed between 1813 and 1816 became an enduring component of the political and military culture first of Prussia and later of Imperial Germany.44 At their heart were the Iron Cross and the cult of living and dead heroes, which glorified death in war as a sacrifice for the nation. During the wars of 1813–15, this cult of heroism helped to arouse a patriotic-national willingness to fight and sacrifice. After the wars it was used to help the families and friends of fallen soldiers deal with their grief, offering acknowledgment of their sacrifice and commemorating the heroism of their loved ones. An afterlife in the national memory would render the fallen immortal. The cult of heroism was also accorded a central role in cultural nation-building in Prussia and, more generally, throughout Germany. National continuity was to be created by recalling the sacrifices and heroic deeds of past generations and presenting them to future ones as models and inspiration.45
Over the course of the nineteenth century, the memory of the wars against Napoleon assumed the function of creating unity and continuity and became associated with the cult of heroism. What united people across political and increasingly even regional lines was the perception of this era as a “heroic epoch,” albeit within two competing political interpretations. In monarchical, regional-patriotic memory, the conflict continued to be referred to as the “Wars of Liberation,” and in the German-national and liberal interpretation it was known as the “Wars of Liberty.”46 While the first interpretation was genuinely Prussian up to 1871, and afterward evolved into a conservative-monarchic German one; from the beginning the second offered points of reference for the creation of an identity that extended well beyond the Kingdom of Prussia, especially for democrats and liberals. It allowed people elsewhere to relate their regionally specific and often quite different memories of the wars to the German cause and at the same time to emphasize their own memories independent of Prussia, because this interpretation could accommodate both regional patriotism and German nationalism.47
These competing memories of the wars against Napoleon, and with them of the Iron Cross, were kept alive in Prussia and Germany by means of a whole series of media and cultural practices. Early on, songs and poems – thousands of which were already produced and disseminated during the wars – played a central role.48 After the wars they were reprinted time and again in songbooks and volumes of poetry and cultivated as part of the rapidly growing movement of choral associations.49 Among the most often reprinted poems celebrating the medal was “The Iron Cross,” written in 1813 by Max von Schenkendorf, a Prussian official and war volunteer. It remained part of the school curriculum until the First World War.50 Schools in general were accorded a central role in the cultivation of memories of the war years of 1813–15. Schoolbooks told the stories of the heroes of the “Wars of Liberation” and reproduced songs and poems by the most popular poets of those wars such as Arndt, Körner and Schenkendorf.51 The authors of a multiplicity of memoirs and historical novels also tried to keep these memories alive. The first war memoirs were published during and immediately after the conflict.52 The first novel bearing the title The Iron Cross, by forestry official Karl Gottlob Kramer, appeared as early as 1815 and influenced many subsequent “historic tales,” for Kramer was one of the most widely read novelists of his day.53 An increasing number of plays also told the story of the Iron Cross.54
A wealth of commemorative books and brochures too proved influential. In 1847–48 the first journal bearing the title Das Eiserne Kreuz appeared in Prussia, presenting readers with “a monument, built from the history of Prussia and the German liberation struggle of 1813–1815, in memory of the heroes of liberty,” and offered for sale “to benefit infirm and needy Prussian veterans of those years.” Its editor Alexander Mallwitz, a journalist and former volunteer, sought to spread the German-national interpretation of the wars of 1813–15 and of the Iron Cross, and supported the Revolution of 1848, which he regarded as a continuation within Germany of the fight for freedom that had been thwarted by the postwar restoration. Mallwitz had to abandon his undertaking in October 1848, however, for lack of subscribers. In this revolutionary time, educated readers were more interested in the exciting present and future than in the heroic past.55
Military associations also played their part in processing memories of the wars of 1813–15. Veterans’ and volunteers’ associations, as well as “war graves associations” and “garrison and militia support associations” cultivated memories of the wars in their meetings and ceremonies. At least in Prussia, the majority of these associations appear not to have been formed until the 1830s and 1840s. They were largely pro-monarchy and pro-state, and the cult of living and fallen heroes and the symbol of the Iron Cross played a central role in their culture.56
In Prussia, the regional-patriotic, monarchic interpretation of the Iron Cross and the wars of 1813–15 dominated the culture and politics of memory in the first half of the nineteenth century. This interpretation was actively promoted by the Prussian dynasty, especially under Friedrich Wilhelm IV, who ascended the throne in 1840. The period of the wars against Napoleon had strongly influenced the childhood and youth of the monarch and his siblings. Honoring the surviving heroes of those wars was a matter of genuine concern to him. On 3 August 1841, the birthday of his late father, the founder of the medal, the young king set up the Senior Foundation to improve the economic situation of the Iron Cross-decorated veterans of 1813–15, who remained poorly provided for. All surviving “Cross holders” received a modest “gratuity” (Ehrensold).57 Wilhelm I, who followed his elder brother and became king of Prussia in 1861 and German emperor in 1871, continued this tradition. He ordered that all surviving veterans of the wars of 1813–15 – of whom around 60,000 (about a quarter of all those who had served) were still alive – should receive a second commemorative medal, which was to remain in the possession of their families, at the great jubilee celebrated in Prussia on 17 March 1863. No monetary award was attached to it, however.58
The intense work devoted to constructing the public memory of the wars against Napoleon meant that by the first half of the nineteenth century, the Iron Cross had already become the central symbol of the wars of 1813–15 in Prussia. In order not to “dishonor” these memories, Wilhelm I refused to revive the medal for the wars against Denmark and Austria in 1864 and 1866. He did not believe that these wars lived up to the “heroic era” of 1813–15. For him, only the confrontation with France in 1870–71, which evoked memories of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars, justified reintroducing the Iron Cross. In his declaration of war of 19 July 1870, he presented France to the public as an aggressor that once again threatened the very existence of Prussia and Germany. The state propaganda and patriotic literature of 1870–71 repeatedly drew parallels with the events of 1806–15 and invoked the need for unity, patriotism and valor.59
In a statute backdated to 19 July 1870, Wilhelm I of Prussia announced the reintroduction of the Iron Cross for the duration of the war. The preamble explicitly established a connection to the “Wars of Liberation,” but did not restrict the medal to Prussia:
In the light of the grave situation of our fatherland, and in grateful recollection of the heroic deeds of our forefathers in the great years of the Wars of Liberation, it is our intent to revive, in all its significance, the Iron Cross medal endowed by our father who now rests in God. The Iron Cross shall be granted without distinction of rank or estate.60


The rest of the text is largely identical to the document of 1813. The Iron Cross itself looked the same, with the exception of the king’s initials and the date. The purpose of the struggle was different, however: it was conducted “for the honor and autonomy of the dear fatherland,” with the latter no longer conceived of as Prussia, but Germany. In 1813 the fight had been for “liberty and autonomy.”61 Other key differences were that the Iron Cross was no longer awarded to Prussian citizens alone and that other decorations were not suspended, in recognition of the altered political and military circumstances. The medal was now to be a symbol of German territorial unity and the “German fight against France.”
This corresponded to political developments. The new imperial German state was already established during the Franco-German War. In response to this war, the South German states – the Grand Duchy of Baden and the kingdoms of Bavaria and Württemberg – joined the North German Confederation founded in 1866, paving the way for imperial unification. The protracted negotiations culminated in the coronation of Emperor Wilhelm I on 18 January 1871 at Versailles. The constitution of Imperial Germany had already been enacted on 1 January.62
By July 1871 the newly established Federal Decorations Commission of Imperial Germany had decided to bestow a total of 44,488 medals of distinction: Eight Grand Crosses, 1,230 Iron Crosses First Class and 40,200 Iron Crosses Second Class to combatants and 2,050 medals to noncombatants. Once again, some 24 percent of decorations were awarded to officers. Male civilians and women could be recognized for their wartime service with equivalent distinctions similar to those bestowed in 1813–15.63 The certificates awarded to those who were decorated show that Wilhelm I, who had endowed the Iron Cross while still king of Prussia, continued to present the medal in this capacity even after he became emperor. The Decorations Commission, however, conducted the distribution, and stipulated that the Iron Cross was to take precedence over the decorations awarded by the individual states and must be worn in premier position on the medal bar. Many Prussians and supporters of Prussia in the new empire proudly followed these instructions and wore the Iron Cross as part of their military dress uniform or on their coat lapels. Others rejected such symbolic subjugation to the kingdom of Prussia. The stipulation led to disaffection, particularly among the decorated officers of the kingdoms of Baden, Bavaria, Saxony and Württemberg. Thus, they not infrequently wore the medals of valor from their own states before the Iron Cross.64 No such controversy surrounded the commemorative war medal that Emperor Wilhelm I created on 20 May 1871 for all participants in the battles and sieges of the Wars of Unification.65
The politics of memory pursued by the imperial government and the military leadership sought to create an inextricable link between victory over France and the Iron Cross. Thus, Emperor Wilhelm I also decorated regiments with the symbol. All flags and banners that had been “under fire” were assigned an Iron Cross to be displayed on their flagstaffs. Regiments that had already been awarded the Iron Cross in 1813–15 now received an additional streamer bearing the symbol.66 Once again, the state and the military used the rituals and celebrations for the veneration and commemoration of heroes that accompanied the bestowal of the Iron Cross – in which soldiers, officers and regiments were honored and the fallen remembered – to bolster the idea of national unity. It was a celebration of the “nation in arms” that built on the repertoire already developed in Prussia during and after the wars of 1813–15.67
The national day marking victory over France became Sedantag, which was observed every year on 2 September. It commemorated the Battle of Sedan on 2 September 1870, in which Prussian, Bavarian and Saxon troops had won a decisive victory over the French and the Prussians had captured Emperor Napoleon III. The first celebration in 1873 saw the consecration not only of the Victory Column in Berlin, which displayed the Iron Cross at the end of the goddess’s bayonet guard, but also of local war memorials throughout Germany.68 Both the military and national components of the foundation of the empire were emphasized in nearly every official celebration.69 These included the festival programs and speeches in schools, which everywhere marked Sedantag.70 There was nevertheless significant resistance to these celebrations and to the Protestant-Prussian military interpretation of the founding of the empire that they symbolized. Opposition came, for varying reasons, mainly from the South German states, the Catholic Church and the Social Democrats.71
This resistance could not, however, prevent an overall militarization, deliberalization and nationalization of the public interpretation of the Iron Cross in Imperial Germany, which was directly related to the memory of the wars of 1870–71. The imperial government and the military leadership tried to portray the medal as the German war decoration par excellence. To strengthen this interpretation, on 18 August 1895, the twenty-fifth anniversary of the victory of 1871, the new emperor, Wilhelm II, awarded “battle bars” (Gefechtsstangen) to be worn to the left of the Iron Cross, symbolizing the battle for which the holder had won his Cross.72
While the German-national quality of the Iron Cross was now in the foreground of public perception, the liberal political interpretation that had originally been associated with it continued to wane in importance, a process that had been underway since at least 1848–49. This development is also evident in the poems, songs and novels that treat the subject during and after the Wars of Unification. There was no longer any talk here of liberty within Germany.73 As a military medal, the Iron Cross had come to symbolize masculine strength, courage and honor, and this was the message it assumed in everyday material culture. This trend became even more marked during the centenary celebrations of 1913–14, establishing a nationalist and militarist interpretation that would pass seamlessly into the propaganda of the First and Second World Wars.74 This German-national militarist interpretation meshed perfectly with the myth of the “Wars of Liberation” as the heroic period of German history in which the “national spirit awakened,” a myth that became increasingly popular in the nineteenth century and stood at the center of the dominant cultural memories of the time of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars before 1914.
The recent German debate about the reintroduction of a medal for “military valor” based on the Iron Cross perpetuates a tradition that began in the years during and after the wars against Napoleon in 1813–15. From its inception, the medal was deployed in memory politics. Two interpretations of the new medal competed for public support: a monarchical, at first regional-patriotic Prussian and later Prussian-German one, and an early-liberal, German-national one. Whatever their political differences, both shared a high esteem for military heroism as a sign of “true” manliness. This combination of political open-endedness and an acceptance of the core military values associated with the Iron Cross meant that, under the conditions of universal conscription, the medal could develop into the ultimate award for military valor in modern German history. In every subsequent war, the breadth of interpretation present from the outset enabled the government and military to develop a reading of the medal adapted to their policies, one that took up existing traditions while emphasizing elements specific to the needs of the moment.
The enduring influence of the Iron Cross was considerably increased by the development of a repertoire of rituals and ceremonies to venerate and commemorate heroes that played on the emotions and created community. This invention of a tradition of the cult of heroism offered a framework that could be and was deployed in future wars. It was effective precisely because of its long tradition, which linked the present to the past and the future, even if it was routinely reinterpreted to reflect contemporary interests. Its symbolic potency was strengthened by continual references in sermons, songs, poems, novels and other textual forms, as well as through patriotic and military associational culture. This intermediality of the culture of memory had a particularly lasting effect, and helped to ensure that the Iron Cross would be reintroduced in every one of the major wars in which Prussia or Germany was subsequently involved. Every war saw a degree of reinterpretation, to be sure, but the central idea remained: that this was a medal for military valor, which was open to soldiers of all ranks and social classes.
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Conclusion
The collective practices and the political culture of the period of the wars of 1813–15 and the postwar era with their movements, associations, festivals, rituals and symbols, developed in Prussia and other parts of Germany, were not only instrumental in their time, but also had a lasting influence on monarchical, nationalist and military culture until the First World War. During the wars of 1813–15 they significantly helped to mobilize patriotic-national sentiments and with them war support, albeit with substantial regional variations, as indicated by the different levels of mobilization for the militia and the volunteers’ movement, for wartime charity and patriotic women’s associations, and for the patriotic-national and military festivals, rituals and symbols introduced. After the wars, associations, celebrations, rituals and symbols organized the commemoration of the fallen soldiers and other war victims and supported the process of cultural demobilization more generally, including the integration of the returning militiamen and volunteers into civilian life. Just as the patriotic-national discourse of the wars of 1813–15 and the postwar era yielded a template for nationalist rhetoric in the following century, so too did the patriotic-national associations, festivals, rituals and symbols of the period provide a blueprint for monarchical, nationalist and military culture up to the First World War, as the history of the Iron Cross demonstrates. Hence, both the patterns of political thinking and the collective practices and cultural representation developed during and after the period of the struggle against Napoleon were important carriers of the collective memories of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars. These memories reflected to a surprising extent the old political and regional battles of the war and postwar period, at least until German unification in 1871. Popular literary media were another important carrier of collective memories. The most influential among them were the history books, autobiographical accounts and novels that are studied in the next two parts.

Part Four Literary Market, History and War Memories

This book takes us back to the time when the German people learned to conceive of itself as a single entity, when the Germans’ new national sentiment emerged, the time whence comes the political unity we enjoy today: to the year 1813, then to 1848 and 1870; and there have doubtless been changes and conflicts, and some contradictions and unfinished business remain, but ever since 1813 the German people has harbored thoughts of unification and inner consolidation: it has awakened.1



These words introduce an extensive two-volume work entitled The Time of the French in the German Lands, 1806–1815, a collection of lavishly illustrated eyewitness accounts and documents from the period of the “Wars of Liberation.” The Leipzig firm of R. Voigtländer published the first edition in 1908. Its editor Friedrich Schulze had studied literature and art history in Jena and Leipzig. From 1910 he was on the staff of the newly founded Leipzig Museum, where he became director in 1918. Schulze was one of the many authors who published commemorative works to mark the centenary of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars of 1806–15. His work was extraordinarily widely read, reprinted several times, and can be found even today in many libraries. It was among the numerous richly illustrated, glossy publications that middle-class Germans displayed in their living rooms as a mark of their education and patriotism.2
The profile of the author is quite typical of the many writers, completely forgotten today, who produced commemorative texts on the period of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars. Most of them were men of noble or middle-class origin who had studied at academic secondary schools or universities, worked in the civil or military service or earned their living as publishers, journalists or writers. Many similar texts on the period of the Napoleonic Empire were published in other European countries. In his Bibliography of the Age of Napoleon, which appeared from 1908 to 1912 with the respected military publisher Mittler & Sohn in Berlin, the historian Friedrich M. Kircheisen counted a total of 200,000 articles and books, including translations, in Germany, Europe and abroad. From among these, he selected 8,000 titles for his two-volume bibliography that he considered to be “necessary for an understanding of the Napoleonic epoch.” He included only texts that met his standards of scholarly historiography and biography, whose value as sources he recognized or which he deemed to be part of the literary canon.3 For that reason, the bibliography completely ignored thousands of popular texts, among them commemorative brochures, autobiographies, war memoirs, biographies and novels.
Academic history on the period of the Napoleonic Empire, too, has long ignored these popular texts, as has literary scholarship, which for decades has focused on the high literary canon of acknowledged significance and shown little interest in even those novels that were bestsellers in their day. This middlebrow literature – novels of the recent past and historical novels written for readers of broad social strata, all generations and both sexes – were mostly distributed via the growing number of lending libraries. Other popular reading matter in these libraries included autobiographies, war memoirs and biographies as well as history books written for a wide audience. Here, too, works on the Napoleonic era in Germany and Europe were much in demand.4 In interplay with other textual and visual media of memory, as well as monuments, rituals and symbols like the Iron Cross, this reading matter helped to shape the collective memory of this period and the Anti-Napoleonic Wars during the long nineteenth century.
The most important literary media of memory – academic, military and popular historiography, autobiographies, war memoirs and novels – published between 1815 and 1914 and their role in memory production is the focus of analysis in the following two parts. This fourth part begins with an overview of the conditions of literary production, focusing on changes in political culture and censorship policy, the literary market and the reading public, since their interplay did much to shape the literary production of memory – far more than most scholars realize.5 Then I seek to explain the changing perception of time, which led to the striking growth of general interest in the past, but especially in the history of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars after 1815, outlining contemporary historiography as a central medium of memory construction, which produced the master narratives that influenced other media. The emphasis here is on the most influential publications of popular, academic and military history that found a wider audience. Finally, one of the two single most important media of popular literary memory – published autobiographies and war memoirs – will be introduced in more detail. The fifth part explores novels of the recent past and historical novels as the other important popular literary media of memory. The central questions for both parts are: Who produced these literary media of memory? Which factors influenced memory production in these media? Which key narratives competed with one another in them? And how and why did they change over time and influence collective memories of the Prussian and German struggle against Napoleon?
1 Friedrich  Schulze, ed., Die Franzosenzeit in deutschen Landen, 1806–1815: In Wort und Bild der Mitlebenden, 2 vols. (Leipzig, 1908), 1:xiii; on Schulze, see Akaltin, Befreiungskriege, 80.
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4 Martino, Leihbibliothek, 135–548.

5 See also Forrest et al., “Introduction: Memories.”





12 Politics, Market and Media
The Development of a Culture-Consuming National Public

Germany changed dramatically over the hundred years between the end of the Napoleonic Wars and the beginning of World War I. No area of the economy, society, politics or culture remained unaffected. Processes such as industrialization, population growth and urbanization transformed the face of the countryside and cities alike and led to rising social mobility, but they also caused new problems. The steam engine and other new technologies revolutionized craft and industrial production, and the railway system connected businesses and people in different regions. Long before unification, the German economy and society had begun to coalesce.1 The literary market also became increasingly national. More and more people were able to read. At the beginning of the twentieth century, Germany had one of the highest literacy rates in the world, nearly 100 percent.2 Technological changes in paper manufacturing and the printing industry allowed for the production of cheap illustrated reading matter. Books, newspapers and magazines became mass commodities, sources of profit, but also of unease. The conservative elites in state and society feared the spread of “subversive” liberal, democratic and socialist literature to broader strata of the population.3 As before, the response of governments was political suppression of the opposition and censorship. But the forms of communication control were adapted to the new social and political circumstances.4
In this chapter, I first describe the changes in political culture and communication control, which were one important factor that influenced the production of collective memories. Then I explore the transformation of the literary market, which played a crucial role as well, and finally I look at the development of the reading public over the long nineteenth century. My main argument is that the process of constructing nationally shared – albeit contested – collective memories of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars would have been impossible without the evolution of a culture-consuming national public. And, conversely, that the emergence of nationally shared memories in literature contributed to the making of a national reading public.
Changes in Political Culture and Communication Control
Mass reading had been a social and political problem for the conservative elites ever since the first reading revolution of the late eighteenth century, because they viewed increased reading among broader strata of the population as dangerous. The first decades after 1815 were marked by postwar restoration. The Carlsbad Decrees of September 1819 led to the political persecution of supporters of the national-liberal opposition as well as to increased censorship. The police system of preventive censorship that was re-implemented in the German Confederation along with these decrees would have far-reaching consequences for book, magazine and newspaper production. Censorship interventions could be introduced not only by the federal state within whose borders the publishing or printing house was domiciled, but also by any member state of the German Confederation if its government found it to be appropriate, as well as by the press commission of the Federal Assembly. In this way, particularly reactionary states such as Austria and Prussia could enforce their censorship policies in more liberal states such as Saxony and Württemberg as well.5
The reactionary powers of the Metternich era, however, were unable to suppress oppositional literature completely during the restoration period. The July Revolution of 1830 in France reignited the movement for national unification and political liberation, which was fed by political and social discontent and reemerged during the Vormärz, the period preceding the Democratic Revolution of 1848–49. The Hambach Festival of May 1832 became its powerful early symbol. In the 1830s and 1840s, an increasing number of younger authors – among them Ludwig Börne, Heinrich Heine and Karl Gutzkow6 – voiced opposition to the reactionary restoration regime, but also distanced themselves from the literature of Romanticism and the Germanomania of the period of the wars of 1813–15. These writers of “Young Germany” called for poetry and literature to intervene actively in contemporary politics.7 After they began using the gaps in their work that were the result of the cuts of the censor to protest against censorship, in 1837 the Prussian government even prohibited the censors from marking their interventions in any way. The other German states soon followed suit.8 The conflict over censorship intensified increasingly in the 1830s and 1840s. Alongside political texts, the censors focused on belles lettres that targeted a broad audience.9 The Austrian censors were particularly severe in this respect, banning one-third of the novels permitted elsewhere in Germany in the 1840s.10
Authors dealt with censorship as they had in the past. On the one hand, they made use of the differing censorship practices in the German states. Texts especially critical of Prussia, for example, came out in Leipzig. Authors who criticized Austria and were not allowed there published in Berlin. Once a book was printed it crossed all borders, if necessary illegally. Humor and irony were another strategy, which was especially popular with the writers of Young Germany. After Friedrich Wilhelm IV followed his father onto the Prussian throne in June 1840, hopes for change were high. At first, the situation indeed improved slightly. The new Prussian king toned down the state’s reactionary policies, easing press censorship and promising to enact a constitution. But it was only under the pressure of the Revolution of 1848 that the Federal Assembly of the German Confederation revoked the Carlsbad Decrees on 2 April 1848. The governments of the individual states followed in subsequent months by abolishing preventive censorship.11
The Revolution of 1848 had started in Paris in February. Demonstrations and riots quickly spread on the European continent. The main causes of the rebellion in the German states were demands for national unity, a constitution and greater civil and political rights. Working-class supporters were also fighting to improve their living and working conditions. On 18 May 1848 the National Assembly in Frankfurt am Main, the first democratically elected German national parliament, assembled for the first time and began work on a national constitution. It was resolved and proclaimed on 27 December 1848 and went into effect immediately, thereby introducing freedom of opinion and the press alongside other fundamental rights of the German people.12
But the high hopes for national unification, a single German constitution, equal political rights for all men and a free press were to be dashed once again. The revolutionaries were defeated everywhere by the conservative monarchical powers and their militaries, but they also failed because of political differences and a lack of popular support.13 The negotiations at the Frankfurt National Assembly glaringly indicated the major divides: moderate liberals argued against radical democrats, advocates of a Großdeutschland under Austrian leadership fought against the defenders of a Kleindeutschland led by Prussia, and Catholics distrusted Protestants.14
The achievements of the revolutionaries of 1848 were reversed in all German states after 1849. The “outcome of the revolution was,” however, as Thomas Nipperdey has emphasized, “not only its failure. The revolution had created a national public, over and above all the elites, and a national democratic nation.” It had “abolished the major elements of feudal society. Despite the failure, the age became more civilian. And indeed, Prussia’s transition to a constitutional state fits into this context.”15 Friedrich Wilhelm IV had dissolved the new Prussian National Assembly, which had begun work on a constitution for the monarchy in May 1848, as soon as he regained political control, but he was forced to introduce a constitution of his own in December 1848. This monarchist constitution maintained the ultimate authority of the king and instituted a bicameral legislature with a Herrenhaus (house of peers) and a Landtag (lower house). The elections to the latter were based on a three-class franchise, in which representation was proportional to the amount of taxes paid.16 The king and the newly elected legislature continued to negotiate this first Prussian constitution until February 1850, when it was finally adopted. It remained in force until November 1918.17
Officially, press freedom continued to exist for a time in the postrevolutionary era. Not until August 1851 was the new national constitution rescinded by a decision of the revived Federal Assembly of the German Confederation. In addition, between 1849 and 1852 the individual states enacted new press laws, which, while formally guaranteeing freedom of the press and affirming the abolition of preventive censorship, nonetheless allowed for intense communication control through a bundle of new measures. The new Federal Press Law of July 1854 then formulated universally binding guidelines. It replaced the old “police system” with preventive censorship by a “judicial system.” Now, after a work was printed, it was up to the courts to decide whether the author should be punished or the book confiscated. “Juridification thus turned into criminalization, a more subtle and yet effective form of communication control.”18 The new control mechanisms included security deposits and the revocation of commercial concessions; exclusion from postal distribution; stamp taxes; bans on foreign publications; intensive control of peddling; and, above all, the joint criminal liability of all persons involved in the production and distribution of books. Whereas previously the censor had been responsible for censorship, it was now up to authors, publishers and booksellers to decide whether the police and courts might deem a printed work to be “seditious,” “immoral” or “inimical to religion.” In order to prevent a judicial ban and thus significant economic losses, they had to internalize the censorship norms.19
In the first decade after 1848–49 the state exerted strong pressure on authors and the press that only diminished gradually over time. Many supporters of the national-liberal opposition in Prussia and elsewhere in the German states adapted their political agenda to this Nachmärz era of a “second restoration.”20 They now promoted realpolitik and increasingly focused on the aim of national unification under Prussian leadership. The literature produced in this period reflects this change, with “German Realism” dominating until 1900. The authors of this literary movement – the best known among contemporaries were Berthold Auerbach, Gustav Freytag and Friedrich Spielhagen21 – distanced themselves from Romanticism, Young Germany and Vormärz literature and called for a “realistic” literature that fostered national unity under the aegis of realpolitik.22 Their writings show an “increased awareness that one is living in an era of unpredictable and accelerating historical change,”23 a perception of the times that had first become dominant in the era of the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars, and that remained prevalent throughout the nineteenth century.
In the early 1860s a “revolution from above” set in, pursued by the Prussian government.24 In the “New Era,” contemporaries witnessed a booming economy, political liberalization expressed in the revival of political parties, trade unions and associations, and the first steps toward national unification with the founding in 1866–67 of the North German Confederation (Norddeutscher Bund), a union of 22 independent states with nearly 30 million inhabitants. On 18 January 1871 the German nation was finally united in a federal nation-state and established as a constitutional monarchy based on a three-class voting system. This “unification by blood and iron” rather than constitutional reform followed the First Schleswig War from 1848 to 1851 and the Wars of Unification fought between 1864 and 1871 (the Second Schleswig War of 1864, the Austro-Prussian War of 1866 and the Franco-German War of 1870–71) (see Map 4). The creation of the German Empire under Prussian leadership, with its 25 federal states that now included Alsace-Lorraine, was a victory for the supporters of Kleindeutschland. Austria would remain outside the German Empire, which became the most populous and urbanized state in continental Europe. From a population of 41 million in 1871 it grew to 65 million in 1910.25
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Map 4. Creation of the German Empire, 1866–71. 
The Imperial Press Act of May 1874 was part of the “revolution from above” in the 1860s and 1870s. It put an end not just to compulsory security deposits and concessions, but also to stamp taxes and threatened exclusion from postal sales, which greatly increased legal certainty. Censorship conflicts arose repeatedly nevertheless. It has been estimated that more than 10,000 newspapers and books were banned in the period between 1850 and 1932, with Prussia and Saxony at the top as centers of the book trade. Two main thrusts emerge: the struggle against “seditious” democratic and socialist texts and the fight against what was known as Schund und Schmutz – texts that were perceived as lurid and obscene, especially those sold by peddlers.26
The first chancellor of the German Empire, Otto von Bismarck, devoted much of his attention to the cause of national unity under the ideological aegis of Borussianismus (Prussianism). His aim was to forge the political culture accordingly. He opposed conservative Catholic politics, especially the powers of the Vatican under Pope Pius IX, in the Kulturkampf, fought against Schund und Schmutz, and tried to combat the rise of the working-class movement – represented by the Social Democratic Workers Party and the trade unions – with a mixture of social reforms and political repression. The Anti-Socialist Laws, a series of acts passed by the German Reichstag, the national parliament, between 1878 and 1890, did not ban the party itself, but rather any socialist or social democratic organization or activity, including socialist newspapers.27 The Kulturkampf, the Anti-Socialist Laws and their aftermath, increasing racial anti-Semitism, militarism and national chauvinism were combined with imperialist dreams that culminated in a bellicose colonialist policy that dominated the political culture of the German Empire up to World War I.28
The transformation of the political culture and communication control had a largely indirect effect on the production of memories of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars. It strongly informed the selection of themes and the coming and going fashions of the history of the Napoleonic era, led to internalized self-censorship and prevented the Marxist interpretation of the “Wars of Liberty” from gaining any influence beyond the labor movement. The laws of the market, however, proved as important, if not more influential, especially for the production of the popular literary media of memory such as autobiographies, war memoirs and novels.29
The Transformation of the Literary Market
The German literary market boomed in the century between 1815 and 1914. Before World War I, more books were published in Germany than anywhere else in the world: 31,281 titles in 1910, compared to 29,057 in Russia, 13,470 in the United States, 12,615 in France and 10,804 in Britain.30 The expansion proceeded in phases. By the early nineteenth century, the first major period of innovation and growth was finished. In 1805 production reached a high point of 4,181 new book and periodical titles. After the significant decline in literary production during the war years 1806–15, this level was not attained again until 1821. The pace of growth in literary production accelerated once more starting in the late 1820s. The second marked growth phase occurred in the 1840s. There was a new high point in 1843, with 14,039 new titles. The literature that appeared on the occasion of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the wars of 1813–15 contributed to this boom.
Before and during the Revolution of 1848, parallel to the prevailing economic stagnation, political unrest and civil war, literary production again dropped dramatically, reaching a nadir in 1849 with 8,197 titles. The decline affected belles lettres in particular. As had already occurred during the Anti-Napoleonic Wars, newspapers and magazines became the preferred reading matter in these turbulent times. In the postrevolutionary era of the second restoration, the number of new books and periodicals stagnated. It was only in the 1860s that it gradually increased. One reason was the second boom of literature produced to mark the fiftieth anniversary of the wars of 1813–15. This boom received added impetus from the “Year of the Classics” in 1867, when a resolution of the Federal Council (Bundesrat) of the North German Confederation permitted the reprinting of the works of all classic German authors who had died before 1837. The introduction of freedom of profession (Gewerbefreiheit) in the North German Confederation in 1869, which applied to all of Imperial Germany from 1871, gave the boom another boost. In 1868 new production of literature once again attained the level of 10,563. Unlike the Anti-Napoleonic Wars and the Revolution of 1848–49, the Wars of Unification did not lead to a collapse in publishing figures. Instead, the era saw the beginning of a third period of growth in the literary market that would last for several decades. In 1881, 15,1941 new titles were published, surpassing 1843 levels for the first time. By 1913 the number of new titles had grown to 34,871.31
The boom in the literary market involved different fields and genres to widely varying degrees. Until the mid-1850s, theological and religious publications made up the largest percentage of new titles, but their proportion of the total dropped relatively steadily from 29 percent at the beginning of the nineteenth century to 8 percent in 1910. They were replaced by works on jurisprudence, politics and statecraft, “educational works,” including school textbooks and children’s literature, and belles lettres.32 This reflects four trends: secularization; professionalization in all sectors of the workforce – not only academia, the civil service and the army; the scientification of all areas of life; and, as an important precondition for all of these changes, the growing importance of education.
Belles lettres, especially novels, contributed significantly to the increase in new publications. During the first period of restoration after the Napoleonic Wars, the proportion of belles lettres rose to 11 percent in 1828. But in the following two decades it dropped again, reaching a low point of 4 percent in 1846. The second restoration period after 1848–49 again witnessed a rapid and significant rise in the proportion of belles lettres, reaching 10 percent of new titles in 1855.33 In the two restoration periods, many educated readers seem to have chosen novel-reading as a form of escapism, often turning to a better past portrayed in nostalgic historical novels, which were driving the boom. Up to 1870, however, production of belles lettres stagnated and increased only slowly in the following decades; in 1910 it reached 13 percent.34 Next to belles lettres, “educational works” were on the rise, growing continuously from 11 to 16 percent of book production between 1855 and 1910, and displacing theological and religious publications from the top spot among new titles by 1880. Here, too, novels written for children and adolescents became increasingly important. At the same time, nonfiction in various fields gained increasing significance in the second half of the nineteenth century. As part of this trend, historical literature reached 4 percent of the total in 1910 and military studies 2 percent.35
Until the regulation of copyright in the 1870s and 1880s, a substantial portion of the new novels published were translations of foreign titles: up to 30 percent in the 1850s and 1860s. These translations included fiction from such renowned authors as Charles Dickens, Alexandre Dumas, George Sand, Sir Walter Scott, Leo Tolstoy and Emile Zola.36 Some of these titles, such as Dumas’s The Count of Monte Cristo (first published in French in 1845–46) and Tolstoy’s War and Peace (first published in Russian in 1865–67), presented competing narratives of the Napoleonic Wars. One especially successful series of foreign novels was Franck’s Belletristisches Ausland (1843–65) with no fewer than 3,618 volumes. For publishers of mass-market fiction it was generally a good deal cheaper to hire a translator than to pay the fees demanded by respected German authors. Translations were also very popular among the reading public, as is evident from the borrowing records of the lending libraries.37 It was only in June 1870 that the North German Confederation enacted a “Statute concerning authors’ rights to works of literature, illustrations, musical compositions, and dramatic works,” which the new empire adopted unaltered in April 1871. In 1886 the first multilateral, international copyright agreement – the Berne Convention – transformed the many separate pacts concerning unauthorized reprints and translations between the individual German states and foreign countries into binding international agreements. This juridification would have a lasting effect on the literary market. German novels now became competitive and dominated the market.38
The booming literary market was evident not just in new titles, but also in the development of the German book trade as such, which gives us information about the distribution of reading matter. The number of firms in all areas of book production listed in the Address Book of the German Book Trade rose from 519 companies in 163 towns in 1820 to 1,340 in 385 towns in 1840. With 113 and 108 bookshops, respectively, in 1840, Leipzig and Berlin continued to be the centers of bookselling, followed by Vienna with 52, Frankfurt am Main with 35, Stuttgart with 30, Nuremberg with 26, Dresden with 25, and Hamburg and Munich with 22 bookshops each.39 The book trade expanded further in the decades that followed. In 1875 the Address Book of the German Book Trade listed 4,614 firms, which had risen to 7,474 by 1890 and reached 12,412 in 1913. From the 1820s on, the greater part of the companies were retail bookshops, which made up 61 percent of firms in 1890, while 22 percent were pure publishing enterprises, and 16 percent sold popular literature through peddlers (colportage). The respective proportions of these three sectors remained constant over the decades, but there was a growing specialization within the three branches of the book trade.40 Leipzig and Berlin remained the centers of the book trade up until the First World War, but from the 1860s on Berlin replaced Leipzig at the top. The relative significance of the other places of publication changed little, except for the growing importance of Munich as a publishing center in the second half of the nineteenth century.41
The number of publishing houses increased from 668 to 1,665 between 1865 and 1890. Of these, however, 450 specialized in the production and sale of scores, music supplies and musicology literature, 398 concentrated on the production and sale of art prints and art history literature and 195 also traded in secondhand books. The production of books, journals, newspapers and other reading material was controlled by 622 publishing houses.42 Within this group there was increasing specialization over the long nineteenth century. Publishers concentrated on the production of academic books, judicial or medical literature, military studies, dictionaries and encyclopedias, advice books, religious literature, schoolbooks and children’s and youth literature, belles lettres (especially novels) and newspapers and journals.43 In addition, the most successful publishing houses in the centers of the book trade – in particular Berlin and Leipzig – became much larger, and more capital-intensive. Family enterprises still dominated, but from the 1870s the largest publishing houses were transformed into capital companies, a trend that was particularly marked in newspaper and magazine publishing.44 But as I will show in the fifth part, in the production of novels, too, a very small number of publishing houses controlled the market of the German Empire. Small local publishing houses continued to exist, of course, with a varied range of publishing products and in association with printing businesses.45 In the end, it was the publishers, driven by political and commercial interests, who decided what was published and promoted on the literary market. This also applies to the production of literary memories of the period of the Napoleonic Wars.
This development of an increasingly national literary market was influenced by the complex interplay of multiple factors, including a number of economic ones alongside political transformations: greater ease of transportation through improvements in roads and the expansion of the railways, which helped to connect the various widely dispersed German regions; the introduction of freedom of profession; and the disappearance of tolls and customs duties. A very important step toward a national literary market was the creation of the German Customs Union (Deutsche Zollverein) in 1834. Its foundation was laid by a variety of custom unions among the German states since 1818. In 1866, the year of the founding of the North German Confederation, the Zollverein included most of the German states, with the exception of Austria. The Zollverein facilitated the nation-wide distribution of literature and at the same time contributed to the exclusion of Austria from the German literary market.46
In addition, industrialization enabled and fostered the development of a national mass literary market. It made the production of printed works significantly faster and cheaper. In 1840 there were more than 1,100 steam-powered rotary presses in operation in Prussia alone. Bookbinding was mechanized, cheap paper made from wood pulp was manufactured in continuous sheets, and book and picture printing improved significantly. These changes allowed for the inexpensive mass production of books, magazines, newspapers and other printed matter. This process contributed to the commercialization and nationalization of the literary market. Successful publishing houses needed more and more capital. To amortize their investments they had to sell increasingly large numbers of products to a national readership. This, in turn, influenced their selection of books to publish, which also affected literary memory production.47
Another consequence of the technological innovations in the printing industry was a significant change in the offerings of the book trade, which also had far-reaching consequences for the literary production of memory. In the first half of the nineteenth century, the number of volumes and pages of novels grew substantially. The multivolume novel established itself gradually in the 1820s and became popular among the owners of lending libraries, since it ensured that borrowers would come back for more. It was not until the 1860s that there was an increasing return to the single-volume novel.48 Most of the authors who published historical novels in the decades before the founding of the German Empire also wrote works in several volumes. One of the most successful publishers of such novels was Otto Janke, who had founded his firm in Berlin in 1850.49
Technological innovations in printing also made it possible to publish high print runs of cheap novel series, which became increasingly popular among publishers from the 1820s because, much like serialized novels, they helped to ensure sales. Complete series were generally sold by subscription to a fixed number of volumes for a relatively low price and published in mass editions. The volumes of open series were also sold separately. The prototype here was Reclams Universalbibliothek, which the Leipzig publishing house of Phil. Reclam jun. (founded in 1828) launched in the “Classics Year” of 1867 as an inexpensive collected edition of all “classic German authors.” The series soon expanded into a broad and popular mix of edification and entertainment, which sought to make German and foreign literature available to everyone at a price of 2 groschen, which was hard to beat. The usual edition size at the time was 1,000 copies at most, but Reclams Universalbibliothek easily reached 5,000 or more.50 Many series specialized in a particular reading public, a specific region, genre or theme, which was generally directly addressed in the series title. Especially in the decade before the centenary of the wars of 1813–15, several series were published that specialized in memory texts on the period of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars.51
The extraordinary expansion of the press during the nineteenth century, too, was only possible because of the technological innovations in printing. Periodicals increasingly competed with books. This is evident in the ratio of book to periodical titles, which was 1:14 in 1826, 1:8 in 1867, 1:6 in 1890 and 1:4 in 1914. Of the 34,801 new titles published that year, 6,689 were periodicals. In 1860 the number of periodicals had been only 316, a figure that rose to 4,933 in 1900. At that point, according to Sperling’s Address Book of the German Periodicals and Outstanding Political Daily Papers, 11 percent were devoted to “jurisprudence and statecraft, politics, the commonweal and statistics” (595 titles; 15 with a print run greater than 1,000), 9 percent were “general-interest magazines” (Unterhaltungszeitschriften) (479 titles; 53 with a print run greater than 1,000), 6 percent were “literary magazines, reviews, and academic journals” (313 titles; 7 with a print run greater than 1,000), and 2 percent were magazines on “the military and military science” (112 titles; 7 with print runs larger than 1,000). All of these were involved in the publication of texts that recalled the Napoleonic Wars and of reviews that critiqued these texts. Berlin and Leipzig were, and remained throughout the nineteenth century, the clear centers of periodical production followed at some distance by Vienna and Munich, with the concentration in Berlin in particular increasing after the foundation of the empire. Around 1900, more than one-quarter of all German periodicals appeared in Berlin.52
Four groups of periodicals were especially important in shaping the culture of memory: journals on history, politics and military history; literary magazines; reviews and academic journals; and general-interest magazines. The significance of these four groups within the literary market changed tremendously over the course of the nineteenth century, however. During the restoration period and the Vormärz, literary-cultural magazines such as Cotta’s Morgenblatt für Gebildete Stände (1807–65) dominated.53 Beyond their literary and entertainment value, they also served as “journalistic forums for bourgeois communication,” since censorship significantly hindered the publication of political-historical journals. The influence of the latter, which had been substantial between 1806 and 1815, only rose again for a brief time before and during the Revolution of 1848–49 because of the abolition of censorship. As in 1813–15, hundreds of new periodicals of this type were founded, which then quickly folded in the postrevolutionary restoration.54 The literary-cultural and political-historical journals established by committed journalists who generally served as both editor and publisher, which had shaped the periodicals market since the Enlightenment, lost their influence in the second half of the century. In the rapidly commercializing periodicals market, most magazines and journals were put out by publishers who delegated the editorial work to journalists specifically hired for the purpose. This promoted the professionalization of journalism beyond the daily newspapers.55
In the 1850s a new type of periodical, the general-interest family magazine, began to assert itself alongside a rapidly growing number of professional, associational and company journals as well as (popular) science publications.56 The prototype was the extraordinarily successful Gartenlaube (1853–1944), which the Leipzig publisher Ernst Keil launched with a print run of 5,000, and which reached its highest circulation of 382,000 in the 1870s. The Gartenlaube presented the typical mix of liberal faith in progress, monarchical nationalism, education and entertainment that appealed to the middle classes.57 A whole series of other family magazines pursued similar aims, all of them with significantly smaller print runs. One example is the Christian conservative competitor Daheim (1864–1943), published in Bielefeld by August Klasing, which attained a maximum circulation of 80,000 in the 1870s.58
The more ambitious cultural, literary and political magazines that targeted an educated middle- and upper-class readership had a far lower average circulation. In its heyday, the Morgenblatt für Gebildete Stände had a print run of 2,500. The Blätter für literarische Unterhaltung (1826–96) – founded in 1818 by Kotzebue and continued after his murder by Friedrich Arnold Brockhaus and his sons – never exceeded a circulation of 1,000 to 2,000 copies. This Leipzig literary magazine, alongside the Morgenblatt, whose supplement Literatur-Blatt (1817–49) was devoted exclusively to book reviews, became an institution of literary criticism. Even Die Grenzboten (1841–1922) – founded in 1841 and published from 1843 on in Leipzig – did not achieve a higher circulation in its prime. Its editors included Julian Schmidt (1848–61) and Gustav Freytag (1848–61 and 1867–70), who turned the magazine into a mouthpiece of the national-liberal bourgeoisie and the most influential organ of programmatic realism in literature. Only Westermanns Illustrierte Deutsche Monatshefte (1856–1987), launched in Braunschweig by the publisher Georg Westermann, attained a significantly higher circulation of 12,000 copies. With its broader range of topics, which included the natural sciences, however, it also appealed to a wider public.59
These and many other periodicals as well as the newspaper culture pages attracted readers with their announcements of forthcoming titles, reviews of the latest academic and literary publications and serialized advance publication of novels. Reviews were of particular importance for the success of a novel. Using the examples of the Allgemeine Literatur-Zeitung (1785–1850) – which appeared first in Jena and from 1803 in Halle and Leipzig – and the Literatur-Blatt, Kurt Habitzle and Günter Mühlberger have shown how pivotal reviews were for the dissemination of historical novels. Books that were not reviewed did not appear in the catalogues of the lending libraries. The most successful ones were overwhelmingly those that had earned critical praise. Even negative reviews proved better for the dissemination of a book than absolute silence. The main indicator of attention to a book in the literary public sphere was the length of reviews. For example, more than two-thirds of the most successful historical novels that became bestsellers with the lending libraries had been reviewed at length after publication.60 Serialized preprints were crucial too for a novel’s success. Many cultural and literary magazines also printed serialized novels to attract readers. Afterwards these novels frequently appeared in book form. Few authors, even established ones, could dispense with this source of income and advertisement.61 From the 1860s, specialized novel magazines were also established to satisfy the hunger of the reading public. The first and most widely read of these was Janke’s Deutsche Roman-Zeitung (1864–1944), which appeared weekly and in its heyday had a print run of 15,000 copies.62
As the nineteenth century wore on, readers of the newspaper culture sections, too, increasingly expected light reading, mainly short stories and serialized novellas and novels.63 Printing such works contributed significantly to demand and thus to rising newspaper circulation figures. This in turn increased the demand for literature, especially light fiction, since the number of newspapers and their circulation also expanded significantly between 1815 and 1915. In 1912, 3,500 newspapers with a total circulation of 25.5 million were being published in Imperial Germany. Big city newspapers run by publishers represented the lion’s share; Berlin’s Vossische Zeitung, for example, had a circulation of 43,000 and the Berliner Tageblatt 230,000 before the First World War. In the second half of the nineteenth century, newspapers of this type increasingly competed with papers put out by the political parties – the most successful of which was Vorwärts, the central organ of the Social Democrats founded in 1876, which attained a circulation of 154,000 in 1914 – and illustrated weeklies such as Ullstein’s Berliner Illustrierte Zeitung, which was founded in 1891 and reached a circulation of one million in 1914. It was sold not by subscription, but rather for the first time by street vendors at the extraordinarily cheap price of 10 pfennigs.64 All of these papers published serialized novels, several of them historical novels on the Napoleonic Wars.
At the end of the nineteenth century, readers, above all female ones, could not get enough of novels, which led to their industrial mass production and ever cheaper paperback series.65 Before 1914 alone, 25–30 million of these booklets had been sold. These slim volumes with their lurid cover illustrations were 32–64 pages long and cost no more than 10–25 pfennigs.66 This further increased the chasm between highbrow literature (Kulturbuch) and the lowbrow popular fiction (Massenbuch) that was sold in train station and department store bookshops, as well as by stationers, tobacconists and peddlers.67 Jürgen Habermas has therefore interpreted the transformation of the literary market during the nineteenth century, which was driven by industrialization and commercialization, as a transformation from a “culture-debating” (kulturräsonierend) to a “culture-consuming” national public.68
For all those who hoped to make a living from their writing, this development, which Habermas views negatively from an Enlightenment perspective, nevertheless meant a considerable improvement in their opportunities to work, as well as increasingly necessary specialization and professionalization. Writers whom the literary public accepted into the canon of high literature, the female authors of middlebrow literature, writers of fiction for mass consumption, children’s book authors, military writers, political journalists and daily newspaper editors now all competed with one another in the literary market. As a rule, only those who wrote what the market expected were successful with their contemporaries and thus found their way into print.69
Among the beneficiaries of this development were female authors, whose proportion among the producers of belles lettres rose significantly over the nineteenth century, from about 5 percent at the beginning of the century to 15 percent in the 1820s and 1830s. Around 1900, their share was 20 percent. Women writers conquered the literary market along with the expansion of novel production from the 1820s.70 Since publishing houses and lending libraries, if they hoped to be successful, had to meet the needs of the large female readership, which preferred the novel to all other genres, they needed novels that also appealed to women readers. Publishers employed women writers to serve this market, since they were often in a better position to do so than their male colleagues.71
A Growing Readership
Apart from the political, economic and technological preconditions for expanding the German literary market, it was above all the rapid advance of literacy in the nineteenth century – largely as a consequence of the growth of the educational system – that made this boom possible.72 Industrialization was the most important factor promoting the expansion of public education, which occurred unevenly in different regions and between the city and the countryside. It led to a quickly rising demand in the trades, industry, commerce and administration for a workforce capable of reading and writing. The military, too, with its system of universal male conscription, needed recruits who had mastered the fundamental skills of reading, writing and arithmetic.73 Because the literacy rate was generally much higher in towns and cities, urbanization also advanced its rise. Between 1871 and 1910, the proportion of the population in the German Empire living in towns of more than 2,000 inhabitants increased from 36 to 60 percent. On the eve of the First World War, every fifth German lived in a city of 100,000 or more residents.74
Estimates of the extent of literacy vary for the entire nineteenth century. Rudolf Schenda assumes that, in 1840, up to 40 percent of the population in the German-speaking region could read.75 By 1871 this proportion had supposedly risen to approximately 88 percent. The differences between regions, town and countryside, age cohorts, genders, and confessions as well as ethnic groups remained substantial, however. Thus in 1871 approximately 18 percent of Catholics were illiterate, but only about 12 percent of Protestants. In West Prussia, a largely agricultural region with a high proportion of Catholic Polish and Kashubian inhabitants, some 33 percent of men and 40 percent of women could neither read nor write in 1871. In that same year, in contrast, only 1 percent of men and 3 percent of women in Berlin were illiterate. By World War I, these differences evened out and the literacy rate in the German Empire had reached nearly 100 percent.76 This does not mean that the entire population was actually in a position truly to “comprehend printed texts”; even after 1900, some 20–25 percent lacked this skill.77
For broad segments of the literate population, lack of time and places to read as well as lack of funds to buy or borrow reading materials remained the main obstacles. Despite a general improvement in living conditions, even in 1900 the overwhelming majority was still considered to be of “modest means,” and could afford at most a newspaper subscription.78 Large print runs, cheap forms of publication and sale by peddlers did little to change this. Around 1900 the middle classes still represented no more than 15 percent of the population. Of them, 5 percent belonged to the so-called educated elite, the upper-middle class with money and an academic education (among men). The rest consisted of members of the old and new lower-middle classes, including craftsmen.79
Apart from the aristocracy, these middle classes continued to represent the majority of readers, book buyers and newspaper and periodical subscribers. The increase in readership was mainly among the lower-middle classes. Even most middle-class and petty bourgeois readers, however, rarely bought literary texts or subscribed to magazines, apart from those that featured light family entertainment. Those who wished to read novels, autobiographies, biographies, works of history or the more serious periodicals visited the nearest lending library, where novels were especially popular, chief among them historical novels, love stories and tales of adventure as well as detective novels, which made up 80 to 90 percent of the overall titles borrowed. Biographies and memoirs were also favorites among borrowers.80
According to the Address Book of the Book Trade, there were 617 commercial lending libraries in the German-speaking region in 1865, a figure that rose to 1,056 in 1880 and to 3,000 in 1903. Since many provincial firms were not members of the German Book Trade Association (Börsenverein des Deutschen Buchhandels), scholars have estimated that the actual figure was double that. In addition, a growing number of public libraries were established in villages, towns and cities by church parishes, adult education associations and later also municipalities beginning in the 1830s and 1840s. The figures rose significantly, particularly from the 1870s on. After the lifting of the Anti-Socialist Laws, the Social Democratic Party and trade unions also opened workers’ libraries all over the country. In 1914 a total of 1,147 workers’ libraries existed in 748 towns.81
In his extensive study of German lending libraries, Alberto Martino estimates that the average proportion of the population who were regular users of all types of libraries was 6 percent in the 1880s, but increased manyfold in the two decades that followed. Library use reflected the growth of the reading population. It spread first in the old and new middle classes, then in the petty bourgeoisie and later in the skilled and organized working class. Even in Berlin, where 81 trade union libraries existed in 1906, unskilled and semiskilled workers never represented more than one-quarter of all library users.82 Despite these qualifications, Martyn Lyons concludes in his comparative history of reading that “The half-century between the 1880s and the 1930s was the golden age of the book.” The “first generation which acceded to mass literacy was also the last to see the book unchallenged as a communications medium.”83 For the broad mass of the population, especially women and workers, it was only the formation of a national culture-consuming public that gave them access to books, magazines and newspapers, and it was only with this access that the influence of literary memories of the era of the Napoleonic Wars could flourish.
Politics, the market and the media all influenced the construction of collective memories of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars in German Central Europe. Without the development of a culture-consuming national public and the successful use of literary media such as popular history books and autobiographies as well as war memoirs and novels, the wide dissemination of literary war memories would have been impossible. As I will show in more detail later in this fourth part as well as in the fifth part, the specific media of memory, their potential audience and their chances on the literary market and in the lending libraries influenced the production of these war memories during the nineteenth century far more than has been recognized thus far. Certainly, transformations in political culture and with them changing censorship practices were important as well, and they were partly reflected by the booms in memory production, but the twenty-fifth, fiftieth and one-hundredth anniversaries of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars were far more crucial for these booms. Without the public’s growing interest in the history of this period, however, all of the other factors that influenced memory production would have been irrelevant. Thus we need first to explain this interest and to explore the role of academic, military and popular histories.
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13 Inventing History
Nostalgia, Historiography and Memory
It is a dangerous time, this time of transition, which will probably not be over in half a century. Often, it appears to lift us, to shoot us to the stars and beyond with hopes, designs and prospects, and then dash us deep into the dust, and indeed sometimes into the mud, to remind us of all things human and mundane.1



Ernst Moritz Arndt wrote these words in May 1817 to his friend Councilor of War Johann Georg Scheffner in Königsberg. Like many of his contemporaries, he sensed that he was living in a period of transition and rapid transformation. The experience of the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars had changed the perception of time in many ways, leading to a “memory crisis” that educated contemporaries responded to in large numbers by turning toward history. The intensity of the renewed “historical impulse” since the early nineteenth century expressed the powerful perception of a “deprivation of the past.”2 In the German-speaking region this development became evident not just in the political journalism and Romantic literature of the time,3 but also in the writings of early historicism,4 which turned with heightened interest to the German past, including the most recent events. The first accounts of the history of the wars of 1813–15 and the “time of the French” appeared soon after it was over. In subsequent decades, this historical impulse expressed itself in the development of history into a professional academic discipline and the accompanying triumph of historicism,5 the founding of a variety of archaeological and historical societies as well as local historical and museum associations,6 in the culture of monuments7 and not least in the first boom in autobiographies and war memoirs and the growing treatment of subjects from history in other literary texts such as biographies and novels.8 The development of this history boom suggests that – apart from a number of more general factors that led to a discovery of the past and a growing interest in historical topics among the broader public – the period of the Napoleonic Wars itself was such a formative experience for contemporaries and subsequent generations that it required intensive processing in individual and collective memory beyond the national politics of memory pursued by the state, the military and churches.
In this chapter I first discuss the various factors that led to this turn toward the past and intensive processing of memories of the Napoleonic Wars and then sketch the development of German-language academic, military and popular historiography on the wars with a focus on the most widespread and influential texts, since the master narratives of historiography did not merely shape the basic lines of the historical narrative in the popular literary media of memory, but were themselves part of those media.
Revolution, War and the Rise of History
In 1979, in his seminal Futures Past: On the Semantic of Historical Time, Reinhard Koselleck already pointed to the transformation of the understanding of time in the epoch of the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars.9 Since then, historians have studied this phenomenon extensively. They all emphasize “fundamental breaks in the Western consciousness of time, which in turn structured the way Europeans viewed their place in history, their connections with the past, and their ability to fashion themselves as active political subjects.”10 Before the French Revolution, history was perceived as comparatively static; past and present were believed to be in balance with one another. Even the Enlightenment, with its concept of “historical progress” moving “society toward the completion of a rational plan or universal scheme” did nothing to change this. “Both the retrograde aspects of the past and the rational endeavors of the present provided unmistakable evidence for progress unfolding.” It was therefore unnecessary to scrutinize temporal differences between the past, the present and the future.11
The events of the French Revolution, however, quickly and radically rendered this understanding of time obsolete. Contemporaries recognized that after the revolution, which was perceived as a violent rupture, there was no way back to the past. At the same time, they acknowledged that this break, and with it the present, was in many ways a product of the past. They were at once cut off from and shaped by the past – no revolution without the ancien régime. What was perceived as especially new and ineluctable about the revolution “was its authorization of so many new historical subjects,” its “explicitly ideological nature,” its “rejection of the past, and its celebration of the people and the nation.”12 The perception of the French Revolution as an irrevocable break with the past made it what Koselleck has called a geschichtsphilosophischer Perspektivbegriff:13 “The revolution was transformed for everyone into a historicophilosophical concept, based on a perspective which displayed a constant and steady direction” toward the future.14 Subsequently, the difference between the space of experience (Erfahrungsraum) and the horizon of expectations (Erwartungshorizont) grew. Previously unimaginable changes, not just in politics but also in society and the economy, suddenly became possible – even for social groups such as slaves, workers and women who seemed to have played no role as historical agents in the past. This expanding horizon of expectations unleashed a utopian potential that produced an open notion of progress – that is, the hope that, despite short-term setbacks, the economy, society and politics would change for the better in the long term. This faith in progress strongly influenced the thinking of the liberal middle classes, in particular, in the nineteenth century.15 At the time of the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars, this faith was accompanied by the sense that progress was accelerating in the present, which seemed to further reinforce the feeling of contemporaries that they had to leave the past irrevocably behind them. This in turn led to the “memory crisis” discussed by Richard Terdiman and, frequently but not always, to a sense of nostalgia – “the deep feelings of dispossession” elicited by the past.16 A remark made by Joseph Görres in a letter of February 1811 to his publisher friend Friedrich Perthes is typical of this mix of feelings:
Our time retains nothing that remains the same: just as the leisurely old way of making books has ceased among scholars, the merchants have also been chased from the quiet seats in their counting houses. Those who cannot survive on their previous acquisitions must climb down from the sedan chair and onto their horses; the infantry must be provided with mounts, for time itself is fleeing in a chariot.17


As Peter Fritzsche has shown, a similar nostalgic state of mind can be found in the letters, diaries and memoirs of many educated contemporaries.18 The sense of living at a time of accelerated change, which differed fundamentally from the irretrievable past, went hand in hand with the quite emancipatory insight that history is made by ordinary mortals, not just rulers and generals, and is thus subject to change, and that at the same time the specific conditions of an era shape the people who live in it to a great degree.19 “The ability of contemporaries to conceive of themselves as historical products of specific periods opened the way for them to think of themselves as active agents of history. This new way of thinking, which recognized individuals as subjects of history and afforded them autonomy and agency, was associated with the consciousness of generation-specific experiences of the present and thus also of the past and the future.20 As a consequence of this development, from the end of the eighteenth century on, along with changing perceptions of time, interest in the political events of the present and their history grew markedly among increasingly broad strata of the population. One aspect of this “authorization of new historical subjects was the self-recognition and self-positioning of the subject in the new histories,” which led to the boom in autobiographies and memoirs as well as historical novels.21
The Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, which affected millions of people across Europe and beyond, significantly intensified these altered perceptions of time. The mass experience of these wars by soldiers and civilians over the long period of 23 years made the present something that affected everyone in their everyday lives, was shared by all and touched the inhabitants of even the tiniest villages in the remotest corners of Europe, especially during the Napoleonic Wars. The exceedingly high military and civilian casualties, which surpassed anything seen before, and “the extreme violence that characterized the period”22 as well as its legitimation by a bellicist and nationalist ideology distinguished the wars between 1792 and 1815 from all previous ones. Their mutually recognizable experience thus created a common historical field that people shared; it turned them into “contemporaries” – beyond all other differences – and further fostered their interest in the present.23
The feeling of Zeitgenossenschaft (contemporaneity in the sense of being a contemporary of others), a term often used in writings of the time, was significantly intensified by the movement of large crowds – soldiers, sailors, refugees, exiles and prisoners of war from many different lands – across vast stretches of the European continent and the adjacent seas. Sooner or later, troops marching through, requisitions, occupation, billeting, the accommodation of prisoners of war and the need to care for sick and wounded soldiers, both one’s own and those of the enemy, affected many regions. These experiences made for high politics and military affairs that affected everyone. Simultaneously, they created a variety of occasions for forced encounters with “foreigners,” which allowed people to experience collective identity as well as alterity. This is one reason why military memoirs relating war experiences in foreign regions, such as the Iberian Peninsula and Eastern Europe, became so popular after 1815.24 Even simple soldiers and civilians who had never been far from home recognized, frequently for the first time, what the people of their home region and nation shared despite their internal social and religious differences, and what distinguished them from other, “alien” peoples. Fostered by the nationalization of the political discourse, this made it possible to see unity on the level of the territorial state and the nation, and at the same time to recognize distinctions within this unity.
The national rhetoric used to legitimize wars, which also served the purpose of patriotic mobilization, was an important additional factor that influenced the altered perceptions of time and people and the increasing interest in the past. As I showed in the second part, the German-speaking region witnessed a massive nationalization of the political discourse after 1806, which was expressed not only in contemporary political writing but also in sermons, poems and songs as well as fiction. Romantic authors such as Achim von Arnim, Clemens Brentano, Caroline and Friedrich de la Motte Fouqué and Friedrich Schlegel shared the patriotism of Arndt, Brockhaus, Fichte, Görres and Jahn.25 In their common striving to create national unity by constructing a German cultural nation, they deployed history, or rather a mythologized national past, alongside language, custom and the Christian religion. They rediscovered the distant Germanic past and the Middle Ages and with them the art and architecture of those epochs. At the same time, an awareness of and interest in the history of the individual regions and not just of the nation grew, as expressed in the founding of countless local and regional historical and archaeological societies during the first half of the century. The regions were increasingly perceived as an important part of the nation.26
Educated contemporaries seem to have hoped that looking backward in history, often through the rosy lens of nostalgia, would offer orientation for the present and the future. The historian Heinrich Luden accordingly wrote in his 1810 On the Study of National History, “The present passes quickly by; the future is unknown to us; only the past stands firmly anchored in history and responds to our questions.”27 The reverse of all this looking backward, which lay in the discovery of their own history, was the hope of a better future. Consequently, the adherents of German nationalism linked their active support for the struggle for liberation from Napoleonic rule with aspirations toward national unity and more political liberties. In 1813–15 they still believed the promises of their princes. Even less radically minded contemporaries shared their hopes for reforms and, albeit in a politically far more moderate manner, for increased civil and political rights.28
During the restoration period, however, these expectations were so thoroughly and permanently disappointed that the widespread faith in monarchical government was severely shaken, and not just among radical proponents of the German national idea. After 1815 – and the literature often ignores this – even moderate patriots and indeed conservatives like the Brandenburg Junker Friedrich August Ludwig von der Marwitz experienced this fundamental loss of faith. Looking back from the 1830s, he noted in his posthumously published memoirs:
Scarcely anyone spoke of freedom and constitutions anymore. Not just here, but in nearly every land in Europe, the ministries boasted of their wisdom. They alone had vanquished the enemy with their splendid combinations and brought about the present happy (!!) circumstances. If someone objected that the abused people’s strength and love of liberty had also played their part, this was either denied outright or it was admitted that the peoples had behaved so well out of love for their rightful monarchs! Too little of this love had been apparent, however, for neither beforehand nor afterwards did these monarchs conduct themselves in such a way as to be deserving of love.29


For Marwitz, the conduct of the princes and their governments – who in the restoration period denigrated the wartime achievements of the people and broke the promises they had made – ran the risk of protracted social conflict between monarchs and nobility on the one hand, and citizens on the other. In his view, this behavior had caused a fundamental loss of faith in the existing order and increased the risk of violent upheaval.
Marwitz’s retrospective assessment appears to have been quite accurate. The editor of the first edition of Marwitz’s memoirs, published in 1852 by the conservative Prussian diplomat and historian Marcus von Niebuhr, perceived it as so dangerous, following the defeated Democratic Revolution of 1848–49, that he deleted it.30 We only find it in the second, more complete 1908 edition by the Berlin historian Friedrich Meusel. It took nearly a century for academic historians to accept Marwitz’s observation that the men of the nobility and the middle classes who, for a wide variety of reasons, had supported the wars of 1813–15 with their pens or swords, shared a single experience: Many of them had acted autonomously and collectively for the first time, and felt their power as historical subjects, which is why they found the “collective experience” of 1813 so impressive and important. They had trusted the promises of their rulers to grant them greater political rights and a constitution after the “universal people’s war” – no matter that their political visions had diverged. Irrespective of all political differences, they cultivated the myth of the “popular uprising” of 1813 so assiduously after 1815 in order to recall these promises. The myth and the hopes associated with it contrasted sharply with actual developments in the following decades. This tension between expectation and experience promoted political dissatisfaction in the long term and was processed repeatedly in a large number of memory texts, including not just autobiographies and war memoirs but also academic histories and literary works. Up until unification in 1871, many of them functioned as reminders of the political promises made by princes, as some authors explicitly stated in their publications.31
The memory texts written in the decades following the wars also processed experiences of adventure and freedom, of new and remarkable impressions as well as the traumas of violence, captivity, injury, loss and death.32 Since the wars of the period between 1792 and 1815 involved middle-class men on a much broader scale than ever before, these men, who were literate, expressed their experiences in autobiographies and war memoirs, of which we have many more in German than from any previous war. They regarded their experiences as so dramatic and significant that they appeared worth preserving for family and friends or even a wider public. Middle-class readers, in turn, wanted to know whether their experiences were similar to those of their contemporaries and also to hear about completely different adventures. For that reason, they read the memoirs not only of famous but also of unknown authors, as well as accounts of unfamiliar regions such as Eastern Europe or the Iberian Peninsula and translations of works relating the experiences of people from other lands.33 Authors and readers shared an interest in recollections that tried to rescue from oblivion their own experiences and roles in the great events of the Napoleonic Wars. The producers of various literary forms worked together here and their texts were mutually reinforcing, referring to one another explicitly or implicitly.
The quickly growing number of autobiographies, war memoirs, historical biographies, novels and history books on the period of the Napoleonic Wars published in the decades after 1815 all over Europe clearly indicates the reading public’s increasing interest in the recent past. What arose was a mutually reinforcing web of recollection of this past in the different media of memory. The producers of these recollections were not free to present history however they saw fit. Following reader expectations, even the authors of autobiographical accounts, biographies and novels had to stick to the basic outlines of historical events, especially when the eyewitnesses were still alive, which was the case into the 1870s. Literary scholars have pointed out that well into the second half of the nineteenth century, the writers of historical novels, for example, sought to reproduce their settings “with factual precision and the exact reconstruction of a historical milieu.” Their references to historiography as the basis of their narratives had the function of “establishing a claim to truth and authenticity,” a claim repeated again and again in the prefaces.34 The same was necessary for the authors of autobiographies and war memoirs. Thus an important precondition for the glut of such literary memory texts was the rapid emergence of academic, military and popular historiography on the Napoleonic Wars.35
The Wars of 1813–15 in Nineteenth-Century Historiography
The first historical accounts of the Napoleonic Wars appeared immediately after the last battles were fought in the various theaters. In the nascent web of recollections, the boundaries between the different types of historical narratives – in autobiographies, war memoirs, novels, history books and other media – were often quite fluid, especially in the first postwar decades, when the fields of academic and military history were still in the making. Theorists of early historicism recognized this. For instance, in his influential lecture “On the Historian’s Task,” presented at Berlin’s Royal Academy of Sciences in 1820, Wilhelm von Humboldt, an acknowledged authority, posited a kinship between the historian and the poet in their shared emphasis on representation and dependence on imagination. He began his lecture by asserting, “The historian’s task is to present what actually happened. The more purely and completely he achieves this, the more perfectly has he solved his problem. [...] An event, however, is only partially visible in the world of the senses; the rest has to be added by intuition, inference and guesswork.” He then continued, comparing poets and historians:
Differently from the poet, but in a way similar to him, he [the historian] must work the collected fragments into a whole. [...] For if the historian [...] can only reveal the truth of an event by presentation, by filling in and connecting the disjointed fragments of direct observation, he can do so, like the poet, only through imagination.36


Leopold von Ranke, Johann Gustav Droysen and Heinrich von Treitschke, the doyens of German historicism, also set great store by vivid and memorable narrative, which becomes apparent when reading their texts, but they distinguished more strictly and systematically between various forms of representation. Droysen even developed a theory of representation that consciously went beyond Humboldt and Ranke, differentiating between narrative, didactic and discursive forms.37 Aside from efforts to maintain a lively writing style and artful narrative, in the decades after the wars of 1813–15 many historians also shared with the authors of autobiographies and war memoirs, novels and other memory texts a commitment to keeping the memory of this period alive.
The first histories of the wars of 1813–15 appeared during the conflict and immediately after it ended. Their authors sought to inform readers in detail about recent events in the various regions of the German-speaking world and Europe, and at the same time hoped to establish their own “proper” understanding of these events. Already these early historical accounts thus reflected the intense conflict over interpretational sovereignty that had begun during the wars. Up to World War I the question of whether the wars of 1813–15 had been “Wars of Liberation” or “Wars of Liberty” remained controversial among historians, even if the monarchic-conservative interpretation gained dominance during the time of the German Empire. From the beginning, academic and military historians and the authors of popular histories competed for readers. Despite the differences in their analyses and interpretations of the period between 1806 and 1815, they shared two master narratives. The first was the myth of the downfall and renewed rise of Germany in these years, and the second, related, one was the perception of the wars of 1813–15 as the culmination of this rise. As the final act of heroic liberation, the events of 1813–15 stood at the center of most histories of the period. The dispute over the interpretation of the period was also settled in other media of memory. As the nineteenth century wore on, however, professional historians increasingly insisted on the hegemony of academic historiography in the process of historical writing and memory production. Only they, so they said, were qualified by their university training to write “truthful” history and decide this dispute.
Early Popular and Academic Historiography
A harbinger of the many works on the Russian campaign of 1812 and the wars of 1813–15 that would be published in the following decades was the brief study The Retreat of the French from Russia by the Prussian officer Ernst von Pfuel, which appeared in Berlin in 1813. The text depicts in graphic scenes the dramatic retreat of the French army from Russia and describes the shortcomings of the French leadership. It was printed that same year in English, French and Swedish as well. Pfuel was a patriot and strong supporter of the Prussian military reformers. In 1809 he had left the Prussian military service and joined the Austrian army to fight against Napoleon. In 1812 he joined the Russian army. When he returned to the Prussian military service in 1814, he was soon promoted to the rank of general. In 1867, one year after Pfuel’s death, historian Friedrich Förster, a former Lützower, republished the text together with his own fond recollections of his old friend.38
More publications followed soon after the war. One of the earliest appeared in 1816 under the title The War of Liberation in Germany in 1813 and was penned by the Leipzig private scholar, historian and philosopher Johann Adam Bergk, who proposed a staunchly German-national, early-liberal interpretation of the wars, which is presumably why he had his text published anonymously (by Baumgärtner in Leipzig) during the ensuing political restoration.39 That same year, Brockhaus published Russia’s and Germany’s Wars of Liberation from French Domination under Napoleon Buonaparte in the Years 1812–1815 by the theologian and historian Carl Venturini, which offers an interpretation of the wars similar to Bergk’s. This account stresses the achievements of the people and criticizes the incipient restoration. For that reason, it was banned in Prussia in 1819, which did more to encourage than hinder further editions. As in the case of Bergk, Venturini’s German-national and early-liberal views hampered his career in the civil service during the restoration era, and he had to earn his living as a pastor in Braunschweig.40 In his announcement of the work, Venturini explains why he nevertheless felt compelled to write it:
Many and varied things have been said and written about a worthy national monument to the great and unforgettable events that rescued and restored German liberty. One of the most worthy, and also the most efficacious, means of ensuring that the sacred sense of German liberty and autonomy does not expire is doubtless a history of the war [...] from which we can rightly expect the reconquest of our human dignity, our national worth and our national virtue! Such a history – portrayed powerfully with dignity and truth and in a German spirit – will and must be a source of sacred self-awareness, true national wisdom and strong civic virtue for all classes, indeed a bond of unity between prince and people, such as we have, alas, not possessed up to now.41


This line of argument is quite typical of many authors of historical accounts of the wars of 1813–15 in the first half of the nineteenth century. They sought to bolster national pride by keeping alive memories of the struggle for freedom, which for them had been directed both outward and inward and supported by “all classes of the population.” As they saw it, the victory over Napoleon had succeeded only because of the alliance between people and monarch. Their memory construction thus reflected their political agenda during the wars and their own “steadfast and virile action” to realize it by pen and sword. According to Venturini, society should commemorate above all the heroic acts of “youths and men,” thereby spurring future generations on to similar deeds. In this vein he wrote:
We love and seek to emulate the heroes who rescued the fatherland; we honor and esteem the fatherland for the sake of the heroes it bestowed upon us. And this and this alone is the true source of the mighty feeling of national honor and genuine national pride, which protects a people’s autonomy more powerfully than all the declamations on glory and patriotism. To write such a history of the war in the years 1812, 1813, 1814 and 1815; to provide the nation with a work that gives German men and youths strength, counsel, comfort and enthusiasm, is my intention.42


We encounter very similar phrasing in the preface to the ten-volume Universal History: From the Inception of Historical Knowledge to Our Days by early-liberal Freiburg history professor Karl von Rotteck, which appeared between 1812 and 1827. The final two volumes treated the most recent events.43 The work was reprinted a number of times into the second half of the nineteenth century. In 1832–33 Herder in Freiburg was already publishing the “eighth expanded and newly revised original edition.” By 1868 it had gone through 25 editions with 100,000 copies. Rotteck deliberately used the term “Wars of Liberty” to set his work apart from the monarchic-conservative interpretation of the wars of 1813–15. For him, too, these wars were, accordingly, an “uprising of the people” enraptured and mobilized by “dreams of liberty.”44
As in the accounts by Bergk and Venturini, in Rotteck’s narrative “the people” consisted exclusively of (middle- and upper-class) youths and men. Women are absent from most historical representations of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars that appeared in the long nineteenth century; academic, military and popular historiography did not differ in this. Women’s active support for the war, among other things in the patriotic women’s associations, is ignored or, as was later the case in Heinrich von Treitschke’s five-volume German History of the Nineteenth Century (1879–94), mentioned at best in passing as evidence of “universal” support for the war.45
These findings reflect the highly gendered understanding of history among academic historians, which was strongly shaped by the dominant notion of gender-specific spheres. It assigned men the “public space” of the economy, politics and war and women the “private space” of family and household. In this sphere, suited to their particular “nature,” women were perceived as ahistorical, divorced from the events of their time. For that reason, their memories appeared to possess no historical relevance. The construction of a highly gendered “fixed canon” of subjects appropriate for historiography that focused on politics and war was reinforced the believe of male historians that only they were able to study history in a scholarly manner. For the developing profession of academic history, “objectivity” no longer “relied exclusively on the causality of past events and on the chain of argument”; it was “affected by the subjectivity of the historian.” To defend “history against arbitrary interpretations” they introduced the historicist methodology: “Historical truth consequently had to be verified in terms of objective evidence, which mostly meant written documents.”46 Women could not meet these standards, however, because they had no access to academic education. Studying history at a university became the precondition for any “proper” historiography. The result was that not only women, but also men without professional academic training and even historians with a different methodological approach to historiography were excluded from academic history writing. Women could only produce memory texts outside of academia and for a broader public, particularly by writing novels and literature for young people. Here, as we will see in the fifth part, their narratives competed with and complemented male recollections.47
Into the 1840s, to the extent permitted by censorship, the dominant portrayal of the wars of 1813–15 in the rapidly evolving historiography was as “people’s wars” and “Wars of Liberty,” fought by “German men,” thus challenging the monarchic-conservative interpretation propagated by governments and parts of the military.48 Even the young Johann Gustav Droysen adopted a similar position in his Lectures on the Wars of Liberty, published in Kiel in 1846.49 The majority of the first generation of authors of historical accounts of these wars (unlike Droysen, who was born in 1808) had actively supported the wars or fought in them personally, most of them as volunteers, which explains their attitude toward the wars and their critique of restoration policy. A typical example is Carl Friedrich Friccus, a Prussian jurist who had fought as a volunteer and commander of a Königsberg militia battalion and returned to the judicial service after 1815. In 1837 he became the first auditor-general of the Prussian army, the head of the military judicial administration. In 1843 Friccus published History of the War in the Years 1813 and 1814, in which he particularly stressed the achievements of the Prussian militia, which conservatives had repeatedly questioned after 1815, although the army leadership had officially recognized them early on in the wars.50
From the 1840s on, however, this first generation of historians of the wars of 1813–15, who had actively supported them with the pen or the sword, was increasingly being replaced by academically trained scholars who taught in one of the emerging history departments (Historische Seminare) that most universities had established by the 1870s. Notwithstanding all of their differences, what the first and second generations of historians of the period of the Napoleonic Wars shared was a passion for the “German question.” During the first half of the nineteenth century, most of the historians of the wars of 1813–15 were already advocating a Protestant kleindeutsch position that propagated a unified Germany without Austria under Prussian leadership. Despite the course of restoration, which had been pushed by Austria but with the active support of Prussia, they regarded the Prussian monarchy as the only force capable of uniting the German states and leading them into a nation-state. And yet, from early on, there were opposing voices. Whereas Friccus’s book, for example, offered a critical portrayal of Austria’s involvement in the war and emphasized Prussian achievements, Austrian author Johann Sporschill’s The German Wars of Liberty in the Years 1813, 14, 15 shared the former’s German-national and early-liberal position, albeit in a more moderate version, but passionately advocated a großdeutsch solution to the national question – a united Germany that included Austria – and insisted on the part played by the German people as a whole, not just the inhabitants of Prussia, in liberation from Napoleon’s “foreign rule.” Sporschill stressed Austria’s role in this struggle. His nine-volume account appeared for the first time in 1838–39 on the occasion of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the wars and had gone through six editions by 1845–56. Sporschill, who grew up in Brünn (present-day Brno) and studied law and politics in Vienna, was an extraordinarily successful historical journalist and author who reached an audience throughout the German-speaking lands, with the vigorous support of his Braunschweig publisher Westermann.51 In this way, the debates over the interpretation of the wars of 1813–15 in the historiography of the restoration period anticipated the conflicts over the “German question” in the Frankfurt National Assembly in 1848–49.52
Of course, monarchic-conservative authors also contributed to the early historiography on the wars of 1813–15. One of them was the Leipzig professor of Staatswissenschaft Friedrich von Bülau, whose History of Germany from 1806–1830 was published by Perthes in Hamburg in 1842. But in the first half of the nineteenth century their influence in popular and academic historiography was still limited. In the first postwar decades it was mainly Prussian military historians – generals and officers – who promoted a more monarchic-conservative narrative of the wars.
The Emerging Military Historiography
The professional military historiography that emerged in the wake of the increasing professionalization of the armed forces, a process that had begun in Prussia with the military reforms of 1807 to 1813, became a major bastion of such an interpretation. The Department of War History of the General Staff of the Prussian Army, established in 1815 under the leadership of Colonel Otto August Rühle von Lilienstern, gained great influence. Its work focused on two themes: the wars of the “great” Prussian king and military leader Friedrich II and the campaigns of the wars of 1813–15. One of its first publications was the four-volume account of The War in Germany and France During the Years 1813 and 1814 by Prussian Major Carl Baron von Plotho, who had participated in the campaigns of those years at the king’s headquarters and was promoted to the rank of lieutenant colonel in 1816. Plotho’s work, published by Amelang in Berlin, described the campaigns in detail, and was a great success outside Prussia as well, since he sought to provide a balanced account of events and suitably acknowledged the allies’ role in the victory. The volumes were reprinted the next year.53 Plotho’s aim was to write a “systematically presented” “contemporary history” (Tagesgeschichte). He described his approach as follows:
In keeping with the purpose and necessities, the treatment of the subject matter is limited to a simple narrative, based upon genuine documents. It shall thus not be a historical work; I feel called neither to criticize the documents, beyond their authenticity, nor to provide a critique of the events themselves. [...] To be sure, much is already known of this subject from war reports, newspapers, magazines and many other books, and the recollection of these glorious years remains fresh in all our memories; – yet these accounts are missing a good deal that is noteworthy, and it is only beyond our own lives, upon our graves, that history arises.54


Plotho explained to his readers that he would primarily present “genuine military facts,” based upon a plethora of material, which he had “taken great pains to collect from the hands of individual friends of good will.” Readers appear to have appreciated his efforts. In 1836, his portrayal was still praised as a “most excellent source” in the Militair-Conversations Lexikon, a military encyclopedia published by “several German officers” in Leipzig.55
A second early publication put out by the Department of War History of the General Staff of the Prussian Army that would exert a lasting influence on military historiography was the five-volume Plan of the Battles and Skirmishes Fought by the Prussian Army in the Campaigns of 1813, 14 and 15: Written under Commission from the Highest Authorities and Supplied with the Necessary Historical Elucidations, which was published by Reimer in Berlin between 1821 and 1825 and reprinted in 1831.56 This publication concentrates far more than Plotho had on the successes of the Prussian army, above all its professional units. The achievements of volunteers and militia, though mentioned, are given short shrift. It represents the move to a more Prussian-centered conservative interpretation of the wars of 1813–15 in the Prussian military during the restoration. This move was also apparent in the third influential Prussian account published in the 1820s, General Karl Baron von Müffling’s On the War History of the Years 1813 and 1814: The Campaigns of the Silesian Army under Field Marshal Blücher from the End of the Ceasefire to the Conquest of Paris, which appeared in 1824 with E. S. Mittler in Berlin and was reprinted in 1827. Müffling, chief of the Prussian General Staff since 1820, ignores volunteers and militia altogether in his narrative. For him, it was the policies of monarchs and generals – above all the Prussians at Allied Headquarters – that had brought about the victory.57
The campaigns of 1813–15 were also a central theme in the Militair-Wochenblatt, which was published by the Department of War History of the General Staff of the Prussian Army beginning in 1816 with the approval of King Friedrich-Wilhelm III. Rühle von Lilienstern became editor-in-chief of this first official military journal of the Prussian army. His coeditor was General Karl von Decker, who was also responsible for the Militair-Literaturzeitung, launched in 1820 as the literary supplement to the Militair-Wochenblatt. After the unification in 1871 the latter became the official journal of the German General Staff and appeared until 1919. The Militair-Wochenblatt, which was published by E. S. Mittler in Berlin, quickly developed into the leading German military journal.58 From 1843 the supplement, Beihefte zum Militär-Wochenblatt, became a venue for the publication of longer studies based on material in the Prussian War Archive. Here, too, the period of the Napoleonic Wars was a central topic. Most works were written by officers of the Department of War History for their peers and focused on the detailed study of campaigns and battles or questions of military organization and leadership.59 But the Beihefte also published longer biographies of leading generals of the period.60 Through the Militär-Wochenblatt and the Beihefte the Prussian General Staff hoped to influence the “spirit” of officers efficiently and lastingly as well as to educate them for their profession.
Apart from the Militair-Wochenblatt, the most influential German-language military journals that published articles on the period of the Napoleonic Wars were the Allgemeine Militär-Zeitung and the Österreichische Militärische Zeitschrift. The AMZ was issued between 1826 and 1902 by “a society of German officers and military officials” based in Leipzig and Darmstadt. They published this nationwide, more liberal military journal with the aim of inspiring open debate on all military issues. To that end they printed all articles anonymously, so that the authors would feel freer to express their views. The third important military journal, the Österreichische Militärische Zeitschrift, which still appears today in Vienna, was far more conservative. It was founded in 1808 by Major Moritz Gomez de Parientos, the then-director of the Austrian War Archive.61
Prussian military historiography on the Napoleonic Wars was challenged early on by dissenting narratives written by officers and generals from the armies of the states of the former Confederation of the Rhine, who were eager to defend the military honor of these armies and their units. One of the first was by the Saxon officer and member of the General Staff, Otto Baron von Odeleben, Napoleon’s Campaign in Saxony, published in 1816 by Arnold in Dresden. The text went through at least two more editions up to 1840.62 Also widely read was The Campaign at the Niederelbe in the Years 1813 and 1814 by Danish Major Count Danneskiold-Løvendal, representative of the Danish forces at the headquarters of French Marshal Davout. This report was published by A. F. J. Schmidt in Kiel in 1818 and focuses on the fighting around Hamburg, trying to paint an “impartial” picture of this conflict and the city at its center.63 The third early publication was written by Wilhelm Krieg von Hochfelden, who bore the titles of Grand Ducal Badensian Major, Knight of the Grand Ducal Badensian Carl Friedrich Order of Military Merit and Knight of the Royal French Legion of Honor, as he stated proudly on the cover of his study, which had the long title Historical Account of All the Incidents and Military Engagements Involving the Grand Ducal Badensian Troops in Spain from the End of 1808 to the End of 1813 in Connection with the Significant Occurrences around the Division of the Confederation of the Rhine within the French Army. The main aim of this text, too – published in 1823 by Herder in Freiburg – was to defend the honor of his army and inform readers of its heroism during the campaign in Spain, from which only 7,000 of the original 10,000 men had returned. Like many other works of this type, the text emphasizes that the army and its leader, the grand duke of Baden, were “forced” by Napoleon to fight in the Grande Armée. The attached list of 325 subscribers clearly indicates the audience for this kind of book: upper- and middle-class men who had served in the ducal army or had lost relatives in the war.64 Such military history books, but also many eyewitness accounts by men who had belonged to the armed forces of the Confederation of the Rhine, which will be analyzed in the next chapter, sought to counterbalance the dominant military narrative of the victorious Prussian army, especially in the restoration and Vormärz era. Grappling with the fact that, for a shorter or longer period, they had belonged to a defeated power that ended up on the “wrong side” of history, their obvious aim was to reclaim the military honor of their army or unit and with it their own manly honor as officers.
Popular National-Liberal Historiography after 1848–49
After the failed Democratic Revolution of 1848–49, the next boom in historiography on the wars of 1813–15 came in the run-up to their fiftieth anniversary. The authors of the most successful works by far for a broad public were Heinrich Beitzke and Friedrich Förster. Their books were published in multivolume editions, with, respectively, Duncker & Humblodt in 1854–55 and Hempel in 1856–61, both Berlin publishing houses. Beitzke and Förster had fought in the wars as volunteers. Beitzke had served as a major in the Prussian army until 1845, after which he worked as a freelance writer. Förster had studied theology in Jena before the wars, then taught history at the Engineering and Artillery College in Berlin, but was dismissed during the persecution of the so-called demagogues. He did not obtain another post until 1829, when he was rehabilitated and received an appointment at the Royal Museum in Berlin, with the title of court councilor (Hofrat). Both men had already made names for themselves as historical authors before the 1850s. Förster’s three volumes were part of his extremely successful series Prussia’s Heroes in War and Peace: A History of Prussia from the Great Elector to the End of the Wars of Liberty, in the Biographies of Its Great Men, which he had begun in 1846 and continued until his death in 1868.65 Even in old age both men held on to their German-national and liberal-democratic opinions, and in their historical accounts written in the run-up to the fiftieth anniversary of the wars they sought to recall the achievements of the volunteer and militia units and the broad support of “the people” – but above all of the patriotic-minded middle classes – for the wars, in the hope of “resurrecting” the “spirit of liberty and patriotism.”66 At the same time, after the failed Revolution of 1848–49, they wanted to preserve collective memory of the promises made by monarchs during the wars of 1813–15 to unify Germany in a nation-state with a uniform constitution. Their publications propagated a kleindeutsch solution to the national question and also criticized the hesitant stance of the states of the Confederation of the Rhine in 1813. Beitzke even accused the Confederation’s princes of having repudiated “German interests.”67
Many reviewers recognized and welcomed Beitzke’s and Förster’s intentions and interpretations. Robert Prutz, for example, wrote the following in his 1855 review of Beitzke in his own “journal for literature, art and public life,” the Deutsches Museum:
Any future development of our fatherland, to the extent that it is to be a boon and a blessing, will always have to take the Prussian uprising as its point of departure, and German unity as its objective. Never were we closer to that goal, never was the old misconception that the German nation is incapable of a unified and lasting political uprising more splendidly disproved than in those wars of liberation; modern history has nothing to compare with it [...]. Therefore the memory of these wars should and must never be extinguished among us; the fire lit upon the altar is so pure and sacred that even today there is no better spot than here for our young people to swear their oaths of loyalty and patriotism.68


In his day, Prutz was a well-known political poet and democratic writer, who served as a nontenured professor of literature in Halle from 1849 to 1859. In his extensive review of Beitzke, he went on to explain that, thus far, no work had existed that could assist “the wider public in reaching a proper understanding and an impartial assessment of that unforgettable epoch.” “Popular writings” had suffered not simply from a “great imprecision in their details,” but also from the “narrowmindedness and obtrusiveness of their purported patriotism, which, when viewed in the cold light of day, was nothing but blatant adulation” for the monarchs and their armies. The “strictly scientific, that is, military, literature” had “for many years produced some quite worthy works on the history of the wars of liberty, joined most recently by numerous historical contributions, in biographies and memoirs.” Little of this was suitable for the “broad public,” however, because the style in which it was written was too difficult to understand. Like other reviewers, Prutz especially praised the quality of Beitzke’s work:
The author, once a military man himself, and personally raised on the memories of that great time, spent ten years in all working on this book, carefully studying even the most far-flung sources, which lends the entire history a new, critically corrected and permanent form. More important to us still [...] is his political and moral standpoint: he is a patriot in the purest and noblest sense of the word, devoted to the greatness and unity of the nation.69


The Leipzig editor, publisher and politician Otto Wigand came to quite similar conclusions about Beitzke’s work that same year in his Jahrbücher für Wissenschaft und Kunst.70 Beitzke’s three-volume History of the German Wars of Liberty in the Years 1813 and 1814, which had been reprinted three times by 1864, made him so popular that he was elected to the Prussian House of Deputies as a Liberal in 1858 and reelected in 1862 as a deputy of the newly founded German Progress Party.
The Historical Mainstream and Its Prussianism
The middle-class reading public clearly enjoyed Beitzke’s and Förster’s accounts, which they found to be uplifting. Their great success in the lending libraries cannot be explained otherwise. They bolstered the masculine self-image of liberal-national citizens following the failed Revolution of 1848–49. The founders of academic historiography, doyens of historicism and Prussianism such as Leopold von Ranke, Heinrich von Sybel, Johann Gustav Droysen and Heinrich von Treitschke, in contrast, criticized these works as insufficiently scholarly and overly partisan.71 Prutz’s review of Beitzke defends him against this critique, stressing the author’s many years of research and intense work with original sources. The argument over the academic quality of these two extremely successful history books aimed at a popular audience was at bottom a conflict over the political interpretation of the wars, since in retrospect the quality of Beitzke’s and Förster’s work was neither better nor worse than that of Ranke, Sybel, Droysen or Treitschke. The main difference was that, unlike Beitzke and Förster, these four men held professorships of history at major German universities: Ranke in Berlin from 1834 to 1871; Sybel in Marburg from 1845 to 1856, and then in Munich until 1861 and thereafter in Bonn; Droysen in Kiel from 1840, in Jena from 1851 and in Berlin from 1859; and Treitschke in Kiel from 1866, moving to Heidelberg in 1867 and succeeding Ranke in Berlin in 1873. In their positions, all four exerted a lasting influence on the historical profession of their day, including its professional commissions and academic journals. Ranke, for instance, was editor of the Historisch-politische Zeitschrift from 1833 to 1836, while Treitschke edited the Preußische Jahrbücher from 1858 and Sybel founded the Historische Zeitschrift in 1859.72 His successors were Treitschke (1895–96) and Friedrich Meinecke (1896–1935), who became professor of history in Strasbourg in 1901, moved to Freiburg in 1906 and returned in 1914 to Berlin, where he had written his habilitation thesis, thus qualifying for a professorship.73
To be sure, these academic historians shared with authors like Beitzke and Förster an aspiration to recognize the overall course of history and shape the future accordingly; in other words, they, too, hoped to draw lessons from the past for the future. Their interpretation of the past, however, was informed by Prussianism (also labeled Borussianism), which for Wolfgang Hardtwig was characterized by the fact “that it reconciled the basic convictions and traits of liberalism with the power-political, military and bureaucratic traditions of Prussia, thereby bringing the active energy, conscientiousness, political passion and political faith of large segments of the liberal middle classes into the new German Empire.”74 In short, the Borussian historians believed in the need for a constitutional monarchy and the power of a German Empire under Prussian leadership. In this way, Prussianism weakened the conflict between the old ideals of unity and liberty and offered a coherent ideological foundation for Prussia’s and Imperial Germany’s striving for power.
Accordingly, the Borussian portrayal and interpretation of the period from 1806 to 1815 also viewed the wars of 1813–15 as the rebirth of the Prussian and German nation. However, this approach attributed the success of the “Wars of Liberation” solely to the actions of princes and statesmen and their armies, while stressing Prussia’s outstanding role in national liberation. For historians such as Droysen and Treitschke, in 1813 the Prussian king had called and his people had responded – followed, quite reluctantly, by the other German monarchs.75 Treitschke represented an especially extreme version of this position, proceeding from his axiom “that the conscious will of active men makes history, not the mysterious mindless force of public opinion,” let alone the hoi polloi.76 The Borussian reading of the wars of 1813–15 was far better suited to the Bismarck era, with its national unification through “blood and iron” than was old-style liberalism, which had inextricably linked the internal with the external struggle for liberty.
Droysen’s History of Prussian Politics, which was published from 1868 to 1886 but ended with the eighteenth century because he died before finishing it, became one of the first academic standard works of Prussian history to propagate the Borussian-kleindeutsch notion of history.77 Heinrich von Treitschke’s German History in the Nineteenth Century, which appeared from 1879 to 1894, was, as one of the most frequently borrowed academic works in the lending libraries, similarly influential.78 The two historians were the most important protagonists of the “Hohenzollern legend,” which claimed that the German mission of the Hohenzollern dynasty had created a unified nation-state.79 In his account of the “War of Liberation,” for example, Treitschke wrote,

In its first and difficult half, the German War of Liberation was a struggle by Prussia against the three-quarters of the German nation ruled by France. Like the inception of the modern states, the reestablishment of national independence proceeded from the North alone. The new political and moral ideals of a youth up in arms bore the stamp of North German cultivation; the old Germanic god to whom they prayed was the God of the Protestants.80


The country had changed utterly by 1879, the year when the first volume of Treitschke’s German History in the Nineteenth Century, which ended with the May 1814 Treaty of Paris, was published. German unity had been achieved with the wars of unification under Prussian leadership. The first successful years under Imperial Chancellor Bismarck had passed. The middle classes had adapted and now increasingly shared the dominant interpretation of German history among academic historians. At least that is what the reviews would appear to indicate. In 1879 Friedrich von Weech, chamberlain, historian and archive director in the Grand Duchy of Baden, for example, wrote in his review of Treitschke in the “weekly for literature, art and public life” Die Gegenwart, “It was no longer a matter now of showing the German people the pathology of their political situation; instead, the phase of the Confederation era [between 1815 and 1866] had become an episode in the history of the German nation.” In view of the “splendid success of Prussian arms in 1866,” the “national upsurge of 1870” and the “newly tested heroism of all German armies, which had [won] the victory,” as well as, finally, the “founding of the new German Empire,” German history appeared in a wholly different light than it had when Treitschke had begun writing his work in 1866. The South German reviewer praises everything about Treitschke’s book: the “extraordinarily fine portrayal” of the national rising of 1813, with its “great men, who prepared and led the sacred fight for the fatherland,” the “clearly organized” and “vividly executed” accounts of battles, but above all the fact that Treitschke was writing “his German history for Germans,” “as a German patriot for German patriots.” (Emphasis in the original)81
In his 1906 work The Age of the German Uprising, 1795–1815, Friedrich Meinecke still propounds this Borussian-kleindeutsch interpretation of the era of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars in a politically moderate form, expressly acknowledging the achievements of the Prussian reforms, which he deemed to be prerequisites for the “uprising” of 1813. In his extensive appreciation of the reformers, he stresses the differences and disharmonies among them, which had led to the ultimately “dissatisfying” outcome of the “age of the uprising,” if one compared “what people hoped for with what they achieved.” At the same time, he also emphasizes that it was only thanks to “their flight to the highest heights” and their striving “to attempt the impossible and fly beyond the actual state” that now, nearly a century later, the “state is no longer a cold oppressive force” and the “nation is no longer a crude, nativist concept,” and “both instead provide spiritual light and warmth and breathing space for the free individual soul.”82 Naturally, Meinecke was thinking primarily of middle-class men here, which was so obvious to him and his readers that it literally went without saying.
Critics of Prussianism
Such Prussianism certainly dominated the production of historical research and writing at universities in Imperial Germany, as well as most works produced for a broader public, such as those by the previously mentioned Friedrich Schulze, which were published in the decade before World War I. But some critical voices in academia continued to pursue a more liberal-democratic interpretation of the wars of 1813–15. One of them was Max Lehmann, who began teaching at the Berlin Military Academy and became a member of the Prussian Academy in 1887. He was appointed professor of history in Marburg one year later, in Leipzig in 1892 and in Göttingen in 1893.83 Lehmann published various studies of the period of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars. Particularly influential among them were his works on Scharnhorst, which appeared in 1886–87, and on Freiherr von Stein, which came out in 1902–05.84 His “Address to Celebrate the Memory of 1813,” given at the University of Göttingen on 3 February 1913, was also widely noted. The lecture was published that same year in the Preußische Jahrbücher under the title “Uprising of 1813.” Like other historians before him, he stressed that this “uprising” was the work not of the king and his advisors, but of the “reformers and patriots” in the administration and army and the population they had activated. Had the Prussian government already “declared war on Napoleon in December 1812, not one man of the army that crossed the Neman in the summer would have reached the Rhine. But Prussia’s government did not find the strength for such a decision.” He also emphasized the importance of Russia and later also Austria within the anti-Napoleonic coalition of 1813.85
The editor of the Preußische Jahrbücher, Hans Delbrück, shared Max Lehmann’s critical stance. Delbrück, who began studying history in Heidelberg and Bonn in 1868 and earned his doctorate in 1873 under Sybel, became an untenured professor of history at Berlin University in 1885 and a tenured one in 1895 and thus a successor to Heinrich Treitschke. From 1883 on he was the editor of the Preußische Jahrbücher alongside Treitschke, and from 1889 the sole editor-in-chief, a position he held until 1919. Unresolvable tensions with Treitschke led to this shift at the helm. Delbrück was one of the first modern military historians who aimed to incorporate military history into history more generally. Like his role model Carl von Clausewitz, he emphasized the close relationship between war and politics. This break with the tradition of leaving the history of war in the narrower sense to military men met with resistance among both fellow historians and officers. The innovative approach of the liberal-conservative historian, who was not afraid to publicly criticize Imperial Germany’s increasingly aggressive militarism and nationalism, also shaped his scholarship on the period of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars, including his two-volume Life of Field Marshal Count Neidhardt von Gneisenau, which appeared in 1880–81.86 His aloofness from the Borussian historical mainstream and its interpretation of the period of the wars of 1813–15 is also evident in his review “Recent Works on 1813,” which he published in the Preußische Jahrbücher in 1914. This essay analyzes the historical works that came out on the occasion of the centenary celebrations in 1913. Delbrück criticized their overly positive depiction of the role of Friedrich Wilhelm III and their denial of the wars’ character as a “people’s uprising.” Citing Max Lehmann, he stressed that the king had “only entered the struggle for liberty against his innermost inclinations, under the strongest possible pressure, indeed virtual coercion.”87 His article also underlines the necessity – in opposition to kleindeutsch historiography – of reassessing the role of Austria:
It has been clear to me for some time, and has gradually become clearer still, that the part played by Austria in the Wars of Liberty (I prefer this older expression to the now usual ‘Wars of Liberation’) has been improperly underestimated by historians and is still underestimated today.88


He attributed this above all to the rivalry between Austria and Prussia, which continued through the greater part of the nineteenth century:
Since the growing power of the national idea in Germany meant that the majority of the most talented historians sought salvation in Prussia, while the public mind in Austria was being heavily policed, the Prussian tendency firmly gained the upper hand in the history of the Wars of Liberty as well.89


For Delbrück, a new, “broadly conceived, systematic work” had put an end to this tendency. It was put out by the Department of War History of the General Staff under the leadership of Rudolf von Friedrich with the title The Prussian Army of the Wars of Liberation. Mittler & Sohn published the first volume on 1813 in 1912. According to Delbrück, the three-volume project was based on “the most careful archival research” and avoided partisanship.90 In his view, the parallel work from the Imperial and Royal War Archive in Vienna was proceeding with equal thoroughness.91
In fact, even in retrospect, the military history research published since unification by the General Staff’s Department of War History proves to have been more balanced and sophisticated than the ideologically shaped work of academic historians such as Droysen und Treitschke. This applies to the acknowledgment of the military achievements not just of coalition partners, but even of the enemy. A century after the wars, professional officers could appreciate Napoleon’s achievements as a military leader, as well as those of his generals and soldiers, much better than many academic historians. This had not always been the case, however. Into the 1840s and 1850s, most historical accounts by (former) military men, especially the Prussians among them, also painted Napoleon as a “tyrant bent on domination” and the “archenemy of Europe.”92 Only a few authors, such as Friccus and Beitzke, recognized even at that time the successful modernization of the French army, the fighting spirit of its soldiers and the military leadership skills of Napoleon.93 In the 1860s and 1870s, Sybel and Treitschke were still propagating an extremely negative image of Napoleon.94 Historians’ assessments of Napoleon changed only over the course of the later nineteenth century, but above all after the turn of the century. That is why Walter Zelle, a doctor and freelance historian, explicitly stressed in his 1903 History of the Wars of Liberty, 1812–1815 that

gone are the times when every German historian deemed it necessary to add friendly epithets such as ‘Corsican tyranny,’ ‘crude presumption,’ ‘insatiable greed,’ ‘unscrupulous self-interest’ and the like to any description of Napoleon I, as a sort of excuse whenever he allowed himself to make positive mention of any of the emperor’s warlike or peaceful deeds.95


Zelle, too, emphasized that it was mainly military historians who initiated a change here. Their primary interest in the history of war was practical: they wanted to learn from past military successes and errors and to train succeeding generations of officers accordingly. For that reason, they had no interest in misconstruing the causes of Napoleon’s long-term military successes as well as his defeat.
As this analysis of the development of the popular, academic and military historiography on the Anti-Napoleonic Wars up to the First World War has shown, it followed the commemorative booms on the twenty-fifth, fiftieth and hundredth anniversaries. The number of history books on the topic increased markedly overall in the course of the nineteenth century. As a consequence, the quantity of works published in the two decades before 1914 exceeded the production of preceding years many times over. This can be attributed only partly to interest in the subject as such. We must also take into account the expansion and professionalization of academic and military historiography and journals in the field as well as the increase in the number of state archives in the various German states, which significantly promoted the publication of lengthy individual primary sources and extensive source editions. More general factors were the changing political culture, which reflected contemporary events, and the expansion of literary production overall.
It remains remarkable nonetheless how intensively the German historical profession in the long nineteenth century – an exclusively male guild, clearly dominated by Protestants – treated the 1806–15 period, which, despite many differences of detail, they unanimously defined as a national foundation period, and how strongly their competing interpretations were molded by ideology, consistently influenced by the political aims of their day. This applies to both supporters of the monarchic-conservative interpretation of the wars of 1813–15 as “Wars of Liberation” and their national-liberal and democratic-liberal opponents who, like their German-national and early-liberal predecessors in 1813, continued to refer to the conflicts as “Wars of Liberty.” Academic historiography set out the scholarly depiction and interpretation of the era of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars that the authors of autobiographies and war memoirs would have to take into account. Historians insisted on their mastery and emphasized the difference between their own academic and other forms of historical writing. Referring to memoirs, Leopold von Ranke, for example, wrote in the preface to his 1877 edition of the Memorabilia of Chancellor of State Prince von Hardenberg up to the Year 1806:
What, then, is the difference between memoirs and history? In the first, the memories of the author dominate, and their business is to explain his personal circumstances. The historian, in contrast, must take care not to be carried away by these memories. For it is a peculiarity of the personal that it frequently cannot be verified: the impressions conveyed to the actor by friends or foes are always at play.96


In this assessment, the founder of modern source-based history was responding to the increasing number of autobiographies and war memoirs on the period of the Napoleonic Wars, mainly by male authors, that were first published in the decades after the wars and often republished in an edited version years later, by trying to create a clear hierarchy of the “accuracy” of historical narratives in different media of memory.
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14 Remembering the Past
The Napoleonic Wars in Autobiographies and War Memoirs

The decades after the Napoleonic Wars witnessed the publication of a veritable flood of autobiographies and war memoirs in Germany as in many other European countries.1 The sheer number of these texts differentiates this postwar period from all earlier ones. And yet it was also the distinct quality of these accounts that set them apart from previous texts, as David A. Bell emphasizes:
Up until the late eighteenth century, only a relatively few military figures (virtually all officers) composed military memoirs. These men almost never included reflections on their interior lives and had little concern for the flavor and color of particular events. They celebrated deeds that fit stereotyped images of noble valor, making the writing flat and tedious to modern sensibilities. The post-Napoleonic accounts broke dramatically with this tradition, in their vastly greater numbers, their concern for realism, and their frankly personal style.2


Emerging Romantic notions of the self inspired the autobiographies and war memoirs not just of middle-class men who joined the army as volunteers; even texts by many noblemen who served during the wars as professional officers or generals reflect the trend to greater realism and the psychologization of autobiographical accounts. This confirms the shift to a more “modern regime of selfhood” based on interiority and innate qualities.3
The dramatic historical experiences of revolution, war and crisis that many educated contemporaries underwent in the decades of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries promoted a turn toward historical self-reflection and with it autobiographical writing. Literary fashions too, especially those texts that were intensely discussed among the literary public, strongly influenced these new types of writings.4 Of considerable impact were, first and foremost, the more self-reflective autobiographies by well-known authors, such as Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s From My Life: Poetry and Truth (the first three volumes were published in 1811–14 and the fourth and final one a year after his death in 1833).5 The more emotional and self-reflective style of autobiographical writing that came into vogue after the Napoleonic Wars was also informed by two new forms of the novel, which focused on the psychological and moral growth of the protagonist from youth to adulthood: the psychological novel and the bildungsroman. Karl Philipp Moritz’s Anton Reiser (published in four parts between 1785 and 1790), and Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship (published in six volumes, 1795–96) were particularly influential here.6 Both literary genres had been gaining popularity in educated circles since the late eighteenth century and clearly influenced the writing of autobiographical accounts by educated middle- and upper-class authors, who now focused more than previously on their personal and professional development and subjective experiences in the context of the time.
The popular picaresque novel was another literary genre that influenced memoirs on the Napoleonic Wars, especially those by authors from the lower military ranks. In a realistic and often humorous style, these works related the adventures of a hero, usually of a lower social class, who survives on his luck and wits.7 The fashionable travelogue, a genre that informed readers about foreign countries and people, also became quite influential. Several accounts by ordinary soldiers, corporals and lower-ranking officers read like adventure stories and war travelogues.8 Finally, the tradition of conventional military memoirs also retained its importance. These texts focused mainly on military affairs; described the mobilization for war; recounted battles in great detail, mostly from a bird’s-eye view; analyzed the causes of victories and defeats and compared national armies, their leaders and soldiers. One central aim of these conventional military memoirs was to educate younger generations of officers in the history of the military and war.9
Apart from these literary fashions and conventions, which frequently shaped autobiographical writing in an eclectic mix, a number of other factors also affected the composition and publication of autobiographies and war memoirs recalling the time of the Napoleonic Wars. They included the development of the literary market, especially its commercialization, the professionalization of academic history and archives, booms in political commemoration and regional cultures of memory. In this chapter I take a closer look at how these factors influenced the production of autobiographical memoirs. First I examine the corpus of German-language autobiographies and war memoirs published up to World War I and the social profile of the authors. Then I explore the narratives of the influential texts published by military men and civilians before 1875, because they reflect the communicative memory of contemporaries. Many of these texts were published by the authors themselves or on their behalf shortly after they died. The main criteria for their selection were the total number of editions and their estimated circulation, the number of reviews and their presence in lending libraries up to 1914.
Autobiographies and War Memoirs as Media of Memory
Thousands of autobiographical texts recalling the Napoleonic Wars were probably published in the German-speaking region over the course of the nineteenth century in the form of books and magazine and newspaper articles: autobiographies, war memoirs, correspondence and diaries, but also shorter sketches and text fragments. For this study, I examined 369 autobiographies and war memoirs that appeared between 1815 and 1915, mainly in book form.10 This sample reveals first of all that the production of autobiographical accounts, like the historiography of the Napoleonic Wars, largely followed the memory booms of the twenty-fifth, fiftieth and one-hundredth anniversaries and also steadily increased, reflecting the more general expansion of the literary market. The rise in the number of published autobiographies and war memoirs was facilitated from the mid-nineteenth century on by a growing number of new editions and reprints of already published texts, a trend that peaked in the decade before World War I. Of the 369 texts, 10 percent were published in the jubilee years 1831–40 (38; 22 of them in the years 1838–40 alone), 15 percent in the jubilee years 1856–65 (54; 30 of them in the years 1862–64 alone) and 30 percent in the jubilee years 1906–15 (109; 51 of them in the years 1911–13 alone). Thus, 54 percent (201) of all texts came out during the three jubilee periods.
Closer scrutiny was devoted to 269 first editions, many of them later published by other companies as reprints or new editions. This selection not only confirms the developmental booms, but makes them more evident above all for the twenty-fifth and fiftieth anniversaries. Of the 269 first editions, 23 percent (61) appeared between 1830 and 1849 alone and 25 percent (66) between 1850 and 1869.11 The main places of publication for these works correspond to the general trends in the literary market. Leipzig and Berlin, followed by Stuttgart, Hanover, Vienna and Munich, were also the leading publishing centers for autobiographical books. In the second half of the nineteenth century, especially in the decade before the First World War, a growing number of smaller local publishing houses also brought out autobiographical accounts of the Napoleonic Wars. The most important publishing companies were E. S. Mittler and Alexander Duncker in Berlin, as well as Brockhaus, Arnold and Reclam in Leipzig. Later, Robert Lutz Verlag in Stuttgart, founded in 1885, which built up its own Library of Memoirs, and Gutenberg Verlag in Hamburg, founded in 1904, which published the Library of Worthy Memoirs, quickly gained in importance. In the decade before the First World War, Georg Wiegand Verlag in Leipzig – which specialized, among other things, in “youth and popular literature,” published the very widely distributed series From Yellowed Parchments: A Series of Diaries, Letters and Reports from the Napoleonic Epoch and successfully reprinted highly abridged and edited texts in pocket form at very reasonable prices – contributed to the popularization of memoirs.
This was a general trend that began in Wilhelmine Germany. An increasing number of autobiographical memoirs, which in the 1830s and 1840s and the 1850s and 1860s had first appeared in several volumes because of their great length, now appeared in much abridged and revised “popular editions” for the broad reading public. The editors radically cut any passages they deemed unsuitable, unimportant or problematic. A typical example is Forester Fleck’s Wartime Journey and Captivity in Russia, 1812–1814, published in 1845 by Gerstenberg Verlag in Hildesheim, which vividly recounts the wartime experiences of an ordinary soldier and his time as a prisoner of war in Russia. The memoirs of Fleck – who came from Hildesheim, was forced to take part in the Russian campaign as a soldier of the Kingdom of Westphalia and found a position as a forester in the Hanoverian service in 1814 – were published by the same company in 1907 in a new edition prepared by local historian August Tecklenburg and reprinted three times up to 1912. In his preface, Tecklenburg praises the work as

a valuable recollection and urgent admonition of the era now a century past, which, while a witness to German disgrace, was also a time when the ideas of German unity and national rebirth were emerging and falling on fertile ground. We harvested the fruits in the years 1870 and 1871 and continue to do so today.12


Tecklenburg hoped to revive this memory “and render it accessible once again for our people and youth.” Since in his opinion an “unaltered reprint” “no longer sufficed” for the “demands” of his time, he modernized the “expression and style,” removed descriptions of countries and people “which scarcely apply anymore,” reorganized the text in a “practical” manner and provided a “historical introduction.” He hoped that the revised text would bolster the self-sacrifice and patriotism of male youth for the next war and instruct them in the old idea of heroic death for the fatherland.13The text lent itself to such a nationalist interpretation because Fleck himself had articulated anti-French and German-national sentiments in his book.14
Alongside a rapidly growing number of similarly heavily revised texts for “the people and youth,” there was also a rise in the publication of scholarly editions for the educated public, which sought to be faithful to the originals. They were commissioned by professional historians and archivists on behalf of local historical societies or state and municipal archives. A typical instance is the first edition of the Memoirs of Baron Hermann von Gaffron-Kunern, published by Ferdinand Hirth in Breslau in 1913 as a “Memorial Publication of the Society for the History of Silesia on the Centenary of the Wars of Liberation.” The recollections of Gaffron-Kunern, completed in 1862, focus on the years 1806–15, when he was a young man in Silesia. He describes the terrible effects of the Prussian defeat of 1806 on his life, his family and his home region, and his experiences as a volunteer and lieutenant with the Silesian Cuirassiers between 1813 and 1815.15 The editor was the Breslau historian Friedrich Andreae, who published the memoirs “in their entirety,” as he emphasized, merely removing the occasional repetition.16 These two examples illustrate the overall trend toward a growing differentiation, professionalization and popularization of autobiographical memory production on the Napoleonic Wars during the German Empire.17
Apart from memory booms around anniversaries, the professionalization of academic historiography and the commercialization and expansion of the literary market, the authors of autobiographical texts themselves and the perceptions of publishers and reviewers also influenced memory production. Only authors who believed that they had experienced something significant or had something important to say published their recollections during their lifetimes. Only memoirs by authors whose memories were perceived as valuable and worthy by subsequent generations were published posthumously. The typical editors of such texts – family members, friends, regimental comrades, local historians, archivists and academic historians – however, pursued a variety of interests in publishing. Some wanted to keep family memories alive, while others sought to save the family’s reputation or restore the honor of the deceased, present their interpretation of the regional or national history of the Napoleonic Wars, or revise the dominant interpretation of a well-known military officer or statesman. The publishers also pursued very diverse political or commercial aims in choosing their authors. To that extent the profile of the authors of published autobiographical texts is extremely illuminating for an analysis of memory production.
Of the authors of the 269 autobiographies and war memoirs in the study that were published for the first time between 1815 and 1915, 254 were men and 15 were women (6 percent).18 Unlike works of history, at least a few of these texts were thus by women, but with two exceptions, all were published posthumously.19 Publishing autobiographical recollections of the time of the Napoleonic Wars was a male affair: It was mainly men who believed their experiences were worth reading about,20 and primarily the memoirs of men that were deemed interesting by editors and publishers, especially when their authors had fought in the wars or had supported them through political action. The strikingly small number of memoirs published by women – like the writing and publishing of history books – reflects the dichotomous gender images of the period, in which men were assigned the historically relevant public sphere of politics and war, and women the seemingly natural and thus timeless private sphere of family and household. Their memoirs were therefore considered to be uninteresting. Of course educated women also kept diaries and noted down their recollections, but as a rule these texts were not published.21
Who were these men and women whose autobiographical recollections of the Napoleonic War era were considered interesting enough to print? I was able to gather more detailed information on the ages, social origins and education levels of 152 men and 15 women whose autobiographies and war memoirs were published before World War I. Two-thirds of them were born between 1775 and 1795 – that is, they belonged to the age groups who actively experienced the war as young or middle-aged adults. These were also, the age cohorts with the highest degree of military mobilization, which also included most patriots and reformers not just in Prussia but in other parts of Germany too.22 The remainder overwhelmingly belonged to the age groups born either before 1775 or more rarely after 1795. Of the men whose memory texts were published, 49 percent were from the nobility; 16 percent from the educated middle class; 7 percent, mainly craftsmen, from the lower middle class and 6 percent from the wealthy bourgeoisie. Accordingly, 43 percent had studied at university, 16 percent at a military academy and 13 percent had at least attended secondary school without going on to higher education. Of the women, 69 percent were noble and 23 percent were from the upper middle class. In keeping with their origins, they had been privately educated by governesses or tutors.
Of the 216 authors whose profession in later life is known, 46 percent remained in the military after the war (of 100, 16 were ordinary soldiers, 52 were officers, 10 were noncommissioned officers and 22 were generals), 14 percent held higher positions in state service (of 31, 8 were teachers, 7 were clergymen and 6 were civil servants), 8 percent (18) earned their living as professional writers and 8 percent (17) held higher political positions – that is, were government ministers, senior officials or diplomats. Of the 15 female authors, most were married; only two had remained single and one was divorced. Three had made their names as authors and one as an artist; one had worked as a school headmistress.
The published autobiographical accounts of the Napoleonic Wars, and with them communicative memory, were dominated from the beginning by men of the educated middle and upper classes, especially those who had fought in the wars as officers and generals or had been otherwise actively involved as politicians, diplomats, pastors and journalists. A significant proportion of even the men who worked in civilian occupations after 1815 had fought in the wars of 1813–15, often as volunteers. The social profile of the published memoirs by women was more selective still. It was above all texts by well-known women of the aristocracy and the upper-middle class who had made their names in the literary world that were considered interesting enough to be worth publishing.23 This attitude on the part of editors and publishers only changed in the final decade before the First World War, with the increased publication of local memoirs on the occasion of the centenary celebrations.24
In what follows, I will take a closer look at the corpus of autobiographical accounts that appeared for the first time up to 1875, since it was mainly these texts – a significant portion of which were either published or authorized for posthumous publication by those who wrote them – that at once reflected and shaped communicative memory. I will begin with texts by men who had fought in the wars between 1806 and 1815, and then examine those by civilians, both male and female, who described their experiences of the time.
Military War Stories
Military service and war were dominant experiences for many German men who were young adults in the first two decades of the nineteenth century. Their published autobiographical accounts show a broad variety of responses. Some clearly embraced having been in the military and fought in the wars. Regardless of their regional origins, war memoirs written by German-speaking professional officers who had served the various powers during the period of the Napoleonic Wars – Austria, Britain, France, Prussia and Russia – reveal a strong professional identity and powerful aspirations toward honor, glory and military career advancement. If they had fought in the Grande Armée, these officers and generals spoke of the “wars waged by Napoleon” or Napoleonic Wars. It was mainly officers who had fought on the side of the anti-Napoleonic coalition who recalled their struggle as the “Anti-Napoleonic Wars.”25 Memoirs by others, especially volunteers from the different German regions, in contrast, emphasized that they had enlisted and fought out of a need to “defend their German fatherland” against the French. Their writing underlined patriotic or nationalist motivations, but also pointed to other motives such as adventurousness or peer pressure at school and university. Everyday life in the military, however, rarely lived up to the romantic notions of manly heroism harbored by many volunteers during the wars of 1813–15, and in their memoirs quite a few of them expressly stated how happy they had been to return to their civilian occupations after the war, even if they did miss the comradeship of their unit. These volunteers mainly spoke of “Anti-Napoleonic Wars” and remembered the wars of 1813–15 often as “Wars of Liberty.”26 The few published memoirs by military doctors, in particular, vividly describe the destructive physical and mental effects of war and the poor medical treatment of soldiers. These recollections repeatedly point out that the military administrations of the various powers were quite clearly unable to secure proper medical care for the huge numbers of sick and wounded soldiers engendered by the new mass armies.27 Their realistic texts, together with the comparatively small number of war memoirs written by conscripted soldiers and noncommissioned officers, give us the clearest sense of everyday life in wartime and what war looked like from below. Depending on their military affiliation and political standpoint, they spoke of “Napoleonic Wars” or “Wars against Napoleon.”28
The analysis of the 129 German-language military memoirs dealing with the period of the Napoleonic Wars that appeared before 1875, two-thirds of them self-published, provides more information about the social profile of the authors and the central themes of their texts. The interplay between the time of publication, the regional origin, the military rank of the author and the thematic focus of his text, in particular, tells us about regional and group-specific memory booms and competing narratives. The publication dates of this text corpus confirm the significance of memory booms around the anniversary years of the wars of 1813–15. Of the 129 texts, 9 percent appeared between 1813 and 1825, 17 percent between 1826 and 1835, 16 percent between 1836 and 1845, 22 percent between 1846 and 1855, 26 percent between 1856 and 1865 and fewer than 10 percent between 1866 and 1875. As to the regional origins of authors, it is striking that 50 percent of all texts were penned by authors who fought between 1806 and 1813 in the armies of the states of the Confederation of the Rhine, above all the kingdoms of Westphalia (12 percent), Württemberg (11 percent) and Saxony (11 percent). Forty percent of the authors had belonged primarily to the Prussian army between 1806 and 1815, and only 7 percent to the Austrian army.29 These regional origins were quite unevenly distributed among the military ranks. Of the 129 military men in the sample, 27 had reached the rank of general by the end of the war in 1815 (56 percent from Prussia), 42 had become professional officers (26 percent from Prussia) and 9 noncommissioned officers (11 percent from Prussia). Twenty men had fought as ordinary soldiers (only 20 percent from Prussia). Three had served as military doctors in one of the armies of the Confederation of the Rhine. Twenty-seven had fought as volunteers, 85 percent of them from Prussia and North Germany. Fourteen had joined the King’s German Legion, which fought against Napoleon under the English flag from 1803 to 1816. Most of them came from the Prussian territories that fell to Saxony and the newly established Kingdom of Westphalia after the Peace of Tilsit in July 1807, which had cut Prussia in half.30 Former Lützowers penned six accounts. Thus, the authors who had belonged to the armies of the Confederation of the Rhine included a clearly higher percentage of men from the lower ranks of the military. Generals, officers and volunteers, in contrast, predominated among the authors of Prussian memoirs.
This striking regional and social diversity of autobiographical memoirs by military men published up to 1875 is also evident in the thematic range of the texts, which reflects their varying war experiences in the years 1806–15. Sixty-seven of the texts describe the 1812 Russian campaign. Of these, two-thirds (45) were written by members of one of the armies of the Confederation of the Rhine. Twenty-three of the works also treat the dramatic experience of Russian captivity. Twenty-six describe war experiences on the Iberian Peninsula between 1809 and 1814. These, too, were largely written by officers and soldiers of the armies of the Confederation of the Rhine. Only six of them had fought with the British in Portugal and Spain as members of the King’s German Legion. Sixty-three texts focus mainly on the war of 1813–14 with battles on German soil, especially the Battle of the Nations at Leipzig, the crossing of the Rhine, the conquest of France and the entry into Paris. Here, nearly two-thirds (37) were the work of Prussian authors. The experiences of the war of 1806–07, too, and above all the dramatic defeat of the Prussian-Saxon army, were also a central theme treated in 23 texts. All of the authors who dealt with this topic came from Prussia (15) or Saxony (8). A few works also describe participating in Schill’s 1809 campaign (4) or the fight for the Tyrol that same year (3). The close relationship between regional origins, time of publication and thematic focus is striking and will be explored more in the following.
Memoirs by Authors from the Armies of the Confederation of the Rhine
Authors who had fought with the troops of the Confederation of the Rhine or avoided serving under Napoleon by fleeing and joining the King’s German Legion frequently not only published their own memoirs, but also did so relatively early. Nearly half of all texts by military men from the former states of the Confederation of the Rhine, but only one-third of those by former members of the Prussian army, were published before 1845. Here, as in works of military history, the Confederation of the Rhine authors clearly felt a strong need for legitimation. In the postwar period, men who from a Prussian and German-national perspective had fought on the wrong side– the side of the French “oppressors” and historic “losers” – appear to have felt compelled to defend their own military honor and that of their regiments by emphasizing their soldierly achievements, which led them to take up their pens. In their memoirs, they countered the national code of honor with a professional one. To be sure, quite a few of them emphasized that they had already felt German and hated the French even before their territorial state joined the coalition against Napoleon in the autumn of 1813. At the same time, it is striking how often they praise Napoleon’s brilliant achievements as a military leader and the organizational efficiency of his army.
This observation is confirmed by Julia Murken, who analyzes many of these texts in detail in her study of the Russian campaign. She points out that the memoirs typically emphasize heroic deeds, bravery, courage, a code of honor and masculinity. At the same time, she notes, many of the texts claim Francophobe sentiments. To what degree the latter was a postwar rhetorical strategy that primarily served the purpose of integration into the victorious German national community is apparent from comparison with surviving letters from the war years written by German soldiers and officers of the Grande Armée. They are often entirely devoid of references to Germany, and disparaging remarks regarding their French allies are few and far between; on the contrary, many of these letters seem more laudatory than critical of Napoleon and the French.31 This respect for Napoleon and his long-victorious Grande Armée, but also the marked regional-state patriotism that readily went along with it, also comes through in the memoirs of soldiers and officers of the armies of the former Confederation of the Rhine.
A typical example of this early type of text was written by the former Saxon Major General Karl Wilhelm Ferdinand von Funck and published one year after his death in 1829 under the title Memoirs from the Campaign of the Saxon Corps under General Count Reynier in 1812.32 Funck, born in 1761, entered the Saxon Garde du Corps as an officer in 1780, became adjutant general to the Saxon king in 1807 and commanded the 21st Division of the Grande Armée during the Russian campaign of 1812. Since Funck had supported the Saxon king until his arrest by the Allies after the Battle of the Nations in October 1813, he was at first dismissed by the new Russian commander-in-chief of the Saxon troops in January 1814. After returning to the throne, the Saxon king rescinded this decision in May 1815.33 Funck’s prominent position alone ensured that his portrayal of the Russian campaign soon became well known in military circles. His main aim was to defend the military achievements and sacrifices of the Saxon army and its leadership. Similar memoirs of the Spanish and Russian campaigns were written by a whole series of generals and officers of the Confederation of the Rhine in the first decades after the war.34 Some of these works were also reviewed in the leading military journals, but the reviews were often not very positive. Thus, for example, a reviewer in the Militär-Wochenblatt wrote of Funck’s Memoirs

To judge by the many corrections that this work contains, it appears as if General v. Funk [sic] was in part not always properly informed, and in part wrote some things down in a fit of ill-temper and discontent. [...] It is, alas, the habit of all who pursue honor to think always first of their own intentions and desires and when necessary to sacrifice all other considerations to them.35


The review alerts us to Funck’s desperate attempts to defend the honor of the Saxon king and his army – against all criticism. Such a negative review in a Prussian journal probably did little to hinder the dissemination of the text in Saxony and other former member states of the Confederation of the Rhine, but it clearly indicates the continuing tensions between Prussian and Saxon army leaders.
The generally quite conventional war memoirs by generals and officers of the Confederation of the Rhine told readers very little of the adventures and everyday hardships of soldiers and officers in Spain or Russia. In order to learn more they had to resort to the works of ordinary soldiers, above all noncommissioned officers. They described quite vividly the bivouacs, marches and battles, billeting and foraging, the drill and the chicaneries of their superiors, hunger and disease, injuries and death as well as captivity.36 They also offered observations on the countries and peoples they encountered – Spaniards and Portuguese, Poles, Russians, Cossacks and Jews – frequently stressing the “barbarism” of these “alien peoples” and thereby also the “civilized nature” of their own regional or German culture.37 These generally shorter texts were often printed by local publishers or even self-published. They recalled the fate of those native sons of the town or region who had fallen in or returned from Spain and Russia, and thereby also acquainted literate locals with their frequently traumatic war experiences, which helped authors and readers alike to process them. At the same time, these accounts often bolstered national stereotypes, especially prejudices against Southern and Eastern Europeans.
One of the earliest texts of this type was the Description of the Fate and Sufferings of the Former Corporal Büttner, Now Duty Sub-Collector in Nennsling, During His 19-Month-Long Captivity in Russia in the Years 1812 and 1813, which was self-published in 1828. Büttner was conscripted into the Bavarian army in 1809 at the age of 20 and, as he emphasizes in his preface, had followed the royal call to join the Russian campaign in 1812 “with true joy and a burning desire to fight for God, king and fatherland.” His text then depicts not just the sobering everyday reality of war and the hardships of captivity, but also his harsh lot as a 27-year-old disabled veteran. Only in 1820, after six years of bitter poverty, was he able to secure a post in the Bavarian civil service, which allowed him to support his young family.38 An account published in Nuremberg in 1834 under the title The Curious Fate of the Nuremberg Sergeant Joseph Schrafel in the War against Tyrol in 1809, the Campaign against Russia in 1812 and Captivity from 1812 to 1814, had a quite similar tenor, and was already reprinted a year later and afterward appeared in several more editions. Like many other authors, Schrafel, also a fiery Bavarian patriot, emphasized in his preface that his family and friends had persuaded him to recount his war experiences to his “dear fellow citizens” with the “strictest veracity.”39 Such texts by obscure authors from small publishing companies were generally not reviewed in national periodicals, but at most noted in the local press. Their readers were mainly locals. A few of these texts, like Schrafel’s, however, were republished on the occasion of the centenary celebrations, when the local historical society discovered the past of their region a hundred years before and with it the stories of the local everyday heroes and heroines of that past.
War Memoirs of Prussian Authors
Prussian military men, not just generals and officers but also noncommissioned officers and common soldiers who had participated in the wars of 1806–07 and 1812–15 and found themselves on the winning side of German history, seem to have felt far less personal pressure to publish their recollections. Published texts by generals and officers were generally written late in life and, as they noted with great regularity in their prefaces, were intended above all for their families and friends. It is also striking that many authors of published texts had either been close to Prussian military reform circles in the period 1806–13 and wrote in defense of this political and military legacy against conservative critics,40 or had voluntarily left the Prussian service for a time during those turbulent years and joined the British, Austrian or Russian army to fight against Napoleon, returning to Prussian service in 1813 or later. Both groups of men appear to have felt a stronger need to justify their actions publicly and therefore to write. Thus former military reformers penned their memoirs in order to defend their legacy against conservative critics, while those officers who had left Prussia in its years of crisis felt compelled to justify their decision. Moreover, they usually had more interesting recollections of their service in other armies and their experiences in foreign lands, which, much like the works of the memoirists from the Confederation of the Rhine, seem to have met with keen interest among readers and hence publishers.41 Nevertheless, even these authors frequently insisted that their memoirs only be published posthumously. Accordingly, the overwhelming proportion of Prussian memory texts did not appear until the fiftieth anniversary of the wars of 1813–15 or later. Most of them offered a review of the author’s own life and military career, in which the era of 1806 to 1815 was accorded a central role.42
Among the earliest publications of this kind were the Recollections of My Life by Count Wilhelm Ludwig Victor Henckel von Donnersmarck, which were published in Zerbst in 1846.43 Born in 1775, Donnersmarck joined a Prussian dragoon regiment in 1789, held the rank of Rittmeister in the Garde du Corps in 1803 and participated as a major in the 1806–07 campaign. In 1810 he became aide-de-camp to King Friedrich Wilhelm III; in the wars of 1813–15 he fought as a colonel, rising afterward to the rank of lieutenant general. He left the military in 1820. Donnersmarck published his memoirs himself, dedicating them to “His Royal Highness the Prince of Prussia,” who provided a very friendly preface.44 In his own foreword, Donnersmarck explains that the urging of many friends and relatives, but also a need for “self-scrutiny and self-reflection” typical of his mature years had driven him to write his memoirs. His gratitude to his benefactor King Friedrich Wilhelm III, who had died a few years before, encouraged him to publish them himself. In writing his memoirs, he sought to “rescue from oblivion” his experiences with and under the king between 1806 and 1815, since these had been “such remarkable years,” the likes of which “occur only rarely in world history.” Donnersmarck emphasized his obligation to “the truth.” He therefore limited himself to portraying those events that he had experienced personally. At the same time, he stressed that, out of respect for those who were still alive or had only recently died, he had exercised “restraint in the description of specific individuals who intervened in the history of the war.”45
The decidedly conservative Prussian-monarchical interpretation of the era of the Napoleonic Wars in Donnersmarck’s Recollections met with a generally positive response in Prussian court and military circles.46 This notwithstanding, the work sparked a series of “declarations” in the Militär-Wochenblatt in which members of the military complained that former superiors, relatives or they themselves had been portrayed or quoted inaccurately. Donnersmarck responded by stating “that he had had not the slightest intention of hurting or insulting anyone.” He called upon his critics to make public “objections” of any kind “without previous notification by letter” and to provide “evidence of the contrary” of his assertions.47 This silenced them, but Donnersmarck’s unpleasant experiences with honor-obsessed colleagues may have motivated other Prussian military men not to publish their memoirs during their lifetimes, leaving this task instead to their survivors.
This also applied to the Memoirs of the Royal Prussian Infantry General Baron Ludwig von Wolzogen, which his son Baron Alfred von Wolzogen brought out with the Leipzig publishing house of Wigand in 1851, six years after his death, “from his papers, with the addition of official military memoranda.” The work was republished in 1908 in an edition revised and heavily abridged “for school and household.”48 Wolzogen, born in 1773, began his Memoirs with a brief account of his childhood and youth in Württemberg. The main part of the book concentrates on his military service, from his entry into the Prussian army in 1794 until his retirement in 1836. Here, too, the focus is on the years 1805–15. Wolzogen traced his turbulent military career: from 1805 to 1807 he served with the army of Württemberg, and then until 1814 with the Russians. He participated in the Russian campaign of 1812 and the 1813–14 campaigns in Germany and France as a colonel on the Russian general staff. After a brief stint as chief of the general staff for the duke of Saxony-Weimar in 1814–15, he returned to the Prussian service in 1815 with the rank of major-general. In 1818 Friedrich Wilhelm III appointed him permanent plenipotentiary in the Military Commission of the German Confederation.49
As a reviewer in the literary magazine Blätter für literarische Unterhaltung noted, Wolzogen’s Memoirs were marked, “in contrast to countless other autobiographies [...] by one of the rarest qualities, to wit, the strictest reticence in speaking of himself.” The text is praised for its interesting and factual information on military and wartime history, but at the same time criticized because “no one who knows nothing of the author but what is to be found in the book can gain any impression of his person.” A military autobiography worth reading must provide information about the life and deeds of an interesting if not well-known man, including his personal development and “educational path,” seasoned with at least a soupçon of “uncommon adventure.”50 Here, the reviewer clearly defines his expectations of a successful military autobiography. But most memoirs by Prussian generals and officers published in the 1850s and 1860s – usually a few years after their deaths – will have disappointed him. They had a similar, strictly military historical character and were most likely read mainly in military circles.51
More to the taste of a broad readership were war memoirs like those of Prussian Lieutenant General Karl von François, born in 1785, which his daughter Clotilde von Schwartzkoppen published in Schwerin in 1871 under the title Karl von François: A German Soldier’s Life. According to His Memoirs. That, at least, is what the many reprints of the work seem to indicate. The text was already reprinted in Leipzig in 1873, and appeared in a second augmented edition in Berlin in 1889, which was reprinted in 1910.52 Because of his eventful life and highly entertaining writing style, François’s recollections read more like a military adventure novel. He had served in the Prussian army from 1803 to 1807, but was forced to seek a new employer when the size of the army was halved, and joined the Württembergian forces. There he was sentenced to death for insubordination in 1808, but reprieved at the last minute before the firing squad and sentenced to imprisonment. After fleeing he joined Ferdinand von Schill’s Freikorps as an officer in 1809, experienced the defeat of Schill’s rebellion by the Napoleonic army and ended up in French captivity. After his release he joined the Russian service in 1812, attained the rank of cavalry captain in the general staff and participated in the 1812–14 campaigns in Russia, Germany and France. He returned to Prussian service in 1815 and rose to the rank of lieutenant general.53
A reviewer of the 1889 edition in the Blätter für literarische Unterhaltung noted, “It is extremely gratifying to see the above mentioned book appear in a second edition, for, as thrilling as the destiny of its hero may be, it nevertheless also offers not merely entertaining but also genuinely uplifting reading” – not least because of the author’s marked hatred of the French and strong Prussian-German patriotism, which was very much in keeping with the monarchic-conservative interpretation of the “Wars of Liberation” that dominated Borussian historical writing in those days.54 Other reviewers were also full of praise. The Jahrbücher für deutsche Armee und Marine, for example, wrote, “seldom have we encountered a military memoir that gripped us to such a degree from start to finish.”55 Readers apparently felt the same way.
Published recollections of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars by Prussian soldiers and noncommissioned officers were rare and far less popular with the mainly educated male readers who were interested in military autobiographies and memoirs. One of the few such texts was Wilhelm Mente’s From the Bottom Up: Recollections of Forty-Nine Years of Service in the Royal Prussian Artillery. Mente, who began his military service in 1805 at the age of 13, retired with the rank of colonel. His memoirs, written in 1860, appeared one year later with Alexander Duncker’s Berlin publishing house. The author’s stated aim was not just “to describe the early conditions in and the nature of the army in such a way that it enables the younger generation to compare past and present.” He expressly wished to portray the life of common soldiers in the wars of 1806 to 1814 in order to recall their achievements.56 The book, which has much to offer today’s historians, met with little interest among contemporaries, at least among book reviewers. The brutal everyday life in the old Prussian army seemed too well known and the changes that the Prussian army reforms of 1806 to 1813 had also brought for ordinary soldiers and noncommissioned officers were not considered to be particularly fascinating 50 years later.
Volunteers’ Memoirs
Far more popular, at least among the educated middle-class reading public, were the many memory texts by volunteers of the 1813–15 wars, especially when they were penned by such well-known contemporaries as philosophy professor Wilhelm Traugott Krug, poet and author Friedrich de la Motte Fouqué, professor of natural philosophy Henrich Steffens, writers August Varnhagen von Ense and Willibald Alexis or history professor Heinrich Luden.57 Many of these texts appeared on the occasion of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the “Wars of Liberty.” The fiftieth anniversary inspired a second wave of publications. 58
One of the main functions of most volunteers’ memoirs, especially those written by educated middle-class authors, was to recall the “uplifting time” of the “German rising” or “people’s war” and to demand that rulers and governments live up to the promises of political liberties they had made at the time. This remained an important aim in the run-up to the March Revolution of 1848 and became even more significant after its failure. A few authors distanced themselves in old age from the pathos of their youth and the political naiveté that had made them believe the promises of princes in 1813, and some criticized the fanatical excess of the era, which had expressed itself in hatred of the French and affectedly Germanic language and costume, but none fundamentally distanced themselves from the old, still unachieved political aims of unity and liberty. Even if the tone of the memoirs, which frequently extended over several volumes and embedded the portrayal of the years 1806–15 in the story of an entire life or a broader picture of the time of the Napoleonic Wars, was ironic or humorous, this did not mean that the authors fundamentally questioned their old political ideals. It was more a strategy to deal with political disappointment and censorship.
Among the earliest texts of this type was Krug’s Life Journey in Six Stations, Described by Himself, which first appeared in 1825 in Leipzig. Shortly before his death in 1842, Wilhelm Traugott Krug published a “new, improved and augmented” edition.59 Krug, born in 1770, had studied philosophy and theology in Wittenberg, Jena and Göttingen, earned a doctorate and habilitation and had his first posts as a professor in 1805 in Königsberg and 1809 in Leipzig, where he served as rector of the university in 1813–14. He had fought against Napoleonic rule in the Tugendbund (League of Virtue) and other patriotic associations since 1808 and, having frequently encouraged the students of his university to fight, joined the newly established Banner of Saxon Volunteers after the Battle of the Nations in October 1813 and went to war.60 His wartime experiences were, however, not particularly heroic and he recounted them in an ironic tone. What especially irked him was the “eternal sameness and pettiness of service, the military pedantry,” “chicaneries” and “miserable treatment by superiors.” He was also repelled by being forced as a soldier to “live at the expense of others” if he wished to survive:
To be sure one lives quite cheaply, but it is also terrible to have to enter another’s house so frequently with the awareness of being an unwelcome guest. [...] And when one sees traces of poverty and suffering wherever one looks, which are sometimes the result of the burdens of previous billeting, one would have to be utterly heartless not to be pained by the sight. One’s feelings become gradually deadened, but I have never been able to suppress them completely.61


For that reason he warned “any man not drawn by duty or an irresistible penchant for the soldier’s estate from entering it. It is naught but glittering misery, whether in peacetime or war. It is naught but an eternal alternation between slavery and detachment, blind obedience and an overbearing attitude. Only a higher purpose, enthusiasm for an ideal,” as occurred in the years 1813–15, “can render such a life bearable for an educated man.”62 After the war, Krug, like other volunteers, supported the retention of universal conscription in wartime and opposed a standing army, based on his own negative experiences. In view of the unpatriotic stance of the Saxon king, he did not criticize the partition of the kingdom in 1815. In this he differed markedly from other Saxon political authors of his day.63 In retrospect, it appeared to Krug, as to many of his contemporaries, that 1813 had been by far the “most remarkable year” of his life. “For it was a great and difficult year, for my humble self as well as for entire peoples and states.”64
Krug’s critical attitude toward the military and war was shared by other volunteers after the wars of 1813–15. Willibald Alexis, for example, published his “As a Military Volunteer in France in 1815: Pages from My Recollections,” in Karl Gottfried Theodor Winkler’s Penelope: Taschenbuch für das Jahr 1844 and in the following issues up to 1846. Alexis was descended from a Huguenot refugee family; his father had held a high position in the war department in Berlin. Alexis had served as a volunteer in the Prussian army in 1815. After returning from the war, he studied law in Berlin and Breslau and entered the legal profession, but soon embarked on a career as a writer and journalist in Berlin. His historical novels proved to be especially popular. His war memoirs, like Krug’s, were not heroic, but realistic and ironic. He, too, however, continued to uphold the old liberal ideals of the “Wars of Liberty” as much as ever.65
Other former volunteers such as Henrich Steffens and his fellow professor Karl von Raumer described the period of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars with a good deal less critical distance in their memoirs.66 In the preface to his Recollections of the Years 1813 and 1814, which appeared for the first time in 1850, for instance, Karl Georg von Raumer noted:
I gratefully acknowledge it as divine grace that I had the undeserved good fortune during the war to experience at close quarters the greatest of great men. [...] Wise posterity will seek out as sacred relics every notice that treats the events of the past, and will not be indifferent even to the life of an individual, insignificant man, since it surely reflects more or less the greater life of contemporary existence.67


Raumer, born in 1783, studied law in Göttingen and Halle, but then switched to mineralogy. In 1811 he was working as a mining official (Bergrat) at the department of mines in Breslau and a professor of mineralogy at the university there. He fought in the wars of 1813–14 as a volunteer, serving as adjutant to Lieutenant General August Neidhardt von Gneisenau, the chief of staff to Field Marshal Blücher. As he proudly noted, Raumer retired from the military with the Iron Cross.68 In 1819 he transferred to the University of Halle and the department of mines there, where he stayed until 1823. In 1827 he went to Erlangen as professor of natural history. Raumer wrote his memoirs in 1849–50, “the saddest period, when the honor that Germany regained in the Wars of Liberty was disgracefully defiled, and we earned the scorn and derision of other peoples.” A “profound pain consumed” him in those years. In order to “revive and refresh” himself, he turned his “gaze longingly back to those splendid years of 1813 and 14.” He closed his memoirs with words of encouragement for his fellow national-liberal middle-class contemporaries, who had also been disappointed by the crushing of the Democratic Revolution of 1848–49:
Then the hope arose within me: God will not utterly abandon my poor fatherland now. Just as he awakened heroes and hosts after the seven disgraceful years following the Battle of Jena, now that we have acknowledged and atoned with sacred earnestness for the sins of the miserably wasted long years of peace, which we spent in a sort of trance, may he provide the fatherland with new heroes and hosts and, after new victories, bestow upon us an honorable peacetime in unity and, through unity, a power that fears only God but not men.69


This message was well received by his educated contemporaries. Reviewers warmly recommended the book,70 which was published in 1866, one year after the author’s death, under the title Karl von Raumer’s Life Told by Himself, and went through two further editions before World War I.71
A similar tenor prevails in numerous other autobiographical texts by early-liberal Prussian and German patriots who had fought in the wars of 1813–15 and sought, on the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary, to recall both their achievements and their unattained political aims. In communicative memory their texts had to compete with three sources of recollections: on the one hand, the many memoirs by soldiers, officers and generals from the Confederation of the Rhine states, who rarely addressed political issues and instead stressed military achievements and sacrifice; and, on the other, the mainly monarchist, conservative, patriotic-national memoirs of Prussian generals and officers who described the wars of 1813–15 as “Wars of Liberation,” largely in the vein of a conventional history of war, but sometimes also as entertaining literary memoir, similarly ignoring the struggle for increased political liberties associated with military mobilization. At the same time, the memoirs by early-liberal Prussian and German patriots challenged Prussian academic historiography with its Borussianism, which was becoming increasingly influential after 1848–49. The variety of conflicting narratives in the communicative memory of the men who had been active as soldiers, officers and generals in the period of the Napoleonic Wars also vied with the narratives of civilians who described this period in their autobiographies and war memoirs.
Civilian War Narratives
Up to the founding of the German Empire, the communicative memory of the Napoleonic Wars as reflected in published autobiographical memory texts was shaped by the accounts of those who had participated actively in these wars as soldiers, officers and generals as well as volunteers. In the sample I studied, their 129 texts were juxtaposed with only 31 autobiographical accounts by civilians – 27 men and 5 women – that appeared for the first time up to 1875 and dealt in greater detail with the war years between 1806 and 1815.72 Only one-sixth of accounts by civilians were war memoirs in the strict sense of the word – these texts recorded experiences during the war years 1806–07 and 1813–15 – compared to half of the published recollections of military men. The overwhelming majority of the autobiographical texts by civilians cover broader periods of their lives. Like many officers, civilians described the years 1806–15 in their memoirs as one, albeit very significant, period of their lives. More clearly among civilians than military men, the memory booms reflected the anniversaries of the wars of 1813–15; in comparison to military memoirs, however, a far higher proportion had already appeared at the time of the twenty-fifth anniversary. Just 7 percent were published between 1815 and 1825 and 3 percent between 1826 and 1835, while 29 percent came out between 1836 and 1845. Twenty-three percent each appeared in the periods 1846–55 and 1856–65, and only 16 percent between 1866 and 1875.
While the authors of military memoirs were mainly of noble origin, most authors of civilian memoirs came from the educated middle classes. These men were in state service as higher civil servants, diplomats, professors, teachers and pastors or worked as medical doctors or lawyers. Many had been politically active from 1806 to 1815 and had supported the fight for liberation with their writings, or they came from regions in which the civilian population had been especially strongly affected by the wars. In publishing their recollections, they wished to record their own life achievements and their roles in the war years 1806–15, felt compelled to defend their activities at the time or simply wanted to highlight the suffering and sacrifices of their fellow citizens as a result of the wars. Accordingly, nearly all of the male authors saw to the first publication of their memoirs during their lifetimes. Only six of the texts appeared posthumously, and three of these were written by women. Like the autobiographical accounts by former military men, the largest proportion of civilian authors (48 percent) came from the Confederation of the Rhine, above all the kingdoms of Saxony (19 percent) and Westphalia (10 percent). Thirty-nine percent of the authors were from Prussia and 13 percent from Austria.
The comparatively high percentage of Saxon authors reflects the significance of memories of the Battle of the Nations. A whole series of texts published over several decades vividly depicts the dramatic effects of the spring and autumn campaign of 1813 on Saxony, above all on the civilian population of Leipzig and its environs. By recalling these sacrifices for the liberation of Germany, Saxon authors sought integration into the national community and claimed a place in the German nation’s collective memory of the wars of 1813–15.73 One example are the recollections What We Experienced in October 1813, which appeared in 1845 as a Memorandum of the Association for the Celebration of 19 October in Leipzig. They were penned by Auguste Vater. The pastor’s daughter had been 16 years old in 1813. In her brief text she relates how she, her parents and five siblings experienced the Battle of the Nations in a small village near Leipzig. The family had been forced to flee together with other local people. The village itself, like many surrounding Leipzig, was largely destroyed in the fighting. The family was fortunate to find at least the foundation walls of their house still standing when they returned home. Others lost everything they owned. Vater claims in her account that her family made this sacrifice with “calm submission” as the price of liberation “from the French yoke.”74 The conclusion neatly summarizes the overall theme of her account:
Despite all the horrors and tribulations of that remarkable year, we still look back with pleasure, and among a long series of life experiences we would not want to do without it. [...] Anyone who appreciates the greatness of the inner uprising of an entire people, the beauty of such universal energy directed at the noblest possessions of humankind, must be glad to have lived through that time.75


To be sure, Vater qualifies this patriotic outlook with a remark that not all of the hopes placed in the fight for liberation had been fulfilled, but excuses this with the “human imperfection and weakness to which monarchs, like others, are subject,” causing them to leave unfinished “some things they have begun.”76 The tenor of the text, which was only distributed locally, suited the Vormärz period preceding the Revolution of 1848, in which the urban middle classes reintensified the struggle they had begun in 1813–15 for national unity, a constitution, and the civil rights and liberties it guaranteed. Interestingly, no reviewer commented on the fact that this text was written by a woman.
The only memoirs written by civilians focusing on the Anti-Napoleonic Wars to reach a broader public in the 1830s and 1840s were those by authors who were known throughout the German-speaking region. They included Friedrich Ludwig Jahn and Ernst Moritz Arndt, who published their recollections on the occasion of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the wars of 1813–15.77 Their central motivation for publishing, they said, was a fear that the “great era” or the “German rising” might fall into oblivion, a theme one finds in many texts of the period,78 among others a review in the Blätter für literarische Unterhaltung of Arndt’s Memoirs of My Outer Life, published by Weidemann in Leipzig in 1840:
The pace of life is so fast nowadays that a quarter-century suffices to make us forget the greatest moment in our history. Scarcely anyone thinks anymore of the struggle against Napoleonic domination, of the time of foreign oppression; and to the current generation, the men who in those days of sublime self-defense carried the banner of the noble idea of the fatherland appear almost like the fragments of a dark chivalric past. The direction of the present is so very universal, encompassing all of humanity, that sometimes a mighty admonition is necessary that the homeland too makes its special claims upon us, and makes them as strongly and as urgently as ever.79


The author of this unusually long, four-part review therefore warmly recommended Arndt’s memoirs to his readers as a book “for our times,” which Germany urgently needed.80 Even today, he wrote, Arndt remains a model “in sentiment and deed”:
What powers of description! What truth and vividness in his depictions! Persons, circumstances, the entire history of those days of struggle are there, alive and gripping, and revolve around the modest, decent man, the bard of battles and victories! The book provides a profound glimpse into circumstances that are almost beginning to disappear from the view of today’s generation.81


In fact, Arndt’s Memoirs, which he completed the year they were published, offer instructive insights into how he perceived his own life and work in retrospect, above all the years 1805 to 1819. Arndt, who was born in 1769 on the Baltic island of Rügen, had earned his habilitation at the University of Greifswald in history and philosophy in 1800, and since then had mainly worked as a writer. He was one of the leading German-national and early-liberal political authors of his day. In 1818 he was appointed professor of history in Bonn, but was dismissed in 1826 during the so-called persecution of the demagogues. It was only in 1840 that the new Prussian King Friedrich Wilhelm IV rehabilitated him, even appointing him as rector of the University of Bonn in 1841. In 1848–49 Arndt was a member of the National Assembly in Frankfurt. After its failure, the disillusioned Arndt withdrew from politics.82 Arndt’s Memoirs, which he wrote before his rehabilitation, were also penned as a defense against persistent attacks on his person, his work and his German-national opinions. As in his texts from the “time of the uprising,” one accordingly finds German chauvinism and hatred of the French openly expressed. This fit well into the context of the Rhine crisis of 1840, a diplomatic conflict between the French kingdom and the German Confederation instigated by French claims to the territories west of the Rhine that unleashed a new wave of German nationalism.83 This led to a return to the German-national rhetoric of the wars of 1813–15, which Arndt had been instrumental in developing.84
When Friedrich Ludwig Jahn’s memoirs, edited by the young historian Karl Schöppach and published by a small Schleusingen publishing house, had appeared five years earlier under the title Recollections of a German, or Travels of the Old Man with a Beard, the response had been far more critical; on the one hand because of the different times, and on the other because of Jahn’s far more controversial personality.85 Jahn, born in 1778, had studied German and history but never earned a university degree. He made his living as a teacher and political writer. He was best known as the author of German Folkdom, initiator of the gymnastic movement and organizer of the Lützow Free Corps. Jahn, too, was charged in 1819 as part of the persecution of the demagogues but acquitted in 1825 and rehabilitated in 1840 by Friedrich Wilhelm IV, who in 1842 also lifted the ban on gymnastics enacted by his father. In 1848 Jahn also joined the National Assembly in Frankfurt, where he however supported the conservative monarchist forces.
Jahn’s German chauvinism and radical anti-French nationalism were considered to be outmoded, above all by the literati of Young Germany who set the tone in the national literary scene in the mid-1830s. Their model, after the July Revolution of 1830, was the more liberal France, which for Jahn and his followers remained the “hereditary enemy” par excellence.86 A review by Karl Gutzkow, published in 1839 in his literary journal Beiträge zur Geschichte der neuesten Literatur, begins as follows, and is typical of the stance of the Young Germans:
The recently published Recollections of a German could also be called the Reminiscences of an Unpolished Fellow, or of a Bear, or Memoirs of a Bruiser. In short, they are anecdotes or tall tales from the life of the old gymnast and eternal schoolboy Jahn. The old man cannot keep quiet. He still wants to be part of things.87
(Emphasis in the original.)


Gutzkow then spends the next six pages ridiculing Jahn’s life and work. The main target of his biting scorn was Jahn’s Germanomania, with its ancient Germanic dress and insistence on a German language purged of all foreign elements. Other reviewers also found little to praise in Jahn’s eccentric Recollections and rejected his German chauvinism, even if, unlike Gutzkow, they at least acknowledged Jahn’s importance at the time of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars. The only activities deemed worthy of appreciation and positive remembrance were his achievements as founder of the gymnastic movement.88
Arndt’s Memoirs were received quite differently in 1840, during the Rhine crisis, not least because his German nationalism and persistent warnings against France’s “appetite for conquest” suddenly seemed extremely relevant again.89 By 1840 at the latest, both belonged to the standard rhetorical repertoire of many German-national liberals – at least in times of crisis and war. Arndt’s songs and poems of the years 1812–15, which were reprinted over and over again in song anthologies and school textbooks and belonged to the canon of schools, universities and clubs in Wilhelmine Germany, retained their popularity up to World War I.90 His Memoirs also seem to have been popular reading matter. They were probably the most widely published political memoirs on the period of the Napoleonic Wars; at least eleven editions were printed up to 1915 by five different companies, including a paperback in Reclams Universal-Bibliothek in 1891.91
The success of Arndt’s Memoirs was exceeded only by accounts of the period produced expressly for entertainment value. Wilhelm von Kügelgen’s Memoirs of Youth by an Old Man, published in 1870, became the bestseller under Wilhelmine Germany’s autobiographies, going through at least 27 editions with nine publishers. It also appeared as a Reclam paperback in 1898.92 Like the Memorabilia published in 1840–43 by the dramatist and writer Karl Immermann93 or the 1861 memoir Of My Life by the poet and writer Ludwig Rellstab,94 Memoirs of Youth by the well-known painter Kügelgen depict the “time of the French” from the perspective of childhood or adolescence. Immermann was born in 1796, Rellstab in 1799 and Kügelgen in 1802. This point of view allowed all three authors to assume a humorous distance from the period they were recalling without having to fundamentally question the patriotic aims and ideals that their parents had also supported at the time. They looked back nostalgically “at the good old days.” Kügelgen’s Memoirs of Youth, which were brought out posthumously by the journalist and publisher Philipp von Nathusius, became one of the favorite books of middle-class Germans in the Wilhelmine era. The preface to the 1911 Munich edition accordingly notes that

these “Memoirs of Youth” have long since become the inalienable property of the nation. Countless people of all walks of life have wandered with the old man through the alien and vivid country of his youth. – All have been gripped by the power and simplicity of his character, and refreshed by the joyful grace of his heart.95


Kügelgen, son of the portrait and history painter Gerhard von Kügelgen and his wife Helene Marie Zöge von Manteuffel, spent his early childhood in Dresden with his younger brothers, attended the Gymnasium in Bernburg on the Saale and studied at the Academy of Art in Dresden. His memoirs end with the murder of his father in the course of a robbery in 1820. In 1830 Kügelgen became court painter at the summer residence of Anhalt-Bernburg in Ballenstedt, where he spent the rest of his life with his wife and their six children.96
Apart from the writing style, what made his extraordinarily entertaining one-volume Memoirs of Youth so attractive for middle-class readers, both male and female, was their focus on his parental home and the family’s wide circle of friends, which served as the center of early Romanticism in Dresden. This circle included Caspar David Friedrich, Georg Friedrich Kersting, Christian Gottfried Körner and his son Theodor as well as Friedrich Schiller.97 Kügelgen vividly depicts the influence of politics and war on family life and their friends. A reviewer in the Blätter für literarische Unterhaltung accordingly noted in 1870:
Kügelgen [...] recounts the course of his youthful years with such grace and fine self-observation that a breath of ‘Poetry and Truth’ surrounds the reading of these notes. To be sure, the turbulent first two decades of the century, with their great political upheavals, are but a faint and distant rustling in the pages upon which a highly gifted man has recorded the history of his youth: it is mainly the family’s quiet haven in which all events occur, and it is only as through a veil that the mighty major and state actions of the Napoleonic era pass by. But we are compensated by a thousand insights into the everyday life of the Kügelgen family.98


In an interesting way, Kügelgen at once recalled the period of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars and contributed to the process of forgetting. The wars themselves merely serve as the historical backdrop to a narrative in which the family takes center stage. But it is precisely this shift of focus onto family and friends that made the text attractive for a female audience, which was rarely catered to in military and political memoirs. His mild-mannered political approach also seems to have been greatly appreciated by female readers in particular. Kügelgen presents a moderate national-liberal and monarchist interpretation of the years 1806 to 1813, which seems to have corresponded to the mood of female middle-class readers in Wilhelmine Germany.99 Rejecting Germanomania and Francophobia, he seeks to mediate in the “war of viewpoints and opinions,” which he deemed to be dangerous to the “life of state and church.”100
Female Autobiographies
Apart from Kügelgen’s Memoirs of Youth, it was probably mainly the few published autobiographies by women that dealt more intensively with the period of the Napoleonic Wars which spoke to female readers. However, of the six texts that appeared in first editions before 1875, only two seem to have attracted any attention on the national literary market: the memoirs of the well-known writers Caroline von Pichler and Helmina von Chézy.101 Memorabilities of My Life, by Pichler, who was born in 1769 and made a name for herself as the author of novels, short stories, plays and poetry, caused a stir not only because they had been written by an “honorable, decent woman,” and “gifted and noble authoress,” but also because she was Austrian. For, as the Austrian magazine Österreichische Blätter für Literatur und Kunst remarked, “Memoirs from Austria are as rare as white ravens.”102 In 1796 Pichler had married the wealthy Viennese court official Andreas Pichler, who supported her literary ambitions. The happy couple, who had one daughter, liked to entertain and their salon became a center of the literary and artistic world in Vienna that was known well beyond the city. Guests included Ludwig van Beethoven, Franz Grillparzer, Theodor Körner, Friedrich Schlegel and Franz Schubert, among others.103
Pichler’s substantial four-volume Memorabilities were published one year after her death by a friend, the court librarian Ferdinand Wolf. They clearly followed the literary model of a bildungsroman. “The actual purpose” of this work, she wrote in the introduction, was to show “how I became what I was, through which influences, environment, instruction, errors and obstacles my mind and temperament took the direction that is now peculiar to them.”104 Thus nobody should expect to read about “noteworthy events, strange fates or outstanding points in the general history of the fatherland.” In fact, her Memorabilities treat her family and friends as well as her own literary career at great length, all the while sketching a vivid picture of social and cultural life in Vienna. She shows, among other things, how Austrian patriotism and a marked distaste for Napoleon during the war years 1809 and 1813–15 were expressed in the art and literature of the time. In general, however, Pichler treats the politics and wars of the Napoleonic era in her autobiography mainly as a historical setting for the development of her own life and work.105
Reviewers responded quite differently to Pichler’s Memorabilities. The Österreichische Blätter für Literatur und Kunst praised them as a “dignified and chaste” recollection of “Austria’s heroic age,”106 while Die Grenzboten described them as “honorable” and “well-meaning” but mediocre. Pichler, the reviewer wrote, was a “zealous Austrian and loyal subject,” who in her memoirs remained true to the “sphere of her sex and rank,” judging “the world of the state and the highest echelons of society only to the extent” that they impinged upon or reflected “this sphere,” which made for uninspired reading. Between the lines one can already read the misogynist attitude of the editors of Die Grenzboten toward female writers, which they shared with other literary critics. The reviewer believed that women should not write memoirs, because they had nothing interesting to say.107
This attitude was expressed even more clearly in the reviews of Helmina von Chézy’s two-volume memoirs, which were published by Brockhaus in Leipzig under the title Unforgotten: Memorabilities from a Life in 1858, two years after the author’s death. They met with a chilly reception among male reviewers. Chézy, born in 1783, offered a much larger target for attack than Caroline von Pichler because of her extremely unusual way of life, which overstepped the “spheres of her sex.” Chézy had made her authorial debut in 1797, when she was just 14 years old. Her first marriage in 1799 ended in divorce a year later. In 1800 Chézy traveled on her own to Paris, where she worked as a correspondent for several German newspapers and for a time also published her own magazine. There she married the Orientalist Antoine-Léonard de Chézy in 1805, and the couple had two sons. After five years she was divorced again and returned with her children to Germany, where she lived in Darmstadt, Cologne, Dresden and Munich, among other places, before settling in Geneva, Switzerland.108 She tried to support herself and her sons by writing – a very difficult undertaking. Her experiences as a writer and the resistance she encountered were accordingly a central theme in her memoirs.109
The other central theme of her Memorabilities was her patriotic activities in the years 1812–17. She describes in detail supporting the struggle for liberation from “the Napoleonic yoke” in word and deed, emphasizing at the same time that she had always rejected the excessive hatred of the French that had led to cruel conduct during the wars, such as the inhumane treatment of prisoners of war and the sick and wounded soldiers of the Grande Armée.110 She had become engaged in military nursing to help these and other soldiers. In the years 1814–16 she was involved, among other things, in the local women’s associations that were active in the military hospitals of Cologne and Naumur.111 The care provided to sick and wounded soldiers, above all militiamen and volunteers, that Chézy experienced there was so inadequate that in 1816 she publicly criticized the desolate conditions and the corruption that were rife in the Prussian-managed military hospitals. As a result she was charged with slandering the Commission for the Assessment of War Wounded (Invaliden-Prüfungs-Kommission), but was acquitted by a Berlin court in 1817. This conflict, which was broadly discussed in the contemporary press, assumes a central place in the Memorabilities.
Chézy sought in her recollections to defend herself against all of the accusations made against her,112 above all the allegation that “the way she had treated the matter of the military hospital had been unwomanly,” and that she had set out to attract public attention. She parried this criticism with the assertion that it had been necessary, since, apart from one doctor she knew, “no man had stepped forward” to “uncover abuses with strength and courage and bring the truth before the public forum.”113 At the same time, she sought in her Memorabilities to commemorate the achievements of the many women who, like her, had tended to the wounded, sick and disabled soldiers of the wars of 1813–15 as members of the patriotic women’s associations, making many sacrifices in the process. She also emphasized that other patriotically minded women, too, had come into conflict with military doctors and inspectors, since the poor treatment of ailing soldiers, militiamen and volunteers and the deficient assistance for disabled veterans revealed the low value placed on them by the state and the military administration. This was not merely a question of “justice and humanitarianism,” but also of politics, for “how can we expect a warrior to go into battle willingly and joyfully if he must fear that he will emerge as a cripple and invalid from the military hospitals” because proper care was not available.114
Chézy’s unusual way of life and her willingness to overstep society’s gender boundaries in her words and actions attracted the contempt not only of many male contemporaries, but even years later of most literary critics as well. They simply panned the Memorabilities, which Chézy had dictated toward the end of her life to her great-niece Berta Borngräber, who also published them. For example, the author of an 1859 review in Die Grenzboten entitled “Female Writers,” asked:
And what might be the reason for the prejudice against women writers? – [...] First of all, there is something unwholesome and disorderly about ‘the specific literary life’; a focus on the personal in the individual and a confusion of this with the objects that man, accustomed to and created for all manner of struggle, can more readily cope with than woman, who often overcomes these difficulties only at the expense of her womanly nature. – And then woman lacks that observation of reality (let us call it historical) that is available only to those who participate in it actively: She is dependent upon either opening her own heart, or copying her wholly external observations.115


Karl Gutzkow was not much kinder to her in his review entitled “Conversations at the Domestic Hearth” published in 1858 in the magazine Unterhaltungen am häuslichen Herd.116 For these authors, women existed outside of history, which they equated with war and politics. If women wrote about such subjects, as Chézy did, they could only do so by appropriating male experience, that is, copying or “daguerrotyping” them. Women’s memoirs thus could never be substantive or “true.” Women were simply denied the competence to judge the events of their times.117 Most male historians, literary critics and publishers seem to have shared this attitude, which meant that the published autobiographical memory of the time of the Napoleonic Wars in Germany and Austria up to 1914 was dominated by men.118
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Conclusion
A closer analysis of the development of the literary market, the popular, military and academic historiography on the period of the Napoleonic Wars and the publication of autobiographies and war memoirs treating this era up to the First World War reveals remarkably clear trends in the production of memories of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars. It shows the increasing influence of the expanding literary market and with it the creation of a culture-consuming national public. It points to the growing authority of the master narratives produced by a professionalizing academic historiography, but also demonstrates that these master narratives were always challenged by the counter-narratives of academic, military and popular historians – even though the multiplicity of interpretations accepted in academia declined and a pro-Prussian, monarchic-conservative or national-liberal interpretation of the period of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars gained ascendancy in Imperial German historiography. Furthermore, this analysis demonstrates that throughout the nineteenth century, the master narratives of historians competed with the far more diverse recollections of the era in published autobiographies and war memoirs. These memory texts reveal the broadest diversity of interpretations, because the majority of them were not written by Prussian supporters of the struggle against Napoleon, but by soldiers, officers and generals who had fought in the Napoleonic army up to 1813.
For both historiography and autobiographical accounts, the importance of the twenty-fifth, fiftieth and one-hundredth anniversaries of the wars as occasions for writing and publishing is striking. Political events such as the Rhine crisis, the failure of the Revolution of 1848–49, the Wars of German Unification and the founding of the German Empire clearly left their mark on the narratives and their reception. While the commercialization of the literary market and the growing readership had more influence on the production of autobiographical memory, both contributed especially to the boom in edited reprints of autobiographical accounts of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars occasioned by the hundredth anniversary.
Before the establishment of the German Empire, Prussian texts of a national-liberal or monarchic-conservative stamp clearly did not dominate memory construction. This applies for both historiography and autobiographical texts. What is particularly striking for this period is, rather, the strong presence of texts from the states of the Confederation of the Rhine, which seek to inscribe the sacrifices and achievements of their army, their regiments or their region on the regional and national memory. Up to 1914, the autobiographical accounts were, moreover, undoubtedly shaped by authors who had fought in the Napoleonic Wars as professional military men – generals, officers and noncommissioned officers – as well as volunteers. They focus on wartime adventures in foreign lands; soldierly bravery and sacrifice; military, territorial-state and national honor; and heroism. It is mainly the memory texts by volunteers and well-known German-national patriots like Arndt that refer to the political dimension of the “struggle for liberty” in 1813–15 and call on rulers and governments to make good the political promises they had given during the “Wars of Liberty.” These texts were politically significant above all before the founding of the German Empire – and they competed from the beginning with academic and popular history books. In Wilhelmine Germany, autobiographies such as Arndt’s were still reprinted and quite successful. But memoirs like Kügelgen’s, which told of the time of the Napoleonic Wars in the form of a gripping family saga, or abridged editions of memoirs for “youth and the people” that dramatically rewrote older texts according to the dominant master narratives were more likely to capture the imagination of the reading public. With the development of a culture-consuming national public, autobiographical accounts, as long as they were written in a pleasing style and confirmed their beliefs, were able to reach the broader strata of middle-class readers eager for “patriotic” entertainment. Historical novels also appealed to the new taste, and they would become the central popular vehicle of memory of the “time of the French.”

Part Five Novels, Memory and Politics


In the decades following the Napoleonic Wars, history books, autobiographical accounts and novels evolved into three at once complementary and competing media in the production of memory about these wars, which would shape collective memory for a long time to come. They all reflected the “emergence of history” – the formation of a new postrevolutionary and postwar historical consciousness that began to develop in the first half of the nineteenth century.1 The conditions in which they arose were influenced by a mixture of differing and shared factors. Changing political circumstances affected all the media of memory. The creation of all three types of texts was also subject to the structural transformation of the literary market. However, this applied less to history books, which tended to serve a relatively small and specialized market segment, than to autobiographies and war memoirs and especially to novels intended for a wide audience. While historians were increasingly expected to meet the expectations of a professionalizing discipline, which narrowed the accepted forms of historical writing, and memoirists who hoped for success could only operate within a framework constructed as “true” by historians and eyewitnesses, novelists had greater latitude. Their interpretation of the period of the wars from 1806 to 1815 simply had to strike the reader as credible and plausible. In order to create this impression, novelists had to acknowledge the historical master narratives and the basic, accepted historical facts, but in general they could interpret the era more freely, a possibility that increased with the temporal distance to the remembered events. Even more than history books and autobiographical recollections, novels could therefore be used to comment on present-day society, culture and politics. In writing about the past, novelists remarked upon and criticized or affirmed the society and politics of their own day. These authors were driven by their political ideals, but many others primarily tried to serve the market by choosing topics that would sell. Most novelists wrote to earn a living. Those who were freelance writers depended far more than most authors of history books and autobiographies on the market, because for many of the latter writing was not their main source of income.
Hundreds of novels set in the Napoleonic era were published between 1815 and 1914, initially as novels of the recent past, which appeared in the first two decades after the war and confronted well-remembered events, and thereafter as historical novels.2 Most of these texts are forgotten today, since only the works of a few authors have entered the literary canon and remain familiar. They include Theodor Fontane with his four-volume Before the Storm: A Novel of the Winter of 1812/13, published in 1878 by Hertz in Berlin, and his novella Schach von Wuthenow: A Tale from the Era of the Gensdarmes Regiment, published in 1883 by Friedrich in Leipzig. Fontane has been the subject of numerous studies by literary scholars over the past decades.3 His predecessors, however – novelists such as Caroline de la Motte Fouqué,4 Caroline Pichler,5 Ludwig Rellstab6 or Willibald Alexis7 – have been forgotten. Even far more successful contemporaries – such as Gustav Freytag8, Friedrich Spielhagen9 or Herman Sudermann10 – were long ignored by the mainstream of literary history after 1945. Clara Mundt, who published under the pseudonym Louise Mühlbach and was the most widely read German author of historical novels in the second half of the nineteenth century, has also fallen into obscurity.11 Her works were huge hits at the lending libraries, far ahead of all the other authors mentioned above.12 Only in recent decades have Germanists rediscovered her texts, along with those of other authors of this middlebrow literature.13
In this fifth part I take a closer look at novels that treated the period of the Napoleonic Wars and were published between 1815 and 1914. In the first chapter of this part, the novel of the recent past and the historical novel are introduced as central media of memory. I begin by sketching the debate on the form and function of the historical novel, then I examine the corpus of texts, specific memory booms, the factors that influenced them, and the social profiles of the authors. In the second and third chapters of this part, I locate especially influential texts that appeared between 1815 and 1914 and shaped collective memory within the boom periods and analyze them with particular attention to their central memory narratives and reception. Like the autobiographies, the main selection criteria for these texts were the total number of editions they reached and their estimated circulation, the number of reviews and their presence in lending libraries up to 1914, because these are all indicators of their success and with it their influence on collective memory construction. The focus lies on novels published up to the late 1880s, since not only did the production of historical novels on the era of the Napoleonic Wars decline sharply after the founding of the German Empire, but the competition between differing political interpretations of the period also largely ceased. Novels increasingly came to reflect a national-conservative reading of the period. Democratic and liberal authors appear to have stopped writing about the epoch. In the years that followed, the interpretation of the era was reshaped more and more by the myth of the wars of 1813–15 as the German nation’s natal hour, in which the German people rediscovered their own power and strength.
1 For more, see chapter 14 in the fourth part.

2 The transitions between the two genres are fluid, and they will be examined together here. On the novel of the recent past in the late eighteenth and nineteenth century, see Göttsche, Zeit, esp. 65–433; on the historical novel, see Aust, Roman; Eggert, Studien; and Eke and Olasz-Eke, Bibliographie.

3 Theodor  Fontane, Vor dem Sturm: Roman aus dem Winter 1812 auf 13 (Berlin, 1878), Engl.: Before the Storm: A Novel of the Winter of 1812–13, trans. R. J.  Hollingdale (Oxford, 1985); and idem, Schach von Wuthenow: Erzählung aus der Zeit des Regiments Gensdarmes (Berlin, 1883), Engl.: A Man of Honor, trans. E. M.  Valk (New York, 1975). On his oeuvre and the research on Fontane, see Wolfgang  Rasch, Theodor Fontane Bibliographie: Werk und Forschung, 3 vols. (Berlin, 2006); on Fontane, see Kurt  Schreinert, “Fontane, Henri Théodore,” NDB 5 (1961): 289–293; and more extensively, Wolfgang  Hädecke, Theodor Fontane: Biographie (Munich, 1998); and Helga  Bemmann, Theodor Fontane: Ein preussischer Dichter (Berlin, 1998).

4 Caroline de La Motte  Fouqué, Edmund’s Wege und Irrwege: Ein Roman aus der Vergangenheit (Berlin, 1815). On Fouqué and this novel, see Baumgartner, Public Voices, 144–251; and Elisa  Müller-Adams, “Dass die Frau zur Frau redete”: Das Werk der Caroline de la Motte Fouqué als Beispiel für weibliche Literaturproduktion der frühen Restaurationszeit (St. Ingbert, 2003), 307–333.

5 Caroline  Pichler, Frauenwürde (Leipzig, 1818).

6 Ludwig  Rellstab, 1812: Ein historischer Roman, 4 vols. (Leipzig, 1834).

7 Willibald  Alexis, Ruhe ist die erste Bürgerpflicht oder Vor 50 Jahren: Vaterländischer Roman, 5 vols. (Berlin, 1852); and idem, Isegrimm: Vaterländischer Roman, 3 vols. (Berlin, 1854); on Alexis and his novels, see Wolfgang  Beutin, Königtum und Adel in den historischen Romanen von Willibald Alexis (Berlin, 1966); idem, “Melpomenes Dolch und Klios noch schärferer Griffel: Die Brandenburg-preußischen (‘vaterländischen’) Romane von Willibald Alexis,” in Willibald Alexis (1798–1871): Ein Autor des Vor- und Nachmärz, ed. Wolfgang  Beutin and Peter  Stein (Bielefeld, 2000), 177–194; and Caroline  Hobi, Willibald Alexis – ‘Ruhe ist die erste Bürgerpflicht’: Eine erzähltheoretische Analyse und Interpretation (Bern, 2007).

8 Gustav  Freytag, Die Ahnen, 6 vols. (Leipzig, 1873–81), vol. 6: Aus einer kleinen Stadt (1880); on Freytag, see Fritz  Martini, “Freytag, Gustav,” NDB 5 (1961): 425–427; on his novels, Claus  Holz, Flucht aus der Wirklichkeit: “Die Ahnen” von Gustav Freytag – Untersuchungen zum realistischen historischen Roman der Gründerzeit 1872–1880 (Frankfurt/M., 1983); Lynne  Tatlock, “‘In the Heart of the Heart of the Country’: Regional Histories as National History in Gustav Freytag’s Die Ahnen (1872–80),” in A Companion to German Realism, 1848–1900, ed. Todd  Kontje (Rochester, NY, 2002), 85–109; and Larry L.  Ping, Gustav Freytag and the Prussian Gospel: Novels, Liberalism and History (Oxford, 2006).

9 Friedrich  Spielhagen, Noblesse oblige (Leipzig, 1882). On Spielhagen and his novels, see Jeffrey L.  Sammons, “Spielhagen, Friedrich,” NDB 24 (2010): 686–688; idem, Friedrich Spielhagen: Novelist of Germany’s False Dawn (Tübingen, 2004); idem, “Fighting Napoleon – Loving the French: Friedrich Spielhagen, Noblesse oblige (1888),” in Maierhofer, Women, 247–264; Christa  Müller-Donges, Das Novellenwerk Friedrich Spielhagens in seiner Entwicklung zwischen 1851 und 1899 (Marburg, 1970); and Henrike  Lamers, Held oder Welt?: Zum Romanwerk Friedrich Spielhagens (Bonn, 1991).

10 Hermann  Sudermann, Der Katzensteg (Stuttgart, 1889); on Sudermann, see Jessica  Stegemann, “Sudermann, Hermann,” NDB 25 (2013): 669–670; and Günter  Heintz, “Kompromiß und Wirkung: Kritische Anmerkungen zu Hermann Studermanns Der Katzensteg,” in Hermann Sudermann: Werk und Wirkung, ed. Walter T.  Rix (Würzburg, 1980), 201–214.

11 Louise  Mühlbach, Napoleon in Deutschland, 16 vols. (Berlin, 1858); on Mühlbach and her novels, see Lydia  Schieth, “Mühlbach, Louise,” NDB 18 (1997): 269–270; Cornelia  Tönnesen, Die Vormärz-Autorin Luise Mühlbach: Vom sozialkritischen Frühwerk zum historischen Roman (Neuss, 1997); Peterson, History, 166–181; and idem, “Mühlbach, Ranke, and the Truth of Historical Fiction,” in Kontje, Companion, 53–84.

12 Martino, Leihbibliothek, 406–416.

13 Peterson, History; and Lynne  Tatlock, ed., Publishing Culture and the “Reading Nation”: German Book History in the Long Nineteenth Century (Rochester, NY, 2010).





15 Re-Creating the Past
The Time of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars in Novels
The question, occasionally raised, of whether the historical novel is entitled to a place in the literary realm is essentially pointless. There can scarcely be any doubt that it belongs to a lower art form than those branches of literature that allow for and promote free creativity, any more than that it is always an awkward undertaking to introduce imagination into accounts that properly belong to scholarship. On the other hand, however, one cannot deny that historiography is not wholly adequate to the task of keeping hold of a great past.1



This assertion opens an article entitled “Patriotic Novels” that appeared in the most important national-liberal cultural journal, Die Grenzboten, in 1852, penned by one of its two editors, presumably Julius Schmidt. The essay intensively elucidates the function of the historical novel and its relationship to historiography on the one hand and prose literature on the other. The author – who interestingly enough equates the historical novel with the “patriotic novel,” that is, assumes that it mainly treats the writer’s own national history – recognizes the importance of the genre but regards it as a “lower art form.” For him, the historical novel’s main task was “to recreate for us, based on earlier research, the manners of the past era in all respects.” Only such an approach, he believed, could produce works “that arouse in the imagination and sentiments anything approaching the impression engendered by free creation.”2 The author of this contribution was clearly convinced that the chief object of novels was to address the imagination and emotions.
Not just Die Grenzboten, but also other cultural and literary magazines intensely discussed the form and function of the historical novel that became popular in the 1820s. From that time, novelists and literary critics negotiated the new genre’s position in the literary world.3 Today, Benedikte Naubert is considered the founder of the historical novel that emerged in German in the late eighteenth century. Up to her death in 1819, she published more than 50 such works, most of them anonymously, many of which were translated into English and French. Her books influenced the Scottish author Sir Walter Scott, whose Waverley (1814) and subsequent novels made the genre so popular across Europe that it experienced its first literary heyday in the 1820s and 1830s.4
The literary debate on the form and function of the historical novel was also fed by criticism from historians. The professionalization of history was an essential precondition for the growing flood of historical novels over the century, since historians provided their authors with the information they needed. The public expected historical fiction to be “authentic” and to reflect historical events accurately, which is why knowledge of history was indispensable for novelists.5 At the same time, the professionalization of history, especially the triumph of historicism, meant that academic history sought to distance itself systematically from fictional historical narratives in novels by questioning their veracity.6 It was on this difficult terrain that the authors of novels of the recent past and historical fiction set during the time of the Napoleonic Wars had to operate and decide what objectives they were pursuing in their writing. I will explore this terrain through the example of one of the most successful authors, Louise Mühlbach, before examining the novel as a medium of memory in more detail.
Historical Novels, History and Literature
In the preface to her 17-volume novel cycle Germany in Storm and Stress, published by Constenoble in Jena in 1867–68, Louise Mühlbach explains the function of the historical novel in detail to her readers. Its chief aim, she notes, is

to illustrate history, to render it popular; to move the great figures, like the great facts, that reveal themselves in history books to the scholar, the individual of higher learning, from the silence of the study to the marketplace of life, and to make what had previously been the province of the learned the common property of all.7


That, at least, was her understanding of the profession of the historical novelist, which she had chosen “not with frivolity and vain arrogance,” but “suffused with the grandeur” of this task.8 This mission led to the production of some 290 volumes, including edited reprints and various translations, which made her one of the most widely read nineteenth-century German authors of historical novels. Louise Mühlbach, born Clara Müller in 1814, grew up in the small Prussian town of Neubrandenburg. Her father, a lawyer, was able and willing to give his daughter a very good private education. In 1839 she married the Young German writer Theodor Mundt, who supported her literary ambitions. The couple had two children and ran a hospitable house in Berlin. Their salon welcomed the literary elite of the city and many of its visitors. Both were active supporters of the Democratic Revolution of 1848–49.9
Beginning in the late 1830s, Louise Mühlbach published novellas, novels and travel accounts. Only death in 1873 brought an end to her creative output. In the run-up to the Revolution of 1848–49, she mainly concentrated on social novels centered around female protagonists fighting for their own identities as women and for their independence. Taking up the emancipatory ideas of the Young Germany movement, she confronted the present in a critical spirit. These novels were not very successful, however.10 Only after 1850, when she began to concentrate on novels about eighteenth- and nineteenth-century German and European history, did her work meet with broad interest.11 Her historical fiction focuses on the lives and times of outstanding personalities like Prussian Kings Friedrich II and Friedrich-Wilhelm III, Queen Luise of Prussia, Austrian Emperor Joseph II and Field Marshal Archduke Johann, Napoleon Bonaparte and his first wife Joséphine de Beauharnais as well as his second wife Marie-Louise of Austria, or Hortense de Beauharnais, stepdaughter of Napoleon I and briefly queen of Holland. Louise Mühlbach continued to be strongly interested in female characters, and for that reason was especially attracted to exploring well-known women in history and their spheres of action. Quite realistically, she did not seriously challenge the boundaries of the dominant model of the middle-class gender order that assigned men and women complementary roles in “the public” and “the private sphere” based on their assumed “natural differences” – at least not for the ordinary female characters in her novels. Her leading heroines, however, like Queen Luise of Prussia or Joséphine de Beauharnais, had far more room to maneuver. As queens, empresses and princesses they had leeway to transgress the norms of this model. At the same time, Mühlbach showed that as women, they were nevertheless bound by these norms, although not to the same extent as the majority of middle- and upper-class women.12
As Mühlbach never tired of reminding readers, her historical fiction was always based on intensive study of a wide range of sources, from historical accounts and biographies to published letters and diaries. She therefore regarded the rejection of her work by “learned historians” and “men of science” as a challenge and set out to defend the genre of historical fiction and with it her reputation as a writer in the extensive preface already cited at the beginning of this section. In this text, she criticizes the “scholars” for simply condemning the historical novel and the facts “marshaled therein as incorrect or unhistorical” without considering its most important prerequisite and main function.13 While any serious historical novel must be based on a “thorough study of history,” it nevertheless differs fundamentally from historiography:
The rigorous historian deals only in facts; following the strictest outward truth, he may write down and record only those matters that occurred outwardly. He depicts the battles of peoples, the struggles of nations, the great deeds of heroes, the deeds of princes, he presents accomplished facts. To plumb the innermost essence of these accomplished facts, to discover the motives from which they sprang, and to bring these to light in their fine inner workings, that is the task of the historical novel. – The scholar shows the outer face, the mighty shape of history; the historical novel should show you the heart of history, and render humanly precious matters that seemed very distant.14 (Emphases in the original.)


Thus, for her, historical fiction does not compete with historiography, but rather complements it in two ways. Based on a solid grounding in history and the imagination of the author, the historical novel could, on the one hand, delineate the variety of motives of historical figures that stood at the “heart” of their actions. It could, for instance, show and explain exemplary forms of male and female patriotism and self-sacrifice in the past with the aim of inspiring present and future generations to act accordingly. On the other hand, the historical novel, much like a history painting, could attempt to illuminate the emotional “mainsprings” and the specific “spirit” of history and in this way help to bring history to life.15 Both functions were closely connected for Mühlbach, who clearly understood the power of emotion in history and in learning from history. At the same time, her definition of the functions of the historical novel ingeniously deploys the dominant notions of the gender order to assert her place as an author of historical novels. These notions banished women from politics, war and the writing of history, denying them rationality but attributing to them all the more emotion. This predestined women to be experts in the “inner workings” and the “heart of history,” and thus also made them best placed to write historical fiction that centered on these subjects.
With her historical biographical novels – which focus more on the individual and his or her role in the community, include the private sphere and report on the emotional lives of her protagonists – Mühlbach hoped to reach population groups not addressed by other historical media. By “privatizing”16 and emotionalizing history and memory, she must also have appealed strongly to female readers, which was important for commercial success because women of the middle and upper classes, and in the second half of the nineteenth century increasingly of the lower-middle class as well, were the main readers of novels. In a sense, the historical novels in lending libraries were history books for women.17
Neither for Mühlbach nor for many other authors was the attempt to popularize history through the historical novel an end in itself. Quite a few of them also saw their novels as commentaries on the present, which served the purposes of moral and political education and the formation of cultural identity. Thus, after the failed Revolution of 1848–49, it was a central political objective for those writers who increasingly published historical novels in the Nachmärz period to keep alive the national-liberal ideas of the “Wars of Liberty” and the Vormärz.18 Louise Mühlbach accordingly told her old friend Prince Hermann von Pückler-Muskau in a letter of 1864 that

I have set myself the same aim in all of my historical works: to awaken among the German people a knowledge of German history and a patriotic consciousness, to make them feel passionately about German honor and to acquaint them with their heroes.19


The motivations of other historical novelists in the 1850s and 1860s were similar, even if they may have looked down on the “prolific scribbler” Mühlbach, who avowedly wrote for an audience of literary consumers rather than literary critics. Many of them probably hoped that they and their works would enter the national canon of high culture and thus cultural memory, but in fact they, too, like Mühlbach, wrote middlebrow literature, whose readership Brent O. Peterson describes as follows:
Their primary readers were neither the critics and professors who shaped the canon nor the unwashed masses who preferred what the British call ‘penny dreadfuls.’ Rather the audience for middlebrow literature ranged from university graduates, down through the ranks of the army, the bureaucracy, and the professional classes, and on to families of craftsmen and merchants. These books’ readership ended in libraries for the working classes, where Social Democratic Party activists pushed the same notion of Bildung (education and culture) that united the middle and upper reaches of society.20


The readers of middlebrow literature, both male and female, indeed expected both edification and entertainment from their reading matter. Books should address not just the mind, but also the heart.
A significant portion of the historical novels that appeared between 1815 and 1914, and not just those by Mühlbach, may be considered middlebrow literature. A remarkable percentage of them, as we will see, treated the period of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars.21 Since these novels reached a readership of literary consumers to a greater extent than even popular history books or autobiographies and war memoirs, they contributed decisively to popularizing the collective memories of these wars. Along with songs and poetry, they addressed the emotions more strongly than other literary media of memory, which contributed greatly to their wide dissemination, since in order to take root in the long term, memories must not only be thought but above all felt and emotionally relived.22
Novels of the Recent Past and Historical Novels as Media of Memory
The historical novel, which nineteenth-century historians and literary critics alike often viewed skeptically, questioning its artistic value, was a favorite genre among readers up to the First World War and beyond.23 Publishing figures and lending library records as well as the reactions of literary critics confirm this. In their extensive Innsbruck research project on historical fiction, Kurt Habitzel and Günter Mühlberger located 3,341 German-language historical novels alone for the century between 1815 and 1914, about 412 (12 percent) of which treat the period of the Napoleonic Wars.24 Their broad definition of “historical novels” encompasses “works of prose fiction of at least 150 pages, set for the most part in a time before the author’s birth.”25 The present study also includes novels of the recent past (Zeitromane), which reflect contemporary history. This is necessary if we wish to understand the novelistic creation of memories of the Napoleonic past, which, much like historiography and memoir production, began immediately after the wars of 1813–15.26 In the framework of this study, 195 novels on the Napoleonic era written between 1815 and 1914 were analyzed more closely.27
Booms in the publication of historical novels do not coincide with that of autobiographies and war memoirs. Of the 195 novels, a substantial 11 percent had already appeared between 1815 and 1829. Seventeen percent were published between 1830 and 1849, 43 percent between 1850 and 1869, 12 percent between 1870 and 1889 and 19 percent after 1890, 6 percent of them between 1910 and 1914 alone. In the case of historical novels, too, these figures suggest the significance of the three major anniversaries of the wars of 1813–15 for production and publication. A total of 47 percent of all texts appeared in the jubilee years, but the proportion was significantly lower than that of autobiographies and war memoirs, which amounted to 54 percent. For historical novels, the clear temporal focus was the fiftieth anniversary, while for autobiographical texts it was the centenary: only 5 percent of the novels examined appeared during the anniversary years 1831–40 (12, 5 of them from 1838–40), 30 percent in the anniversary years 1856–65 (59, 21 of them from 1862–64) and 11 percent in the anniversary years 1906–15 (21, 7 of them from 1911–13). The production of novels clearly depended less on the demand created by jubilees than did the publication of history books and memoirs. Their composition and publication were much more contingent on the literary market than those of history books, autobiographies and war memoirs. Because most novelists needed to sell their texts, they had to respond to the demands of their readers. As a result, literary fashion and changing political culture influenced their writing more strongly; at the same time, they could also respond more freely to both in their novels – within the limits set by censorship.
The figures only partly reflect the development of the historical novel as such, increased production of which did not begin until the mid-1820s, spurred by the enthusiastic reception of Scott’s novels. This first peak continued into the mid-1830s. Production then fell precipitously in the mid-1840s, as it had for belles lettres more generally in the years before, during and immediately after the Revolution of 1848–49. This decline persisted until the mid-1850s. A second boom phase followed, lasting until the late 1860s. Thereafter, publication figures fell again, but remained at a much higher level. Only after 1900, above all between 1910 und 1915, did production again rise substantially. Historical novels were particularly in demand during the two periods of political restoration: after the wars of 1813–15, but especially following the failed Revolution of 1848–49. They seem to have been an important literary site for processing experiences of war, revolution and restoration.
In the historical novel, educated citizens, both male and female, found their own history as authors and as readers. They could express the desire for their own traditional world and in imagination create the individual and collective identity they aspired to. They were aided in this by the fact that the historical novel did not, as a rule, treat those protagonists who were the heroes of the historiography of their day – the statesmen and generals, the men who, according to historicist scholars like Ranke and Treitschke, “make history” – but rather the “middling heroes.” This latter term, coined by Georg Lukács in his pathbreaking 1955 study The Historical Novel, refers to the central figure of historical fiction, who bridges the gap between present and past, but also between the world of the reader and that of the novel.28 This “merely correct and never heroic ‘hero’” comes into conflict with his past or present, is driven by them and displays the same human yearnings and weaknesses, but also mindsets and virtues as the mostly middle-class readership. This “middling hero” belongs to various communities – the family, the village, the town, the region, the state or the nation – and, like many contemporaries in “the extraordinary times” of upheaval, struggles with his multiple identities. In other words, the historical novel “draws upon the life of the people, rendering visible their conditions and needs,” as an 1854 review in Cotta’s Morgenblatt für gebildete Leser put it.29 In the historical novel, history and memory become at once a commentary on the present and a vision of the future. The author could operate simultaneously on several temporal planes – narrative time (the time of the narrator), narrated time (the period in which the action of the novel itself is set), and the fictional experience of time (the time that the reader projects onto the text) – thereby linking past, present and future and exploring alternatives for action.30
Fritz Martini accordingly explains the boom of historical novels in the second restoration period as follows: “Bourgeois self-awareness, which saw itself rebuffed by political life and found all the greater opportunities to evolve in the realms of culture and civilization,” sought to understand itself “as the representative of a development reaching far back into the past, the bearer of its very own, historically evolved worldview.”31 Much as in historiography and autobiography, memory of the Napoleonic War era seems to have been an important component of this retrospective search for an understanding of the course of the past, a place in history and the construction of identity, particularly before the founding of the German Empire. One indicator is the extraordinarily large proportion of texts on the Anti-Napoleonic Wars, especially during the second heyday of the historical novel. The highest figures were 17 percent in 1855, 20 percent in 1860 and 18 percent in 1865. This is consistent with Hartmut Eggert’s findings. He concludes that nearly half of all historical novels published before 1875 treated the eighteenth and early nineteenth century, while thereafter authors turned more frequently to earlier historical epochs, especially antiquity, the Germanic period, the Middle Ages and the Thirty Years’ War. Interest in the most recent past as a subject for historical fiction waned considerably after the founding of the German Empire, and as a result the proportion of historical novels on the Anti-Napoleonic Wars dropped dramatically as a share of overall production,32 ranging from 6–9 percent in the 1880s and 1890s. In the context of the centenary celebrations it then rose to more than 10 percent after 1900, and even surpassed 15 percent again in 1915.
The success of historical fiction treating the era of the Napoleonic Wars, like that of novels more generally, depended on a series of factors. Apart from literary fashion and the author’s talent, the publishing company was most important. Just ten publishers printed more than half of all historical novels.33 The main places of publication for the works considered here reflect the influence of these major publishing firms that dominated the market for historical fiction between 1815 and 1914. They were Leipzig (64 titles), where Brockhaus, Kollmann and Hirzel were especially influential, Berlin (30 titles), where Janke dominated, Vienna (10 titles), where Kober & Markgraf controlled the market and Jena (5 titles) with Constenoble. Other significant places of publication were Breslau, Dresden, Hamburg and Stuttgart, where Cotta was the main figure.34 The companies did most of their business in regions belonging to the German Customs Union founded in 1834, which Austria never joined. This was a significant obstacle to the distribution of literature by Austrian authors in the German market unless their publishers were domiciled in the territory of the Customs Union.
Historical novels published by large and prestigious companies and written by well-known authors did best on the market and thus in the lending libraries.35 These were also the novels that received more extensive reviews in literary and cultural magazines and newspaper arts sections, which meant more attention from readers and library proprietors and increased demand in the lending libraries.36 For that reason, edition size, the number and length of reviews as well as library borrowing figures are good indicators of the success of a novel and thus presumably also of the influence of its memory narrative. The majority of historical novels were reviewed, if at all, in the feuilleton of the regional newspapers where they were published. Most of these reviews were no more than short announcements of the book’s publication. Apart from reviews, another means of creating attention and making novels better known was to publish them in installments in newspapers. In the second half of the nineteenth century, 19 percent of all historical novels were serialized in this form before their book publication – in the heyday of historical novel production, the 1860s, the figure was even 24 percent.37
Despite all attempts by authors and publishers to attract attention, 90–95 percent of historical novels never had a second printing, and the first edition usually consisted of only 1,000 to 1,200 copies.38 Only the most famous authors of historical novels set in the Napoleonic War period achieved larger edition sizes; they included Willibald Alexis, Theodor Fontane, Louise von François,39 Gustav Freytag, Georg Hesekiel,40 Louise Mühlbach, Ludwig Rellstab, Friedrich Spielhagen, Paul Schreckenbach41 and Paul Sperl.42 The most successful historical novel of all was probably Cat’s Bridge by Hermann Sudermann. Published by Cotta in 1890, it had gone through 95 editions by World War I and was translated into English, Finnish, French, Japanese, Lithuanian and Swedish. The historical context (i.e., the narrated time) had very little importance anymore for the plot, however. This is also why the naturalist novel was so successful abroad as well. It treated topics of concern to the global zeitgeist.43
An author’s regional origins, in contrast, had little influence over his or her success. Since the founding of the German Customs Union, novels had become a product of the national literary market. Among the historical novels, too, the largest proportion of authors – more than 40 percent – came from Prussia. Fewer than 10 percent were Austrian. The homes of the remaining authors were scattered across the German-speaking region. Those who hoped to be successful had to pursue their writing careers professionally, making and maintaining contacts with renowned publishers wholly independent of their regional origin. In general, according to Habitzel and Mühlberger, “the degree of professionalization and success were mutually reinforcing.” Accordingly, half of all successful and bestselling novels were published by professional writers, who had not just the talent and experience but also the right connections. Most of the authors who published more than one historical novel on the era of the Napoleonic Wars – 37 percent of the 123 authors examined – belonged to this group.44
The social profile of historical novelists who wrote about the years 1806–15 differed markedly from that of authors of history books and memoirs with respect to gender, age, social class and position. Of the 195 historical novels studied, 47 were written by women. A total of 123 authors wrote these 195 books, 93 men and 30 women. The proportion of historical novels penned by women and the proportion of women among the authors was thus 24 percent. The latter rose significantly in the course of the nineteenth century. It was 23 percent on average before 1871, and 29 percent thereafter. These figures mirror the general trend toward more female writers as the nineteenth century went on. The percentage of women was far higher among historical novelists, however, than among novelists more generally, where it was about 20 percent in 1900. Since historical fiction did not enjoy the same literary prestige as the “proper” novel, which literary critics regarded as a higher art form, it seems to have been easier for women to break into the genre.45
To be sure, a significant proportion of the authors of the novels that interest us here were born before, during or immediately after the Napoleonic era; 23 percent before 1800, 35 percent between 1800 and 1820 and 43 percent thereafter. Since writing historical novels was not, however, tied to personal experience, the proportion of younger age cohorts was a good deal higher than was the case for autobiographies and war memoirs. That makes it all the more remarkable how many authors of historical novels experienced the years 1806–15 either as adults, youths or children or were born in the first postwar decade when communicative memories were still very much present. Surely one of their motivations for writing, much like the memoirists, was to process the dramatic impressions of the years of war and crisis.
It is striking that most of the authors of historical fiction on the Napoleonic Wars were of middle-class origin, far more than was the case for memoir writers. Some 24 percent were from the aristocracy, 54 percent from the upper-middle classes and 22 percent from lower-middle-class strata. More than two-thirds had been to university. Fifty-one percent earned their livings as writers and journalists, 11 percent as teachers, 10 percent as military officers, 7 percent as clergymen and 5 percent as higher civil servants. Among the female authors, 36 percent were from the aristocracy, 47 percent from the upper-middle class and 17 percent from lower-middle-class strata. The proportion of aristocrats was consistently higher among the women than the men. Noble birth seems to have given women the social prestige and self-confidence as well as the relative material independence and education they needed to try their luck as authors. A far larger number of the women than men were single. While 56 percent of the female authors were married, the proportion of widows was notable at 28 percent. Twelve percent were unmarried and 4 percent divorced. More than three-quarters (77 percent) of the female authors supported themselves by writing. They were viewed accordingly by their contemporaries and listed in the biographical dictionaries of their day as professional writers.
Among the most successful female authors of historical fiction on the Napoleonic era were Caroline de la Motte Fouqué, Caroline Pichler and Fanny Lewald46 alongside Louise von François and Louise Mühlbach.47 All five had well-known publishers. Their books were extremely popular in the lending libraries.48 Most women writers had to make do with smaller publishers, which greatly limited the distribution of their works. The publisher with the most female authors on his list in the second half of the nineteenth century was Otto Janke in Berlin.49 There is every indication that historical novels by women were on average “neither especially successful, nor particularly unsuccessful.”50 With few exceptions, however, their works were less likely to be reprinted, and none of them made it into the cultural heritage canon, which had little to do with the quality of their novels and everything to do with the completely male-dominated guild of literary scholarship and its criteria. Except for Louise Mühlbach, women were also not among the extremely prolific authors of historical fiction on the period of the Napoleonic Wars. They had to grasp all of the possibilities of the expanding and increasingly commercialized literary market and diversify in order to earn a living from writing.
Their historical novels frequently appear to have been more successful in appealing to women, since they tended to address female life spheres in history. Commercial publishers like Janke, who targeted a mass public, were well aware of this and had to cater to the interests of a female readership.51 Even male novelists who strove for commercial success had to keep the female audience in mind, unlike the overwhelmingly male authors of history books, autobiographies and war memoirs, which were mainly written for a male readership. This is one reason why historical fiction on the period of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars focuses far more strongly on society, the family and social relations. Female protagonists are the equals of the main male characters, or even the center of the plot. The novels usually spend less time describing military action and with it the heroism of soldiers, officers, militiamen and volunteers, concentrating instead on the varied war experiences of the civilian population back home and the interactions between military and civilian society. For that reason, historical fiction is full of representations of female patriotism that are lacking in so many history books and memoirs. This appealed to the growing female readership particularly from the middle classes, for whom historical fiction was probably a key source of collective memories of the Napoleonic era.
The next two chapters take a closer look at how these memories were fashioned between 1815 and 1914, using the examples of especially successful and influential novels and focusing on their central narratives.
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16 Hopefulness and Disappointment
Novels of the Restoration Era and the Vormärz

The publication of novels dealing with the years 1806–15, like memory production more generally, began immediately after the wars. Yet the proportion of novels of the recent past was still comparatively small when measured against total novel production in the period 1815–20; during the first five postwar years, no more than about 6 percent of all novels of the recent past addressed these wars.1 None of these early novels, whose most famous authors included Karl Gottlob Kramer,2 Caroline de la Motte Fouqué and Caroline Pichler, were reprinted frequently or entered the literary canon, but all of them were very popular among lending-library readers, and their authors were among the libraries’ most successful between 1815 and 1848. Kramer and Pichler retained this status until the end of the nineteenth century.3 With the exception of Ludwig Rellstab, the authors whose novels appeared from the 1820s to the 1840s did not achieve the large number of new editions and translations that some of the bestsellers in the second half of the century did. Writers such as Willibald Alexis, who began his career in the early 1820s, Friedrich de la Motte Fouqué and Karl Ludwig Häberlin, alias H. E R. Belani, were very well known among contemporary readers, as suggested by the borrowing records of the lending libraries. Their audience was socially far more circumscribed than in the second half of the century, though, consisting largely of the educated classes.
Hopes and Concerns for the Future
Most early postwar novels presented the years from 1806 to 1815 as a sea change, which they described, depending on their worldviews, as a threat to the traditional order, a new beginning or, ambivalently, as both simultaneously. In the novels, this upheaval also dramatically affects relations in the interior space of society – associations, sociability, circles of friends and the family. At the same time, most novels depict the great significance of the family for the cultural demobilization of society, the restoration of the social order and the reintegration into civilian life of the militiamen and volunteers who had fought in the wars of 1813–15. Marriage is usually the reward for the veterans’ happy homecoming and successful adaptation to peacetime life. Just as the moral and social order endangered by the “time of the French” was restored by the wars of 1813–15 and the victory over Napoleon, the (gender) order of the private sphere, which had been threatened by the wars, was reestablished by the reuniting of existing or the founding of new families. The marriage with which nearly all of the studied novels end holds out the promise of a future not just for the younger generation, but symbolically for the entirety of postwar society. The early novels already hint at the political conflicts of the war years, which quickly intensified in the postwar period, but accord them no great importance before 1819. On the whole, the mood of the novels is still optimistic.
Among the earliest novels of the recent past to treat these topics were Caroline de la Motte Fouqué’s Edmund’s Ventures and Vagaries: A Novel of the Most Recent Past, published in three volumes in 1815 by Fleischer in Leipzig, and Caroline Pichler’s Female Dignity, published in three volumes in 1818 by Liebeskind in Leipzig and Anton Pichler in Vienna.4 Both novels were reviewed extensively in various literary periodicals, but only Caroline Pichler’s text went through seven more editions, all of them in the 1820s.5
Caroline de la Motte Fouqué was born in 1773 as the daughter of the Brandenburg estate owner Philipp von Briest. In 1803, after the death of her first husband, she married Friedrich Baron de la Motte Fouqué, who had already made his name as a writer. Their estate Nennhausen in the Mark Brandenburg was the center of a Romantic literary circle whose members included Adelbert von Chamisso, Joseph von Eichendorff, Karl August Varnhagen von Ense, Rahel Levin-Varnhagen von Ense, August Wilhelm Schlegel and E. T. A. Hoffmann.6 Caroline de la Motte Fouqué’s novel of the recent past, Edmund’s Ventures and Vagaries, offers a critical account and reflections on the period just ended as well as representative forms of the zeitgeist. The novel poses the central question of whether the wars of 1813–15 had indeed created national unity and what this meant for the social and gender order. The action of the novel takes place between 1805 and 1814, and brings together the fate of young Count Edmund and the political events of the Napoleonic epoch. In the course of the novel Edmund, an aimless and disoriented student, must abandon his aristocratic, cosmopolitan and idle life, and grows, through various wrong turns, into a man full of patriotism who dedicates himself to the fatherland and fights as a volunteer in the wars of 1813–15. With the victory over Napoleon, Edmund’s return home and the honor of being asked to serve as a political adviser to his king, nothing stands in the way of his marriage to his beloved Agnes von Nordheim, his equal in patriotic sentiment and conduct. In the novel, the wars of 1813–15 and the patriotic enthusiasm and self-sacrifice associated with them heal the “selfish and strife-torn” German society of the years 1805–12.7 Just as, on the individual level, the war and the attendant self-sacrifice turn melancholy, inwardly torn boys into soldiers and genuine, valorous men with equally patriotic and active women at their side. The war also cures the sick and fragmented fatherland, which was no longer conscious of itself. The future of the German nation is based on cooperation between the reform-minded monarch and the “people,” which in the novel, in keeping with the contemporary discourse, means the educated middle and the noble upper classes.8
Following the political discourse of the time, which combined national and religious rhetoric, the wars of 1813–15 themselves are portrayed in the novel as a struggle of good against evil. Napoleon is the demon who needs to be fought and vanquished.9 Edmund and his friends go off to a “holy war” armed with “cross and sword”; they set forth on a “pilgrimage to the tomb of redemption, of liberty.”10 While a few scenes of Fouqué’s novel juxtapose the mythic glorification of war as a “people’s war” and a struggle for liberty with the horrors of battle, the latter are immediately patriotically glorified and portrayed as a necessary “blood sacrifice,” offering liberation from old debts.11 Here too, the language of the novel reflects the political rhetoric of the portrayed era. With the war and the victory, the “wheel of fate” had turned, “the onerous old debt was settled, the exuberant admonishers paid. A newborn people breathed free.”12
Reviewers responded ambivalently to Edmund’s Ventures and Vagaries. Some criticized the hopes, expressed in the novel, that the wars of 1813–15 would prove to be significant for a national rebirth as “simple-hearted” and pointed to the beginning political restoration. Others attacked the novel’s setting in mainly aristocratic circles and thereby its concentration on a social stratum whose members did not have to work for a living. The plot of the novel seemed to be not realistic for them. The reviewer in the Leipziger Literaturzeitung, for example, wrote that Fouqué did not really portray the wars as people’s wars, because she ignored the role of the middle class, and that the novel still represented the old “caste spirit.” This would not win over middle-class readers who were proud of their contributions to the war and the victory.13
Critics looked more kindly on Caroline Pichler’s multi-perspective epistolary novel Female Dignity, which depicts the years 1810–14 in an imaginary state of the Confederation of the Rhine and treats quite similar issues as Fouqué. Pichler was the most famous Austrian novelist of her day, but most male literary critics regarded her merely as the author of “women’s books.”14 Here, too, an aristocratic hero becomes a man by participating in the wars of 1813–15. “A married couple from the provinces, Ludwig and Leonore von Fahrnau, young and wealthy, noble, domestic and faithful, travel to a spa where their quiet happiness is undermined.”15 Ludwig has a dishonorable affair and leaves his estate, wife and children. Leonore, however, asserts her female dignity and all by herself shepherds the estate through wartime. Her female virtue is contrasted with Ludwig’s superficial and seductive mistress “Rosalie von ***.” When the novel ends, not only has the fatherland’s lost honor been restored by its “liberation,” but Ludwig emerges from the fighting a reformed man, able to reconstitute his lost manly honor by the blood he has willingly sacrificed. Filled with remorse, he returns to his wife, who magnanimously forgives him. The couple takes refuge on their estate and in private family life. Although in this novel, too, the old social and gender order is restored after the war, unlike in Fouqué’s work, the upper-class postwar man who aspires to the new middle-class values is offered no public sphere of action. All that remains to him is a retreat to the private sphere. Furthermore, in contrast to Fouqué, the nation here is represented more explicitly through both a male and a female protagonist, and the “dignity” of the latter is the permanent quality on which the fate of the family and with it nation ultimately depends.16
Reviewers loved Pichler’s novel and its “dignified” image of women.17 Only her friend Therese Huber, editor-in-chief of the publisher Cotta’s paper Morgenblatt für gebildete Stände, clearly recognized how circumscribed the male protagonist’s sphere of influence was. In a letter of September 1820 to Pichler she comments, “Ludwig [is] alas most trenchantly [authentic] – do you not feel quite keenly what a pitiful thing we portray when we depict an excellent German?”18 In her response of December 1820 Pichler stresses that the novel reads differently in the present than she had originally intended. Because of the course “of world events” – by which she probably meant the restoration and the 1819 Carlsbad Decrees – “participation in the great struggle of the nations [...] no longer [appears] in such a pure light.”19
Restoration and Political Disillusionment
Pichler, like Fouqué and many other patriotic-minded authors of the time, soon abandoned her optimistic interpretation of the postwar political situation in the wake of the rapidly escalating restoration. In the novels on the Napoleonic era and the postwar years that she and other authors published in the 1820s, political participation in society is no longer possible for protagonists, and even the integration of returning veterans proves to be difficult.20 Moreover, after the Carlsbad Decrees and the subsequent persecution of the so-called demagogues, the political tensions between early liberalism, German nationalism and restoration politics played an increasing role in novels of the recent past – in most cases implicitly, since intensified censorship made it harder to discuss these conflicts openly.21
Willibald Alexis, Friedrich de la Motte Fouqué and Karl Ludwig Häberlin were among the most successful and well-known authors of the 1820s, and their novels on the Napoleonic period reflect the growing political tensions of the first postwar decade in exemplary fashion.22 They, too, were highly popular in the lending libraries of their day, but their works went through at most two new editions.23 Among the first authors to take up the social and political problems of the restoration period was Willibald Alexis in his novella The Outlaws, which was published in 1825 by Duncker & Humblodt in Berlin and extensively reviewed, but reprinted only once.24 The novella, which encompasses the years 1809 to 1823, focuses on the experiences of the young rifleman “Theodor von ***,” who is living in a small town on the Elbe in the Altmark province of Prussia. In the spring of 1809, in a fit of patriotism and adventurousness, he joins the passing Free Corps of Ferdinand von Schill, who was busy trying to move the inhabitants of Prussia and the rest of North Germany to rise up against Napoleon under the slogan “Better a horrible end than horror without end. Long live the King!”25 Theodor participates in what is described in the novel as the Free Corps’s utterly hopeless campaign and its devastating defeat. He is able to avoid French pursuit on a small Baltic island near Rügen, where he survives the war of 1813–15 in quiet seclusion, without even being aware of events, is discovered in his hermitage by old friends in 1819, taken home and reunited with his former beloved Agnes, who is still mourning his presumed death. But they are not (yet) married, because Theodor feels like a stranger in his own land and believes he is not a full-fledged man. The fact that he, as a robust “youth,” had not fought “in the great Wars of Liberation” was a stigma in a military-obsessed postwar Prussia.26 Theodor observes that even those “who had once been considered the most cowardly and weak” appear by “their own accounts to have been heroes” in the recent wars. The early heroism of Schill’s undertaking, in contrast, “was mostly [...] quite forgotten” in restoration Prussia.27 Those who remembered regarded involvement in Schill’s campaign as a pointless sacrifice. Theodor therefore decides to leave Germany. Only after a two-year cure in Nice, where he encounters Agnes and her father, shared travels and a final test of his mettle can Theodor feel like a man again and be happy. On a sea voyage they are attacked by pirates. Theodor helps to save the ship, vanquish the pirates and free their galley slaves. Among them he finds an old friend from Schill’s corps, whom the French had made a galley slave and then sold to pirates. With this heroic act Theodor succeeds in restoring his manly honor. Now he can finally marry Agnes and plan a happy return home. His liberated friend, however, sets off to fight for Greek independence, since there is no longer any place in the homeland for radical freedom fighters.28
In the novella, Alexis criticizes not just Schill’s senseless adventure and his men’s blind, fanatical hatred of the French,29 but also the imperial violence of the French, who lawlessly kill their opponents or make them galley slaves, and the exaggerated Prussian patriotism and militarism of the postwar era. A central theme of the work is the question of what in recent history is worth remembering as heroic, and Alexis arrives at an ambivalent answer. Ultimately, it is human beings and their honorable conduct. The male hero can only live and marry happily in postwar society after he has restored his masculine honor. This public act is the precondition for his happiness, which he and his beloved find not in the nation, but in the private familial sphere. Those who wish to continue to fight for liberty honorably and manfully after the wars of 1813–15 have to leave Germany and do so elsewhere, for example in Greece. This conclusion of Alexis’s novella is well suited to the restoration and Biedermeier era. The great hopes for the future of the war years were not forgotten, but rather were withdrawn and nurtured in private in a spirit of resigned nostalgia. Middle-class men and women found a modus vivendi with the restoration. Reviewers were displeased with the ambivalence of Alexis’s novella, the very aspect that makes it so interesting for readers today.30
Although other authors of the 1820s were less ambiguous in their interpretation of the recent past, much to the delight of critics, and presented the wars of 1813–15 as a positive counterpoint to the restoration, these texts, too, clearly disassociated themselves from the fanaticism of the years 1806 to 1819. Novels of the recent past consistently addressed the problems of extreme Francophobia and Germanomania. One instance is Friedrich de la Motte Fouqué’s novel The Refugié or Home and Abroad of 1824, published by Henning in Gotha. In this patriotic work, Fouqué remains true to his old Romantic interpretation of the “Wars of Liberation” and contrasts the myth of manly heroism among Prussian volunteers and militiamen, who fought a “holy war” to liberate the fatherland, with the rather unheroic present.31
Karl Ludwig Häberlin’s novel The Demagogues, brought out in two volumes by Wienbrack in Leipzig in 1829 under the pseudonym H. E. R. Belani, offers a more radical critique of the present.32 Häberlin came from Erlangen in Franconia and was a lawyer and very successful novelist for the broad public. In The Demagogues he tells the story of the radicalism of the patriotic student associations, the Burschenschaften, between 1815 and 1820, focusing on the roots of “political fanaticism,” which the novel traces back to the French Revolution.33 The protagonist, Herrmann, comes from a middle-class family and is orphaned at an early age. His name signals that he stands for the German man as such, alluding as it does to the hero Arminius or “Hermann der Cherusker,” the liberator of Germania from Roman rule described by Tacitus. As a pupil in Berlin in 1811, Hermann participates in the gymnastics movement, then studies in Königsberg, where he volunteers for military service in the spring of 1813, remaining in the army until 1815. He fights in the decisive battles of Leipzig and Waterloo, and is gravely wounded in the latter. After the war he returns to university and with his school friend Arnold joins the Burschenschaften, the avant-garde of the German-national opposition to postwar restoration, to continue the fight for Germany’s inner freedom that for him and his comrades had started with the “Wars of Liberty” in 1813. While Arnold supports the radicalism of the student movement and joins in the book burning at the Wartburg Festival of 1817, Hermann increasingly rejects this fanaticism. Nevertheless, both men fall victim to the persecution of the demagogues. Hermann is exonerated but sees no future in Germany and emigrates to America, the “land of liberty,” where he finally marries and finds wealth and happiness. At the heart of the novel, whose plot, in conformity with contemporary reader taste, is peppered with all manner of amorous and other adventures, is the “moral disaster of the sudden transformation of radical political idealism into terrorist fanaticism.”34 Häberlin criticizes not just this fanaticism, though, but the impossibility of even moderate liberalism in restoration Germany.35
This novel met with outraged disapproval among supporters of the German-national movement and conservative literary critics alike. The German nationalists disliked the condemnation of their Germanomania and fanaticism and the conservatives disapproved of the criticism of their restoration politics. One of the most critical reviews was published by Wolfgang Menzel, editor-in-chief since 1825 of the Literatur-Blatt of the Morgenblatt für gebildete Stände. Menzel, himself a former Burschenschaftler, had fled to Switzerland in 1820 to escape the persecution of the demagogues, only returning to Germany in 1824. He adopted increasingly conservative positions and became the harshest critic of the writers of Young Germany. In 1830 he wrote in the Literatur-Blatt about Häberlin’s novel: “The author of The Demagogues is himself a demagogue. Who deserves this honorific title more than those besmirchers of the novel who flatter the crudest fantasy and basest sentiments of the lowest but also the most numerous public.”36 In his review the conservative Menzel distances himself not just from the political tenor of the novel, but also its lurid style. For him the critique of the restoration era expressed in the novel was especially dangerous, because its author reached a broad audience with his captivating texts. He feared the “subversive influence” of a growing group of extremely prolific authors who, like Häberlin, began to publish one historical novel after another under various pseudonyms, thus ushering in the first heyday of historical fiction in the mid-1820s, which continued into the 1830s. Only a fraction of these novels, however, dealt with the era of the Napoleonic Wars and its aftermath; most focused on earlier periods.37 The writers of Young Germany, who became increasingly influential in the 1830s, on the other hand, were mainly interested in the present and the future.
The Politics of Forgetting and Remembering
Novel writing in the 1830s and 1840s was dominated by the authors of Young Germany and the Vormärz. They preferred to treat the social and political issues of the immediate present in their texts. According to them, the novel should primarily be a “mirror of its time,” concentrating on a critical portrayal of their own mental and moral reality.38 As a consequence, after the July Revolution of 1830 in France there was an initial marked decline, especially among the younger generation, in interest in the years 1806–19, which were now relegated to the past once and for all. Only in the early 1840s, in the context of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the wars of 1813–15, were more novels published that were set during that period.
The best-known and most successful authors of the younger generation to address the Anti-Napoleonic Wars included Ludwig Rellstab with his four-volume 1812: A Historical Novel published by Brockhaus in 1834. It went through ten new editions up to 1914 and was translated into Danish, English, Dutch, Polish and Russian.39 The novel remained successful in the lending libraries into the late nineteenth century.40 Rellstab was born in 1799 as the son of the Berlin musician Johann Karl Rellstab and earned his living as a journalist, writer and noted music critic, especially for the Berlin Vossische Zeitung.41 He begins his voluminous novel with a “Dedication. To the Princes and Peoples of Europe” in which he explains why the work focuses on the year 1812 and elucidates its objectives. He writes:
Just as the year 1789 gave birth to and generated all the great ideas that now shape our world, the year 1812, which lends its name to the present work, must be regarded as the natal year, or better, as the year of conception of today’s political relations in Europe [...]. Never has a destiny been more horrible, never has a similar nemesis been visited upon individual pride in the face of all-powerful providence. All the hells swallowed the conqueror’s army; out of the bounding flames of burning cities they were cast down, like Dante’s damned, into the more horrific suffering of icy abysses of eternal numbness.42


For Rellstab the downfall of Napoleon’s army in Russia had been the precondition for the successful liberation struggle of the nations in 1813–14. “Who does not thrill with holy enthusiasm when he thinks of those days? Days of awakening, of uplifting struggle, of the most sumptuous promises!” The dedication ends with the rhetorical question of whether these promises had been fulfilled, and the appeal: “Remember the promising dawn of the year 1812! Think of the hopes that illuminated the two subsequent years of holy struggle! [...] You came to know what a people is! Forget it not!”43
More clearly than in any of the novels on the Napoleonic Wars published between 1815 and then, Rellstab calls on the princes to keep their promises of national unity and political freedom, and at once implicitly entices and threatens them with the power of the people, which made a good deal of sense four years after the July Revolution in France and two years after the Hambach Festival. However, he articulates this political program more in the dedication than in the novel itself. The story focuses on Ludwig Rosen, “a young German,”44 who after his studies in Heidelberg and an educational voyage to Italy in the spring of 1812 returns to Dresden, in his Saxon home region, to stand by his mother and his sister Marie during Napoleon’s expected war against Russia, in which Saxony as France’s ally would have to fight. On his return journey, Ludwig meets, under mysterious circumstances, not just his future fiancée, Bianca, but also the Polish count and colonel Stephan Rasinki and his companions, Count Boleslaw and Count Jaromir, with whom he becomes friends.45 In Dresden, he is also reunited with his old friend Bernhard, a young painter. The happiness of their reunion is brief, however, for soon the French wrongly accuse Ludwig of high treason. His friends help him to flee.46 Together with Bernhard he disappears into Count Rasinski’s newly founded Free Corps, with which he participates in the Russian campaign, experiences the great fire of Moscow and, beset by all manner of complications, suffers through the retreat of the Napoleonic army.47 On their way back, the friends must, among other things, free Bianca (whose life Ludwig had already saved once before during the journey from Italy), as well as Marie, who had been forced by French persecution to take refuge with Count Rasinki’s wife in Warsaw. All four manage to make their way together to Königsberg. Bianca and Bernhard, who was raised by foster parents, discover that they are siblings of noble birth. And Ludwig and Marie also finally learn from their dying mother the secret of their noble origins.48 In Königsberg in February 1813 the two friends hear of the Prussian king’s call for volunteers and enthusiastically join the Prussian army. Bianca and Marie, themselves fervent patriots, support their resolve. Bernhard and Ludwig see their voluntary involvement in the struggle for liberation as atonement for fighting on Napoleon’s side during the Russian campaign. The only drop of bitterness for them is the knowledge that their friend and repeated savior, Count Rasinki, would still be fighting on the side of the French for the liberty of his Polish homeland. The novel ends with Rasinski’s death at the Battle of Leipzig and Bernhard and Ludwig fighting on until 1815, returning home unharmed and being happily reunited with and marrying their fiancées Bianca and Marie as a reward for their manly deeds.49
Critical responses to the novel differed widely. In September 1834 the Allgemeine Literaturzeitung published a harsh and sarcastic review: “According to the title and the dedication ‘To the Princes and Peoples of Europe’ one might with right expect one of the greatest novels ever written, or rather never written; it is, however, merely a long and not a great work.” The author should not have chosen “insignificant persons” as “the chief players in these events of world history.”50 Other reviewers were kinder. They praised the precise characterization of the protagonists and the realistic depictions of the Russian campaign and the great fire of Moscow.51 In fact, the beginning and end of the novel in particular are marked by declarations of German nationalism and an admonition to the princes to finally deliver the promised political liberties. The main action then includes, alongside the heroes’ diverse adventures and vagaries, an account of the sacrifices and sufferings of the soldiers of various nationalities during the war in Russia. What is remarkable about the novel is that the friends and heroes respect one another across social and national boundaries, and remain friends until the end, even though they have to fight against each other in 1813. Napoleon is also not portrayed as an absolute villain, as he was in many other works of the time.52 Ludwig long vacillates between admiration for the emperor, who he hoped would finally introduce the needed reforms in Germany, and rejection of his imperial policies. Moreover, Rellstab’s perspective is, by his own admission, “German.” The narrator not only explicitly introduces Ludwig Rosen, at first described as a middle-class student, whose origins are however later revealed to be noble, as a “German,” but Ludwig also introduces himself as such to other characters.53 The novel’s protagonists easily cross social boundaries, which play no role in their relationships. Regional differences, too, have little significance. More important is their awareness of national identity. Unity and fighting for the “fatherland” are the highest values of all, which they also accord to those from other nations like the Poles and the Russians. All of this probably contributed to the novel’s success, as well as to its translation; 1812 was the first and for a long time the only German novel on the Napoleonic Wars to appear in many other languages.54
A number of other novels on the years 1806–15 appeared up to the Revolution of 1848–49, but none were as successful as 1812. Most were written by now long-forgotten authors such as August Leibrock55 or Ferdinand Stolle,56 who were favorites in the lending libraries of their day.57 An exception is Fanny Lewald, whose work has been rediscovered by literary scholars in the last decade. She was one of the most successful female authors of her generation.58 Lewald was born in Königberg in 1811, the daughter of a Jewish merchant who permitted his three children to convert to Protestantism. Lewald received a very good private school education and began her writing career in the early 1840s. Her first novel came out in 1843. Prince Louis Ferdinand, which appeared in three volumes with Max & Comp. in Breslau in 1849 and was reprinted ten years later by Hoffmann & Comp. in Berlin, treats the situation in Prussia in the years 1805–06.59 The novel, which did well with the contemporary public, shows “Prussia in 1806 with an indolent king, an incompetent government, a thoroughly corrupt society and a wastrel prince.”60 With Prince Louis FerdinandLewald ushered in a wave of novels in the following decades that explored more intensively the causes of the Prussian-Saxon defeat of 1806 and the preconditions for the success of the German “national rising” in the years 1813–15. Interest in the topic not coincidentally came at the time of another defeat of the national-liberal middle classes. It expresses the strong desire to complete at last the work begun in 1813–15 by unifying Germany: the struggle for political unity and liberty.
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17 Critique, Desire and Glory
Novels of the Nachmärz and the German Empire

The failure of the Revolution of 1848–49 was a watershed moment not only for politics and society, but also for literary production. The second half of the nineteenth century became the golden age of “literary realism” in Germany. The literary historian Julian Schmidt and his colleague, the writer Gustav Freytag, were instrumental in developing the program for this movement in their joint literary and cultural journal Die Grenzboten. According to them, authors should only describe “reality,” all the while “awakening and nourishing a sense of the beautiful and the sublime.” As they saw it, “Poetic realism will lead to pleasing works of art when it also seeks out the positive side of reality, when it is combined with the joy of life.” They rejected the socially critical novels of Young Germany and the Vormärz as ugly and unpoetic, along with the mysticism of Romantic literature or the “cookie cutter writers” of historical fiction.1 They expected historical novels written in the spirit of literary realism to treat the author’s own national history:
The present must cast its light onto the past, so that the past appears to us as the present; not so that we recognize our present sentiments and reflections in it, but rather so that we understand the inner connection between the apparently alien point of view and our present one.2


In order to offer “a picture [of history] that is vivid and comprehensible down to the slightest detail,” the author of a historical novel will however “need to accommodate to the conditions of history: he will base his picture on provincial history.” At the same time, the novel must be set during a period of this regional history “to which general historical interest is attached.” Only in this way can a provincial novel become a national one that appeals to an audience beyond a single region and attains national and international recognition.3 This ideal notion of realism within literary theory was faced with a practice in which the term increasingly evolved into a “catchword, a term of approbation” for the combination of literature with history and politics. Particularly since the beginning of the “New Era” in the 1860s, “realism” was used more generally to refer to a national-liberal program of literature and politics that focused on building the nation under kleindeutsch Prussian auspices.4
The triumph of realism by this definition is also evident in the historical novels on the Anti-Napoleonic Wars that appeared between the 1850s and 1880s, with the foundation of the German Empire in 1871 as a key turning point. Based on the number of editions, edition sizes and borrowing from the lending libraries,5 the most important authors in the 1850s and 1860s, the boom years for historical fiction before 1914, were Willibald Alexis, Eduard Breier,6 Louise von François, George Hesekiel,7 Karl von Holtei,8 Louise Mühlbach and Levin Schücking.9 In the decades after the founding of the empire, when the production of historical novels on the Napoleonic era was clearly on the wane, the most successful authors were Gustav Freytag, Theodor Fontane, Friedrich Spielhagen and Hermann Sudermann, whose works were extraordinarily popular even in labor movement lending libraries.10 The only other authors to achieve similar mass printings were those like Paul Schreckenbach11 and August Sperl,12 whose novels on the Napoleonic Wars appeared on the occasion of the centenary celebrations on the eve of the First World War.
For all of these authors, the national question was a central theme in their novels on the years 1806–15. In the Nachmärz period they particularly addressed the obstacles to national unity, which is what made the subject of the causes of defeat, national rising and victory so central. After the founding of the empire the old question of what constituted the German nation and how to define its borders arose once again. A key problem now treated in many of the novels using the example of the Anti-Napoleonic War era was that of unity and difference within the nation. They asked how national unity was possible despite the many regional, confessional, political and social differences. Depending on their political convictions, the authors arrived at quite diverse answers, ranging from extremely conservative to democratic positions. Hesekiel and Spielhagen represented the two poles of the spectrum.13
The usual focus on a specific region within the German nation as the concrete setting for the novel’s action, which was also propounded by theorists of historical fiction, not only rendered the story more vivid, but also highlighted regional differences while at the same time marking them as an important characteristic of the nation. In the novels, regional diversity became a sort of fixed component of German national identity. Accordingly, the novels are set in very different parts of the German-speaking region: from Hamburg and North Germany (Spielhagen), the Mark Brandenburg and Berlin (Alexis, Fontane and Hesekiel), Saxony (François), the Rhineland or Westphalia (Schücking and Schreckenbach), and Franconia (Sperl) to East Prussia (Sudermann), Silesia (Freytag) and Austria, especially Vienna (Mühlbach and Breier). The authors combine regional history with the history of the German people. The credibility of fictional “middling heroes” in the foreground of the novel is reinforced by genuine, widely known historical figures in the background. Even the focus on the German periphery was no obstacle to success if it was used to explore themes of universal significance; on the contrary, it allowed writers to bring issues to a head and contrast “backwardness” with “modernity.”14 It is striking more generally that in the novels set in the Anti-Napoleonic War era published after 1850, the significance of region changed. As the wars of 1813–15 receded further into the past, but above all after the founding of the empire, region became politically less important in the novels. Increasingly, the region is primarily defined as a social and cultural “homeland” (Heimat) within “Germany.” The nation becomes the central political frame of reference.15 In this way, the historical novels of the Nachmärz and Wilhelmine period studied here contributed to internal nation-building.
At the same time, the novels address the boundaries of the nation. They reflect on whether Jews and Polish migrants should belong to the German nation, and how to conceptualize relations with the French, Polish and Russian nations. In this, too, the novels differed markedly. Attitudes toward Jews ranged from strong economic and political anti-Semitism in the work of Hesekiel,16 to more culturally based anti-Semitism in that of Freytag and ambivalence in Fontane’s texts,17 to philo-Semitism in Spielhagen and Mühlbach, both of whom presented minor Jewish characters in their novels who are fiery German patriots.18 The depiction of other nationalities also differs from novel to novel. Portrayals of Poles and Russians are frequently highly ambivalent.19 Apart from the stereotypical negative image of “the French” that goes back to the wars of 1813–15, as in Hesekiel and François, one also finds exemplary French characters in the novels, for example those of Alexis, Mühlbach and Spielhagen, or at least ambiguous ones, as in Freytag.20 A comparison of the corpus reveals two striking tendencies. On the one hand, novels written quickly to cater to mass tastes offered more stereotypical portrayals of other nationalities; this was especially true of youth literature on the Napoleonic Wars, which became increasingly popular in Wilhelmine Germany.21 On the other hand, novels published in the final decades before the First World War and generally written for an audience of literary consumers were a good deal more nationalistic and thus more clichéd in their representation of national differences. They depicted the French as the “hereditary enemy” and their portrayal of Jews and Poles was informed by anti-Semitic and anti-Slavic stereotypes.22
One important aspect of the topic of nation-building in the novels on the Anti-Napoleonic Wars published up to the late 1880s was the relationship between the different social strata, generations and sexes within the nation. These texts consistently refer back, in two ways, to the image of the nation as a Volk family, which had already developed during the period of the Wars against Napoleon. First, the question of who belongs to or must be excluded from the nation, and in what ways, is frequently depicted using the example of marital and family conflicts, which form the center of the plot. These conflicts are embedded in a specific local and regional community, enabling the authors to include not just both sexes and all generations but also various social strata, and to integrate ethnic and confessional differences. Second, the nation itself is imagined as a Volk family, which allows all differences – and the hierarchies in the nation connoted by them – to appear “natural,” and thereby also harmonizes them. While women, as part of this Volk family, assume an important role in the novels as complements to the male protagonists, they are accorded little latitude for action even in works by female novelists. They could and should become active outside the private sphere only in extraordinary emergencies in the family, the local community or the nation. The period of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars was, as already in the rhetoric of that era, depicted as such a time of national emergency. Female war support was now generally expected in the novels and accordingly depicted in a positive light. One example is the portrayal of female activism in the patriotic women’s associations. But when the emergency of the wars was over, women were expected to marry or, if already married, to return to their duties in the family, which was depicted as the foundation of state and nation. The novels by Freytag and Schreckenbach offer two examples of this message.23 Even where female protagonists do overstep the limits imposed on their sex temporarily or in the long term, for example by successfully managing an estate as in the novels of François and Spielhagen, in the end they are generally reintegrated into the dominant middle-class gender order, which also meant the restoration of the social order, because the gender order was at its heart.24 In other cases they even had to die, as in Sudermann’s novel, since there was no place for them in marriage, family or the village community.25
In the historical fiction of the second half of the nineteenth century, memories of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars served the present and above all the future ever more clearly. The fewer authors had actually been witnesses to the period and the more they learned of the remembered time solely from history books and other media of memory, the less important the remembered time itself became. Increasingly, writers deployed the period from 1806 to 1815 in their novels either as a relatively unspecific historical background to the plot, which explored contemporary themes, as did Sudermann, who was primarily interested in processing the question of generational- and gender-specific guilt and atonement as well as honor and duty and the relationship between nature and convention in relations between the sexes.26 Or, like Schreckenbach and Sperl, they recalled the time with the aim of patriotic-national mobilization above all of young men for a new war.
A comparative analysis of the historical novels on the Anti-Napoleonic Wars that appeared in the Nachmärz and Wilhelmine Germany therefore affirms the trend already evident in the memoir literature: Above all in the final decades before the First World War, the memory texts increasingly produced for the literature-consuming public – “youth and the people” – sought to spread the national founding myth of the defeat, rising and unification of the German nation between 1806 and 1815, and linked 1813 with 1871. Meanwhile, the “time of the French” was addressed ever more often in new novels by authors of conservative and nationalist views. Their texts, however, continued to compete in the literary market and cultural memory with the more ambivalent and nuanced novels of earlier generations of writers that had originally appeared in the 1850s and 1860s and remained successful, at least in the lending libraries.
Analyzing the Present through the Past
In the 1850s and 1860s, Willibald Alexis was the most respected author of historical fiction on the period of the Napoleonic Wars. He had experienced the time as a young man and, as he expressly emphasized, saw himself as its “historian.”27 His most significant novel on the period, Keeping Calm Is the Citizen’s First Duty or 50 Years Ago, appeared in five volumes with Barthol in Berlin in 1852, and was already published in an abridged “popular edition” by Janke in 1861. By 1913 the book had gone through 15 new editions.28 The sequel, Isegrimm: Patriotic Novel from the Age of Hardship and Liberation, which the same company published in three volumes in 1854, was sold by Janke in a “popular edition” beginning in 1871 and reprinted eight times.29 Alexis, long stamped by literary scholars as “patriotic” and a “glorifier of Prussia,” has been rediscovered and reassessed only in recent decades. Nowadays, scholars acknowledge the innovative character of these two novels, which subject Prussian, and thereby German society and politics to comprehensive criticism.30 After the failed Revolution of 1848–49, such a fundamental critique, revealing the problems of the present through the past, seemed more necessary than ever to Alexis.31
In Keeping Calm, Willibald Alexis presents a sweeping study of Prussia in the years 1805–06, at the center of which is the capital, Berlin. Alexis weaves all classes, generations and spheres of society into a complicated web of plots and subplots. He explains this approach as follows in the preface:
When a work of literature undertakes to portray a bygone time in its broad outlines, it becomes clear and comprehensible only when it illustrates both civic and family life, and customs in palace and hovel alike. Only by looking boldly at the social circumstances of those days can we understand the state of moral disorder and decay that facilitated Prussia’s defeat and preceded its national rising.32


Alexis dissects the desolate state of Prussia with an acid pen. He expects help neither from the nobility nor the court, the government or the military, indeed not even from the king and his consort, Queen Luise, whom other novels, for example Mühlberg’s, glorify as a patriotic martyr to Prussia. For Alexis, the only hope lies in the reformist patriots around Stein, elements of the common people and youth.33 Keeping Calm focuses on Geheimrätin Lupinius, married to Privy Council (Geheimrat) Lupinius, and the spy Baron von Wandel, both of whom are unmasked at the end as poisoners and arrested. Other central characters are her widowed brother-in-law, a privy councilor too, and his nursemaid Charlotte, whom he loves and marries at the end, as well as Adelheid Alltag, the patriotic daughter of a middle-class councilor of war, who is taken up by Geheimrätin Lupinius and later serves as a lady-in-waiting to Queen Luise. Adelheid has two suitors: Louis von Bovillard, the son of the French ambassador, who fights on the French side and falls in battle in November 1806, and Walter van Asten, the patriotic son of a rich merchant and war profiteer, who works first as Adelheid’s private tutor and then as a reformer in the Prussian state service under Minister of State Baron von Stein. Although Adelheid marries Bovillard, following his rival’s death Van Asten has hopes of winning her over after all, for with their youth and patriotism the two would make an ideal German couple. The novel ends with the announcement of the Prussian defeat via Minister Schulenburg’s well-known poster – “The king has lost a battle. His Majesty and his brothers, their Royal Highnesses, are alive and unharmed. Keeping calm is the citizen’s first duty!”34 – and the royal family’s flight from Berlin. The novel’s ironic undertone clearly suggests that the citizen’s duty after the defeat is anything but keeping calm, since what state and society need in order to regenerate themselves is patriotic engagement.
Although most book critics were respectful in their reviews of the famous author’s novel and recommended it to readers, they nevertheless had problems with its considerable length and unaccustomed form, with no outstanding personalities as protagonists, clearly structured narrative or happy ending.35 They were also troubled by the ironic tone, the ambivalence of value judgments and the political tendency. According to the review in the Blätter für literarische Unterhaltung, for example, “It is one great soggy moral morass.” To this reviewer, nothing was sufficiently true, clear or unambiguous. He found the harsh criticism of Prussia, which did not even stop at the court and the royal family, bewildering in the extreme:
Willibald Alexis is known to us from previous years as a specifically Prussian patriot. [...] Whatever has happened to this author that he has suddenly been gripped by the very opposite? [...] Where is the lenient judgement, indeed, where is the historical truth? [...] The author’s assessment of political circumstances is exceedingly harsh and caustic.36


Like some others, the reviewers from Die Grenzboten had nothing negative to say about this political tendency, but they would have preferred a more positive general attitude with more exemplary characters and a more stringent, reader-friendly plotline.37 Such reviews did not, however, prevent the public from making Keeping Calm, like its sequel Isegrimm, a success in the lending libraries.38 The ironic tone of both novels seems to have corresponded to the zeitgeist of educated contemporaries who were trying to come to terms with the defeat of the Revolution of 1848–49 and its social and political causes.
Isegrimm centers on the story of the noble family von Quarbitz auf Ilitz during the French occupation of Prussia. The main action ends in 1809, but the story of the family continues up to 1848–49 in order to illustrate the long-term effects of war and crisis on Prussian society. The novel is set on the country estate of the von Quarbitz auf Ilitz family somewhere in the Mittelmark region between the Elbe and Oder rivers. This estate and its environs represent Prussian agrarian society more generally. Although the plot concentrates on Wolf von Quarbitz auf Ilitz, known as Isegrimm, along with his two sons and three daughters – who all end up happily married, if not necessarily within their class and to the satisfaction of their father – in this novel, too, it is ultimately social and political circumstances, this time in the countryside, that are the focus. The picture Alexis paints of the future of the nobility and the Prussian agrarian society they dominated is not very hopeful either. In his view, the only future for the nobility is to overcome caste thinking and open up to the middle classes, as Isegrimm’s youngest daughter Amalie, a fervent Prussian patriot, does. Against her father’s wishes, after the wars of 1813–15 Amalie marries Albert Mauritz, the young local pastor, who had fought as a volunteer and returns as an officer decorated with the Iron Cross. Amalie, Mauritz and their children represent hope for the future of the German nation.39 The novel ends with the crushing of the Revolution of 1848 and the deaths of Isegrimm and Mauritz. Amalie tries to comfort her two sons following the death of their father:
As a Christian, he [Mauritz] often preached to us that there will come a resurrection for peoples as well [...] Therefore, children, walk bravely into the sad times before you, doubly sad ones for young men, where the proud thoughts and noble enthusiasm for ideas that lifted your father above himself and the daily round meet with hostility and indeed infamy. [...] You, no, you will not despair under slavishness and hypocrisy, you will not be subdued by evil times, but will triumph with good if you remain free, strong and true!40


This ending is an obvious appeal to contemporaries to uphold the liberal and democratic principles of the Revolution of 1848–49, despite its defeat. In the afterword to the novel Alexis explains to his readers why he did not close the book with the positive image of the national rising of 1813–15 and the “rebirth of the fatherland.” In the history of this heroic time, evil had overcome good. In order to help the good to break through, it was necessary to recognize, name and combat what was evil.41
Critics responded more positively to Isegrimm, which appeared to them “in many and significant respects to be more successful and better,” although they again disapproved of the novel’s negative mood, since the proponents of literary realism in particular expected historical fiction to be patriotically uplifting and edifying.42 At the same time, however, they were forced to acknowledge, as the reviewer in the Blätter für literarische Unterhaltung did, that “in this sad tableau,” Alexis had “very effectively” portrayed “the sleep of any genuine patriotic feeling,” the “thoroughgoing selfishness,” the “rivalry between the estates and classes, and especially the complete apathy of the lower classes and the utter lack of ideas of the upper classes.”43
The fiction of Louise Mühlbach and George Hesekiel conveyed far more “uplifting” memories of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars. Mühlbach’s novel Napoleon in Germany was published by Janke in 16 volumes from 1858–59, and reprinted three times up to 1914.44 In keeping with her aspiration to write biographical historical novels that would improve the people’s knowledge of German history and awaken their patriotic consciousness, the series focuses on popular heroes of Prussian history between 1806 and 1815 such as General Blücher and Queen Luise. The first eight volumes revolve around the Prussian queen, who, in keeping with the widespread myth that arose even before her death, is portrayed as an affectionate mother to her people and a Prussian martyr. The Prussian nation of 1806–15 in Mühlbach’s works is a Volk family headed by caring, attentive parents. In the novel, Queen Luise spurs on the patriotic struggle to liberate Prussia and Germany and ultimately dies of sorrow because of the disgrace of the German debacle.45Thus, the queen is not merely the representative of Prussia, but also of Germany, and a model of female patriotism as such. She is glorified as the ideal German woman. What is interesting about Mühlbach’s portrayal is that this ideal image expands the scope accorded to women by the bourgeois gender order. The queen intervenes in politics, a realm generally reserved for men, and claims the right to public action. But unlike normal middle-class women, she can and is permitted to do so in her function as queen. At the same time she is presented as a caring mother to her own children and the Prussian and German nation, which embeds her in the dominant model of the gender order.46 Like Alexis, Mühlbach also emphasizes the positive influence in the state and the military of reformers and patriots, whose work, in her interpretation, ultimately led to the successful national rising of Prussia and Germany. In so doing, she stresses that Queen Luise had actively supported their efforts. Unlike Alexis, however, Mühlbach avoids any explicit criticism of political conditions in her own time. This and her non-partisan patriotism were important preconditons for her broad success.47 Even though Louise Mühlbach was the most popular female lending library author of the 1850s to 1880s, most literary critics simply ignored her novels. They were worth a brief notice at best in the literary and cultural magazines. She faced the same prejudices against female writers as her less successful colleagues.48
Like Mühlbach, Georg Hesekiel intended his cycle of “Patriotic Novels” set during the era of the Napoleonic Wars to promote Prussian patriotism. He offered his interpretation of the years 1805–12 in Before Jena (1859), From Jena to Königsberg (1861), As Far as Hohenziritz (1861) and Calm Before the Storm (1862), each of which appeared in three volumes. Like Mühlbach, his publisher was Janke in Berlin. Hesekiel, born in 1809, studied history and philosophy and worked as a journalist and author. From 1848 on he was an editor at the conservative newspaper Neue Preußische Zeitung – better known as the Kreuzzeitung – in Berlin, where Fontane also worked until 1870.49 In his novels, Hesekiel explains the reasons for Prussia’s defeat in 1806 quite differently than Alexis did. He particularly emphasizes the corrupting influence of money on Prussian society, which had even reached the countryside. As a result, old Prussian virtues such as hard work, thrift and a sense of order and duty as well as courage and honor had been lost. His novels have a strong anti-Semitic tendency, portraying Jews as usurers and war profiteers who have corroded the intellectual and cultural life of the era with their greed and cosmopolitanism.50 The reviewers discussed Hesekiel’s novels quite extensively and respectfully, but criticized what the Blätter für literarische Unterhaltung called his “predilection for the ancien régime” and the “privileged classes of society,” which are the setting for most of his novels. In the end, according to his critics, the reader does not truly understand what caused the defeat of 1806 and facilitated the national rising of 1813, since the author dares not criticize political conditions in those days for fear of “liberal views.”51
Louise von François portrays the Napoleonic era in a similarly Prussian monarchist spirit as Hesekiel, but from a far more liberal basic stance, in her novel The Last von Reckenburg, which first appeared in Janke’s Deutsche Romanzeitung in 1870 and one year later as a book with the same publisher. The work went through ten editions up to 1914, appearing as a paperback in Reclams Universalbibliothek in 1911.52 François uses the historical context of the plot, which spans the period from the 1790s to the 1830s, primarily to address the problems of her own time. In her novel, the period is mainly a backdrop. She seems to have chosen this time primarily because of its rapid and dramatic changes, which had challenged the old order and offered new opportunities for nations, regions, local communities, families and individuals, much like the 1860s and 1870s. In addition, this time period had forced contemporaries to deal with the same question of how to define and form a nation.
François was born into a Prussian Huguenot family in 1817, lost her father Major Friedrich von François early and had to earn her living by writing. She took care of her mother until her death and never married. As she wrote, the novel reflects her own experiences.53 The main part is narrated in retrospect by Eberhardine von Reckenburg, the only daughter of impoverished aristocrats, who as a young woman is brought to live with her aunt, the elderly Countess von Reckenburg, at the family manor house and manages the estate very successfully after her death. Eberhardine proves to be an able reformer of both agriculture and social life on the estate. In managing the estate, following the guiding principles of honor, duty and right, she reveals a character connoted as masculine in the novel.54 Eberhardine remains the last Reckenburg, since for complicated reasons involving shame, responsibility, duty and loyalty she is unable to marry.55 In the end, she turns the estate over to her foster daughter Hardine and her new husband, the young estate manager Ludwig Nordheim.56 Hardine’s father, August Müller, had been born the illegitimate son of Eberhardine’s friend, the tavern keeper’s daughter Dorothea Müller. Since Dorothea did not want to reveal her situation to society and her future husband – the ambitious young physician Faber – August Müller is raised with Eberhardine’s help by foster parents and never meets his mother. When the gravely ill, widowed veteran August returns from the wars of 1813–15 and, together with little Hardine, goes off in search of his mother, he wrongly believes that he has found her in Eberhardine. Since he is near death, he begs her to take care of his little girl.57 Eberhardine’s sense of duty turns to love, which transforms the old woman from an austere, severe matron into a warmhearted, maternal woman. This has a positive effect on life on the estate, which is now ruled not just by law and order, but also by happiness and joy.58
In this novel, according to Caroline Bland, François exercises “quiet criticism of her society’s gender role expectations.”59 For Bland, François uses the work to call into question women’s limited scope of action at the time. In fact, the novel shows that women can be men’s equals in intelligence, ability and sense of duty, as we see with the old Countess Reckenburg and Eberhardine. What feminist literary scholars overlook, however, is the novel’s ambivalence. At the same time it stresses that women cannot be truly happy without marital love and above all without motherhood, for “Nature suppressed always takes her revenge,” as the female narrator emphasizes at the end. This becomes evident in both Eberhardine’s and Dorothea’s destinies. Eberhardine is only happy when she takes in a child and has the opportunity to express her maternal feelings. Dorothea dies unhappy because she married a man she did not love and repudiated her own child.60
The novel also probes the possibilities and limits of social mobility and underlines the necessity for the aristocracy to open up to the middle classes. By allowing the noble family of Reckenburg to die out, and placing the future of their estate in the hands of a young middle-class couple – the estate manager Ludwig Nordheim and his wife Hardine, who is described as the very epitome of the caring and hardworking bourgeois housewife – François emphasizes that the future of society and the economy lies not with the aristocracy, but with the middle classes and their productive labor.61 Another central, closely related theme is that of duty. In all areas of her life, Eberhardine acts primarily out of a sense of duty. The novel presents even her patriotism as a duty rather than a passion: a duty of the individual to serve community and nation, a duty that men and women alike must perform when necessary. Accordingly, the narrator Eberhardine speaks only briefly of her extensive patriotic activities before and during the wars of 1813–15, for which she was awarded the medal of the Luisenorden; it seems to her to be a self-evident service for the fatherland, which is not worth discussing at length.62 Thus for François, the nation is primarily defined positively, as a shared undertaking of men and women, the nobility and the middle classes, to shape the future of the country, its economy and society in a productive manner.63
Unlike Mühlbach, François enjoyed the recognition of fellow writers, but only as a female exception, and only after Gustav Freytag, writing in 1872 in the magazine Im neuen Reich, praised her book as one of “the best German novels to be published in recent decades.” For Freytag, François was “despite the French-sounding name a German female soul, which the reader will come to love through her book.”64 The message of the novel fit well into the national-liberal program of the middle classes in the founding period of the empire, at a time when they were once again claiming the right to participation.
Building a Unified Nation
Gustav Freytag may also have praised Louise von François so highly because he approved of not just her “genuine poetic work” but also her ideas on the nation and the significance of marriage and the family as the foundation of a productive and happy national order.65 Since the problem of internal nation-building was increasingly on the political agenda after the founding of the German Empire in 1871, it also seems to have been taken up by those writers who were still publishing historical fiction on the Anti-Napoleonic Wars. Among the most successful of these authors in the 1870s and 1880s were Gustav Freytag, Theodor Fontane and Friedrich Spielhagen, all three of whom belonged to the generation of “Forty-Eighters” who had actively supported the Democratic Revolution of 1848–49. In general, however, now that the national task of the 1813 rising had been fulfilled with kleindeutsch unification under Prussian leadership, the production of novels on this time period dropped sharply.
Gustav Freytag’s novel From a Small Town was the sixth volume in his series The Ancestors, which was published by Hirzel in Leipzig between 1872 and 1880 and went through 24 editions up to 1913, but was never translated into English or any other foreign language before 1914.66 Freytag was born in 1816 into an Upper Silesian family of medical doctors. After studying philology and cultural history in Breslau and Berlin he began a career as a journalist and writer in the 1840s. Like Fontane and Spielhagen, he supported the Democratic Revolution of 1848–49. His first major success was the six-volume novel series Debit and Credit, which appeared in 1855, also with Hirzel. Between 1859 and 1867, the same company published his four-volume social and cultural history Pictures from the German Past, which presents German history using selected primary sources and also contains three sections on recent history with the programmatic titles “From the Time of Destruction” (1789–1806), “The National Rising” (1807–15) and “Sickness and Healing” (1816–48).67 The series was one of the most successful historical works in the lending libraries, because unlike the publications of academic historians, it shows how historical change affected the various strata of the population.68 For Freytag, working on Pictures was important preparation for the novel series The Ancestors and its final volume From a Small Town.69 In his memoirs, Freytag admits that he had also “blithely and generously drawn upon” impressions from his own youth for this volume.70
The novel is set in a small Silesian town and its rural environs during the years 1805–15. The story closes with a look at prospects for the development of the next generation, ending with the Revolution of 1848–49. The protagonists of the main section of the novel are the young Dr. Ernst König and his future wife Henriette, daughter of an older country pastor, the tax collector Köhler and his intended Minchen von Buskow, and König’s adversary, the Frenchman Captain Dessalle. Ernst König returns to his hometown in 1805 to practice medicine. He falls in love with Henriette, but Prussia’s defeat in 1806 and the subsequent French occupation of the region put a damper for the time being on any hopes for marriage and the future. Captain Dessalle saves Henriette and her parents from the plundering Bavarian soldiers of the Napoleonic army by pretending that she is his fiancée and sealing it with a ring. All involved feel that they are bound by this betrothal.71 Ernst can only marry Henriette after he has proven his manliness as a patriot by demonstrating that he actively supports preparations for a national rising against the French and going off to the wars of 1813–14 as a volunteer in a Hussar regiment. Desalle and König meet on the battlefield. Desalle is captured, but König spares him, and after the young doctor has magnanimously saved the wounded man’s life, the latter finally sets Henriette free.72 Back home, patriotism is also awakening. The tax collector Köhler, who is too old to fight, organizes arms and equipment for the volunteers and militia, as well as war relief and nursing. Here he collaborates closely with Minchen, Henriette and others who have founded a patriotic women’s association.73 After the war Köhler and Minchen also become a happy couple.
Freytag’s novel compactly recounts the German-national myth of the rising of the Prussian and German people, which, guided by patriots and reformers, was successful chiefly because of communal, age- and gender-specific patriotic action and universal self-sacrifice. The body of the novel accordingly ends not only with a double wedding, but also with the following commentary by the narrator:
Rejoice and dance [...], for with hundreds of thousands of your fellows you have vanquished the evil foe and lifted the fatherland up out of degradation. In these years of defeat and national rising, the best part of the nation has been with you, the ordinary people, not the rulers, whose pride and will were all too weak, and not with the highly educated and cultivated, whose lamps flickered uncertainly and who, even after the peace, still do not know where the fatherland begins and ends.74


For Freytag, the wars of 1813–15 were and always would be “the people’s Wars of Liberty,” and the novel’s afterword on developments up to 1848 shows that, like many liberals, he felt cheated of the political liberties that governments had promised in 1813.75 His interpretation of the “time of the French” was simpler and plainer than that offered by Alexis and Fontane, and less ambivalent. This made him the favorite author of the national-liberal middle classes in Imperial Germany. He offered uplifting reassurance for adults and edifying reading for youth. That is why his series of novels was also so popular with reviewers, even if they were not wholly uncritical.76
Far less known to the broader public than Freytag was Theodor Fontane when he published his first novel, Before the Storm: A Novel of the Winter of 1812/13, in 1878. It was first serialized in the family magazine Daheim and then appeared in four volumes with Hertz in Berlin.77 Fontane was born in 1819 to a family of Huguenot apothecaries in the Brandenburg town of Neuruppin. He initially followed his father into the profession, only deciding to live from his writing in 1849. In the early years, he made his name mainly with poetry and travel accounts as well as theater reviews in Berlin,78 and only began to write fiction later. Before the Storm went through 16 editions by 1913 and appeared that same year in an abridged version for the schools. It was translated into English in the year it came out and was published by Oxford University Press.79 The novella Schach von Wuthenow: A Tale from the Era of the Gensdarmes Regiment, which appeared with Friedrich in Leipzig in 1883, achieved six editions.80
Before the Storm is a wide-ranging portrait of Prussian society before the wars of 1813–15. The novel is set in the Oderbruch region of Brandenburg, west of the cities of Frankfurt/Oder and Küstrin, and in Berlin. The novel begins on Christmas Eve 1812 and ends in March 1813 with the Prussian king’s declaration of war. The “hero of the piece” is Lewin von Vitzewitz, who arrives home from Berlin, where he is studying, to spend Christmas with family and friends.81 His father Berndt von Vitzewitz, sister Renate and her friend Marie Kniehase anxiously await him on their estate, Hohen-Vietz. Marie, a foundling raised by the local justice of the peace, was educated together with Renate.82 These four, their extensive circle of family and friends and the village community around Hohen-Vietz and the neighboring manor house of Guse – whose chatelaine is Berndt von Vitzewitz’s older sister, Countess Amalie – are the focus of the novel. All of them are looking forward to Christmas, but also nervously awaiting news from the east, where the Napoleonic army has been beaten for the first time and forced to make an ignominious retreat. The first harbingers of the dramatic defeat in Russia are French refugees. In this situation, Berndt von Vitzewitz, a retired officer and a widower, is moved to take action against the French as quickly as possible, partly from patriotic and partly from personal motives, because the French occupation has caused the death of his wife. For that reason alone he fervently hates the French.83 While sharing Berndt’s rejection of Napoleon, although far less passionately, his sister Amalie nevertheless continues in the Friderician tradition of cultivating French culture and language at Guse.84 Lewin does not share his father’s hatred either; his patriotism is of a more moderate and pragmatic nature. He recognizes that important reforms to the state, military and society were instituted under Napoleon, or rather under pressure from his rule.85 Lewin’s best friend Tubal Ladalinski, a cousin of Polish origin who studies with him in Berlin, and Tubal’s sister Kathinka also have mixed feelings. Lewin hopes to marry her, but she runs away with Count Bninski, a Pole, and moves with him to Paris, since the two of them regard Napoleonic rule as the only hope for Polish independence. This disappoints not just Lewin, but also her father, Privy Councilor Alexander von Ladalinski, who lives in Berlin and has made Prussia his fatherland.86 Around these figures Fontane groups an entire cosmos of original and eccentric characters, such as Major General von Bamme auf Quirlsdorf,87 the poet Hansen-Grell, Justice of the Peace Kniehase,88 Pastor Seidentopf, Councilor of Justice Turgany,89 Doctor Faulstich90 and Hoppenmarieken, a “dwarf” who earns her keep as a messenger and is allowed to live on the estate.91 With this network of major and minor characters Fontane paints a portrait of society that includes all strata and both sexes. The male originals and mavericks are juxtaposed with strong female characters. The nation is thus portrayed as a colorful cosmos of diversity in which the sexes, generations and social strata complement and enrich one another through their differences.
The plot itself is far less complex. In light of the retreat of the defeated French army through the region and the growing patriotism of the population, which hopes for a counterstrike, Berndt von Vitzewitz and his old friend Major-General von Bamme are planning to form a local militia on the East Prussian model, which Bamme will command. This militia is supposed to conduct an assault on the French at Frankfurt/Oder. Vitzewitz and Bamme believe that in this extraordinary situation they must place loyalty to the fatherland above allegiance to the king. They hope that their action will serve as a signal for a general uprising. In order to carry out their plans, they cooperate with the Russian flying parties that have arrived in the region. The assault fails miserably, however, since the preparations are insufficient and the promised Russian assistance never materializes. Lewin, who disapproves of the enterprise from the outset but takes part out of loyalty to his father, is taken prisoner by the French and threatened with a firing squad. For that reason Vitzewitz, his friends and some men from the village organize to free Lewin. Tubal is mortally wounded in the process.92 The story closes with an afterword in the form of an entry from Renate’s diary, recounting Lewin’s return from the wars of 1813–15 in which he had fought as a volunteer. She describes his manlier appearance now and tells of his marriage to Marie, whom he has learned to love, and ends with her own plans. She intends to remain single and join a Fräuleinstift, a convent for Protestant gentlewomen, where she will devote herself “to quiet works of mercy.”93
As he told his publisher Wilhelm Hertz in 1866, Fontane’s declared objective in this “poly-perspectival novel” (Vielheitsroman)94 was

to present, without murders or fires or stories of great passion [...] a large number of figures from the Mark Brandenburg (i.e. German-Wendish, for herein lies their peculiarity) from the winter of [18]12 to 13. Figures such as they existed in those days and as they, by and large, still exist today. I was not interested in conflicts, but rather in showing how the great consciousness born in those days came upon the most various people and how it affected them.95
(Emphasis in the original.)


His intention was to entertain the reader with “lovable figures” and, “where possible, ultimately to gain his love.”96 In the view of most present-day readers, he succeeds admirably. At the time, however, this approach was still very unaccustomed, and the book met with substantial misgivings among reviewers and gained a following only slowly.97 The fact that Before the Storm does not join in the universal paeans to recent German unity under the auspices of Prussianism and militarism – unlike Fontane’s colleague Gustav Freytag’s From a Small Town a short while later – doubtless also played its part. Fontane’s aim instead was to keep alive the enlightened spirit of humanity and tolerance, to which he believed the new German Empire should remain true.98 Loyalty is thus a central theme in the novel: loyalty to one’s principles and tried-and-true traditions; loyalty in love, marriage and the family; loyalty to one’s homeland, king and people. The question Fontane poses in the novel is which form of loyalty should enjoy priority: loyalty to the people or to the king, to one’s own principles or to one’s father?99
Another central theme is the understanding of patriotism and nationalism, with which he simultaneously questions the founding myth of the German Empire that viewed 1871 as the continuation and completion of the national rising of 1813. Through the many characters in the novel, Fontane explores the different versions of patriotism and nationalism not just in the winter of 1812–13, but also in the newly founded empire. The protagonists’ conversations and debates in the novel and their actions, which he portrays with gentle irony, make it clear that, for Fontane, mercy, humanity and upright convictions were worth more than zealous nationalism, hatred of the French and military heroism.100 According to the novel:
All stay-at-homes prate continually of ‘sacrifice in the field’; old seasoned soldiers, however, who know from the experience of fifty battles what a strange and uncertain thing courage is, and on the other hand how small a degree of excitation suffices to produce the heroic deed of the ordinary stamp, all these keep a very cool head with regard to acts of bravery and have as a rule long since ceased to see anything especially glorious about them.101


In such reflections Fontane not only criticizes the propagandistic glorification of military heroism and masculine self-sacrifice after the Wars of Unification, but also challenges the excessive nationalism of his time, especially the idea of absolutely distinct and separate national identities. In the novel, the idea appears absurd in the light of the very mixed history of the Oderbruch region and the German-Polish clan. For Fontane, national identity and patriotism are matters of choice.102
Reviewers responded reticently to this complex and ambivalent novel, with its humorous and ironic undertone, which was as out of place in the political landscape of early Imperial Germany as the novella Schach von Wuthenow: A Tale from the Era of the Gensdarmes Regiment, in which Fontane addresses the causes of the Prussian defeat of 1806 as critically as he does the national rising of 1813 in Before the Storm.103 The reviewer in the Deutsche Rundschau found Before the Storm to be lacking in “outward coherence,” but praised the “overall impression of the book” as “refreshing.” The book was more “a sequence of pictures of the times and manners, a gallery of family portraits” than a novel.104 Die Grenzboten similarly criticized the absence of a “main storyline, the silhouette of the narrative,” but nevertheless considered the book to be a successful historical novel with a positive tendency.105 The Blätter für literarische Unterhaltung judged the work more harshly. The subject was “brittle and difficult” and the text “convoluted” and devoid of a dramatic arc.106 Readers appear to have taken a similar view, at least at first, since the book did not do very well in the lending libraries compared to Freytag in the 1880s. Fontane was long popular mainly in Berlin and Prussia, but this changed in the two decades before the First World War. He also became very sought after in libraries run by the Social Democrats and the free trade unions.107
Friedrich Spielhagen’s novel Noblesse oblige, published in 1888 by Stackmann in Leipzig, takes a similarly critical approach to Imperial Germany as Fontane’s Before the Storm. Spielhagen had been exceedingly popular with readers since the 1860s. After Louise Mühlberg, and well ahead of Freytag, Hesekiel and Fontane, he was among the most successful authors in the lending libraries of the Wilhelmine era. Noblesse oblige went through 12 editions by 1908 and appeared as a “popular edition” in 1910; it was also published as part of the edition of Spielhagen’s collected novels, which was printed 19 times up to the First World War.108 Spielhagen was born in 1829 and grew up in a family of civil servants first in Magdeburg, and later in Stralsund. After studying law and philology in Bonn, Berlin and Greifswald he worked mainly as a teacher. It was not until the late 1850s that he published his first novella and began to live from his writing. In the 1860s he became quite successful with his socially critical novels of the recent past written for a wide readership. Spielhagen’s colleagues regarded him as a favorite author among women.109 In the early 1880s, however, his work became the target of a wave of criticism from more conservative journalists and writers who denounced him as the author of “tendentious, partisan novels” and a “liberal politicizing and moralizing partisan writer.”110 Victor Klemperer defended him against these accusations in a 1913 article in Die Grenzboten, writing that Spielhagen had always “striven for objectivity, showing bad liberals and good conservatives, and as a proper writer above all showed people, that is, creatures, in which good and evil were strangely mixed. He never championed a person, but only a cause.”111 In fact, as an “unwavering Forty-Eighter,” Spielhagen remained true to his democratic opinions throughout his life, which led to growing political friction with his more conservative colleagues in the antidemocratic political climate of the Bismarck era. Spielhagen’s works were increasingly controversial among literary critics, but this did not stop readers from loving his novels.112
Noblesse oblige is the only historical novel by Spielhagen, who actually rejected the genre. In this work, like Fontane, he indirectly addresses the dogmatic nationalism and overt anti-French invective of the first two decades after the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71. The novel is set in French-occupied Hamburg and its North German environs. The action begins in October 1812 and ends with liberation from the French occupation in May 1814. This scenario allows Spielhagen to describe in detail the effects of the French occupation on the economy, society and politics, the suffering of the Hamburg population and the efforts of patriots to liberate the city. His portrayal adheres very closely to accounts in historical works on Hamburg during the “time of the French.”113 This approach also permits him to closely interweave public and private life. The novel focuses on Minna Warburg, the patriotic daughter of the respected but debt-ridden merchant and senator Warburg, and her large circle of family and friends. They include old Warburg, who tries by every means, including the betrayal of his own daughter, to save his bankrupt business; his son Georg, a fervent German-national patriot who fights as a volunteer against the detested French, is taken prisoner and only released on bond; and Minna’s younger sister Johanna, who wants to marry her Swedish fiancé Oskar, son of a business partner, but needs the money for a proper trousseau. Others who play important roles are Minna’s one true love, her fiancé the French officer Marquis Hypolit Drouot d’Hericourt, who participates in the Russian campaign and then in battles in Germany; and not least the wealthy merchant Theodor Billow, who is in love with Minna and offers to save the family finances and thereby solve all their problems in return for her hand in marriage. This cast of characters sets up the two major conflicts for Minna. On the one hand, she must choose between her own love, which would make her happy but cause her family’s downfall, and the possibility, by wedding a man she does not love, of saving her father’s company from bankruptcy and allowing her sister to marry. On the other, the brutal occupation of Hamburg by General Davout confronts her with the question of how to reconcile her love for a Frenchman with her passionate patriotism and love for her nationalist brother, who opposes their relationship. At first, Minna tries to have it both ways. She actively supports the work of the circle around the well-known Hamburg patriot Friedrich Perthes for the liberation of Hamburg and the liberty of the German fatherland. After the first attempt to liberate the city fails, when the French return and the situation becomes increasingly dramatic, old Warburg’s financial problems also worsen. He systematically seeks to undermine Minna’s relationship with d’Hericourt, keeping his letters from her, and presses her to marry Billow, which she ultimately agrees to do. Yet the relationship, and with it the novel, does not end happily. While Hamburg is finally liberated after its long hardships, the war has a dramatic aftermath. Not only is the family’s property in Hamburg largely destroyed, but the family relationships also suffer greatly. Minna has lost her baby. Her tension-filled marriage with Billow ends with his death, and Minna, like Eberhardine, becomes a successful estate owner at Warnesoe Manor, which she inherits from Billow. But she still cannot marry her true love, since d’Hericourt dies in the attempt to save Billow.114
The novel is fascinating and unusual, not just because, like The Last von Reckenburg, it focuses on a strong and self-confident woman, but also because it very precisely describes her limited opportunities for action, which were not much better in 1888 than in 1813, and integrates them into the social conflicts. In Noblesse oblige, much as in his other novels, Spielhagen reveals a sensitive understanding of women’s constricted social circumstances and the limits placed on strong women like Minna in particular. This was greatly appreciated by his female readership, which included, by their own admission, such well-known middle-class feminists as Hedwig Dohm and Helene Lange and pacifists like Berta von Suttner.115 Minna is not merely described as an active patriot, but in the postwar period also as a just, intelligent, socially conscious and reform-oriented estate owner who is dedicated in every respect to the common good and has a great regard for ordinary people. Spielhagen is articulating a social critique here, since it is a commoner, not the landed aristocracy, who reforms conditions in the countryside.116
Spielhagen’s liberal-democratic views are also evident in his treatment of the novel’s second major theme: the nation, patriotism and war. The book offers a vivid portrayal of the dramatic effects of the wars more generally, but especially of Davout’s despotic rule in Hamburg, which after Leipzig suffered more than any other German city in 1813–14. This is his explanation for contemporaries’ hatred of the French. At the same time, however, he also criticizes the blind fanaticism, for example, of Georg, who places nationality above humanity, an error he ultimately ends up acknowledging.117 The novel describes in very positive terms the commitment of the German patriots, whose thinking and actions he thus recommends to posterity as a worthy tradition. This characterizes the nation as a matter for all of the people, for which women too can and should work, parallel and complementary to men.118 However, he also stresses the decency, dignity and sense of honor of the Frenchman Hypolit, whom even Georg will describe at the end as “the noblest of men,”119 as well as the highly developed humanity and patriotism of the Jewish banker Samuel Hirsch.120 His negative characterizations are mainly reserved for profiteers and opportunists like Billow and Warburg, who lack any principles and look only to their own advantage. The novel ends with a clear statement against war in any form, which is highly unusual for a novel set during the Anti-Napoleonic Wars, closing with the following excerpt from a letter by Hypolit, written to Minna in September 1814 from the burning city of Moscow:
It is a dreadful barbarism to which we have forced our enemies, through which they in turn forced us to commit atrocities that would never have happened otherwise. Oh, my beloved friend, my heart stops when I think of this pernicious circle, which coils itself around millennia of history! Will there never come a time when Man will fully enjoy the privilege of being ennobled above all creatures through the gift of reason; will freely and cheerfully live up to the duties that flow from this highest form of nobility; will be allowed to be human, without inhumanity being demanded of him in the name of familial love, welfare, the fatherland, national honor?121


The novel’s antiwar ending is a plea for humanity. At a time of heightened public national chauvinism, imperialism and militarism, in which those who thought differently – like the Social Democrats – were persecuted by Bismarck’s government, Spielhagen revealed himself as one of “the most democratic writers in German literature” of his period.122 As a result, his novel had a hard time gaining recognition from the national-conservative literary critics of his day.123 Like-minded colleagues, in contrast, commended the book “as thoroughly praiseworthy.”124 It also found its way into the lending libraries and to readers.
Friedrich Spielhagen’s Noblesse oblige was one of the last successful novels in Imperial Germany set in the period of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars that remembered this time in a more critical way. What followed was largely nationalist mythmaking in novel form and texts quickly dashed off for the commercialized book market. Most novels written from the late 1880s on interpreted the time quite unambiguously and helped to spread and reinforce the national myth of the period of 1806–15 as a “heroic era” in German history when, following the national debacle of Jena and Auerstedt, unity, patriotism and a will to sacrifice had led to Prussia’s and Germany’s “national rising” and finally to victory. It was particularly novels for “youth and the people,” as publishers’ advertisements called them, that conveyed this myth with a strong monarchic-conservative or nationalist undertone. Only now, in the last two decades before the First World War, did the interpretation of the wars of 1813–15 as “Wars of Liberation,” and with it the Borussian master narrative of academic historiography, assert itself in fiction as well.
Typical examples of this type of nationalist novel set at the time of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars and written for an increasingly commercialized book market are the bestsellers by Paul Schreckenbach, August Sperl and Emmy von Winterfeld-Warnow. They continued to imagine the German nation as a Volk family with the royal family at its helm and exhorted women and men alike to display self-sacrifice and patriotism, albeit in gender-specific ways. The notion of heroic death for the nation was inscribed into this nationalism with the myth of young military volunteers who had gladly sacrificed their lives on the altar of the fatherland. Patriotic women were depicted in a complementary manner as the heroic mothers of militiamen and volunteers or cheerful war brides who sent their fiancés off to battle. In these historical novels women actively supported the struggle for the liberation of the nation through war charities or as voluntary nurses.
Paul Schreckenbach’s The Infamous Baron von Krosigk: A Novel of the Time of Germany’s Disgrace and National Rising was published by Staackmann in Leipzig in 1907. It went through nine editions up to 1914 and had sold 53,000 copies by 1926.125 Schreckenbach, born in 1866 in Neumark, a town near Weimar, had studied theology and history, and had worked since 1896 as a Protestant pastor in a small village near Torgau in northwestern Saxony. He made his name as an author of well-researched historical novels written for a broad audience, which was what critics mainly praised in their short reviews.126 The Infamous Baron von Krosigk tells the story of a real historical figure, Baron Heinrich Ferdinand von Krosigk (1778–1813), Prussian estate owner and former major from the Saalekreis region in Saxony-Anhalt, and his struggle against Jérôme Bonaparte, king of the newly founded Kingdom of Westphalia, and his French occupation forces. During his own time von Krosigk was already infamous for his steadfast and witty resistance against the French occupiers, who called him le mauvais Baron. The novel, which covers the period between 1806 and 1813, describes not only his struggle, but also the support of his wife, Friederike von Schurff, his family, friends and neighbors. The novel ends with von Krosigk’s heroic death at the Battle of Leipzig in October 1813 and his return to his estate in a large funeral procession in which the entire population of the region participates and honors him as their “protector” against French tyranny. Friederike von Schurff heroically accepts his death and opens the rooms of her estate for the care of wounded and sick soldiers, supported by the women of the municipality.127 The subtitle of the novel already suggests its nationalist tone. Male steadfastness, conscientiousness, honor and heroism, especially the willingness to die for the fatherland, are core traits of German men that the author praises. The French foe, in contrast, is depicted as “lustful,” “degenerate” and “dishonorable.”128
Quite similar, but a bit more nuanced, is the tone of August Sperl’s Students Out! A Novel of the Time of Our Deepest Degradation, which focuses on the story of volunteers from the Burschenschaften, the patriotic student organizations, between 1806 and 1813. It is set in the small capital of a southwest German electoral principality that is occupied by the French and becomes part of the Confederation of the Rhine. The novel, which appeared in 1913 and was published by Beck in Munich, describes the changing attitudes of a population that increasingly resented and resisted the French, as well as the role of the Burschenschaften as the avant-garde of this resistance. It was suitable reading for anybody with hopes of a new volunteer movement in August 1914. It went through seven editions up to 1917 and had sold 26,000 copies by 1925. Sperl was born in Fürth in 1862. After studying philology and history he worked as an archivist in various Bavarian archives. He, too, became known as the author of well-researched historical novels, popular with readers but not literary critics.129
The female complement to the “truly German heroes” in Schreckenbach’s and Sperl’s novels were strong courageous “German women,” female patriots who shared the heroes’ love of fatherland and were, when needed, always “willing to sacrifice their domestic happiness on the altar of higher duty,” in particular in the national emergency of war.130 Emmy von Winterfeld-Warnow’s German Women in Difficult Times: Novel from the Years 1806–1812, published in 1901 by Otto Janke in Berlin presents a similar ideal of female patriotism as the novels written by Schreckenbach and Sperl. Her novel sold for 4 marks in paperback, a price that still greatly exceeded the annual fee for lending libraries, which in small towns was no higher than 50 pfennigs (100 pfennigs equal 1 mark).131 Winterfeld-Warnow was born in Bremen in 1861. Her father, a lawyer, died early, but her mother was nevertheless able to finance a good school education for her daughter. In 1888 Winterfeld-Warnow married the wealthy Prussian estate owner Hans von Winterfeld, who encouraged her to follow her passion and write. German Women in Difficult Times was her first novel, which already reached a second edition after only one year. The text also describes women as ardent supporters of the Anti-Napoleonic struggle for the “liberation of the fatherland.” It depicts shining instances of “individual women” who “were priestesses of patriotism and led the way with action and by example; German women whose hearts have always beaten in burning love for their country, even in the times of deepest shame.”132 Much like the main male protagonists in the novels by Schreckenbach and Sperl, Winterfeld-Warnow’s central female protagonists are intended to function as role models for patriotic behavior in the next national war, which women were expected to support in their own gender-specific way. Educated readers and discerning literary critics and librarians looked down on this kind of literature, treating popular “women’s novels” like German Women in Difficult Times in particular with condescension. The following scathing review, for example, appeared in 1902 in the Blätter für Volksbibliotheken und Lesehallen, a supplement to the Zentralblatt für Bibliothekswesen, the central journal for libraries and librarians:
This patriotic tale will be a welcome offering for undemanding readers, especially more mature youth. It is by no means of any literary value; any interest arises solely from the simple but affectionately narrated episodes from the time of the gradual awakening of German heroic might with so many outstanding female figures.133


Such novels received a short nod at best in the newspaper feuilletons and no mention at all in the well-known cultural and literary journals, but they were very popular among the rapidly growing number of “women and girls” from broader circles of “the people” who preferred “light fiction,” which was why the lending libraries bought them.134
Although such monarchic-conservative and national bestsellers dominated the production of new novels recalling the period of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars that came on the market in the decade before the First World War, their narratives were still contested by older, more ambivalent and critical novels on the time. It is impossible to stress strongly enough that novels by authors such as Alexis, Fontane, Freytag, Lewald, Mühlberg, Rellstab and Spielhagen continued to be very successful in the lending libraries–up to 1914. They even attracted new strata of readers in the growing number of libraries maintained by the trade unions and the Social Democratic Party. Thus, the recollection of the period of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars remained contested in the main media of popular literary memory – the novel – until the First World War.
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Conclusion
The many conflicts and debates over the “legacy” of the era of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars, their proper commemoration and their significance for present-day society and politics – as expressed not just in autobiographies and war memoirs but also in novels of the recent past and historical fiction – are quite fascinating in light of the assumption among historians, which persisted so long after 1945, that the monarchic-conservative and nationalistic interpretations had been the dominant readings of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars in nineteenth-century collective memory since the restoration period. The same is true of the obvious importance of the gender dimension in these memories, which has been completely ignored by historians until recently. In memories of this period and in their appropriation for the present – as at the remembered time itself – gender images and gender relations assumed a central significance in the continuing imagination of the nation as a Volk family, an imagination in which the collective memories of the period of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars played a crucial role.
Because West German historians writing after 1945 based their interpretation of collective memories of the period from 1806 to 1815 on works by their earlier counterparts – the recognized academic historians of Imperial Germany – and did not deign to descend into the depths of middlebrow literature with its numerous novels of the recent past, works of historical fiction, autobiographies, war memoirs and the like, they de facto simply continued the master narratives of the leading Wilhelmine historians. They overlooked the continuous competition and conflict in public memory production, influenced not only by regional, social, generational, ethnic, religious and political as well as gender differences, but also by the literary market, different media of memory and last but not least the changing political culture.
In a paradoxical way, historians were still bound to the master narratives of their Wilhelmine forefathers, when, with critical intent, they so radically challenged their predecessors’ interpretations as to call into question the very idea that an early patriotic-national movement had existed before and during the wars of 1813–15, even in North Germany and Prussia. As a result, they failed to recognize the liberal potential that was also inherent in the patriotism of the wars of 1813–15. They were at once “Wars of Liberation” and “Wars of Liberty,” and this is reflected in the long and hotly contested collective literary memory of those events in the nineteenth century.

Epilogue Historicizing War and Memory, 2013–1813–1913

On 20 October 2013 a great battle took place on the outskirts of Leipzig. On a battlefield measuring 500,000 square meters, 6,000 men from 26 countries (women were allowed only as camp followers on the edges of the battlefield) donned their colorful period uniforms, cleaned their old muskets, loaded them with blanks and brought their cannon into position to reenact, with much thunder and gun smoke, the so-called Battle of the Nations of 16–19 October 1813. The event organizer, the Verband Jahrfeier Völkerschlacht b. Leipzig 1813 e.V. (Association to Commemorate the 1813 Battle of the Nations at Leipzig), repeatedly emphasized to the public and the press – 350 journalists from home and abroad observed the spectacle – that the reenacted scenario was historically accurate and had been developed and checked by a military history commission. The combat demonstration by the infantry, cavalry and artillery lasted several hours. A total of 35,000 spectators were admitted, but the same number had to be turned away because the crowd that gathered to watch the spectacle surpassed all expectations.1
The reenactment was the spectacular close to a commemorative week in Leipzig and environs recalling the Battle of the Nations and the consecration 100 years later of the monument erected to it. Numerous events surrounding the double anniversary took place throughout the year under the slogan “Leipzig 1813–1913–2013 – A Landmark of European History,” organized by the city of Leipzig, especially the museums and city archive, in cooperation with the Verband Jahrfeier Völkerschlacht b. Leipzig 1813 e.V. and financed by private sponsors and the tourism industry.2 The public commemoration in 2013 focused on military combat (in the reenactment), the history of memory of the battle and the “Wars of Liberation” and the associated national myths and legends (in the exhibition at the Leipzig City Museum, Helden nach Maß or Heroes Made to Measure),3 and the hardship and suffering of the civilian population (in the massive panorama “Leipzig 1813 – Amidst the Confusion of the Battle of the Nations” by artist Yadgar Asisi in Leipzig’s Gasometer).4 These topics were also picked up by the regional public television station Mitteldeutscher Rundfunk (MDR). It accompanied the commemorations with extensive reporting and a variety of documentaries. The much discussed “highlight” was a daily 45-minute “live” report on the events of the battle during the primetime MDR Top News program from 16–19 October. Well-known newsreaders and reporters described the progress of the battle and its consequences for soldiers and civilians and explained the political context as if it were all happening in the present. Reenacted historical scenes “documented” the events.5 This unusual format, as well as the reenactment, were intended “to bring history alive” and make it interesting for the younger generation in particular.6
That is also the aim of a historical novel commissioned by the Verband Jahrfeier Völkerschlacht b. Leipzig 1813 e.V. on the occasion of the commemorative year. They approached writer Sabine Ebert, who has made a name for herself as the author of extremely popular historical “women’s novels” that center on female main characters. Her book 1813 – Fire of War made a timely appearance on 14 March 2013, 200 years after the beginning of the commemorated wars, and was presented at a reading in Leipzig’s symbolic Nikolaikirche before an audience of 2,000. Like her colleague Louise Mühlbach 150 years earlier, Ebert stresses that 1813, like all of her other historical novels, is based on intense study of primary sources and secondary literature. On her website she states that her book “by no means [recounts] only bloody battles, but also [describes] how the civilian population experienced this time and what was going on in secret diplomacy and how war destroys souls and individuals maintain their humanity. It is no battle epic, but a book against war.”7 She deliberately disassociates her depiction from the heroic national legends and myths that had long marked memories of the Battle of the Nations and the year 1813 in Germany.
The tenor of all official events for the double anniversary was also antiwar and pro-international understanding in Europe. This was expressed particularly clearly by Martin Schulz, the Social Democratic president of the European Parliament, in his address “Leipzig 1813 – 1913 – 2013: Anniversary of the Battle of the Nations and the Monument to the Battle of the Nations” on the occasion of the renovated monument’s reopening on 18 October 2013. He pointed out that the monument nowadays is perceived first and foremost as a place to commemorate the dead, which recalls the more than 100,000 men from many European countries who lost their lives in the battle. At the same time, he interpreted the Battle of the Nations itself and the wars of 1813–15 as well as the consecration ceremony for the Monument to the Battle of the Nations a century later as “harbingers of what was to come.” Here, “nationalism” had already shown “its second, ugly face.”8 This pacifist and antinationalist interpretation of the Battle of Leipzig and the monument to it is new in official commemoration. It reflects the changes in West German society after 1945, for which peace and international understanding had become declared guiding values. Until well into the twentieth century, this central site of memory for German history had been associated, in one way or another, with nationalism and often also with militarism. But in a city and a federal state that had belonged to the former GDR until 1989, it also replaced the master narrative of East German historians, who interpreted the wars of 1813–15 as “people’s wars” that proved victorious only in the “brotherhood in arms” with Russia. The aim of this GDR narrative was to provide an identity-creating tradition for the new “people’s state” and “German-Soviet friendship.”9
Using the history of recollections of the Battle of the Nations, which because of its dimensions and significance occupied a special place in the national memory, I would like in this conclusion to summarize and discuss the interplay of factors that shaped the contested memories of Germany’s and Prussia’s wars against Napoleon and their transformations. Since collective memory represents at once the past, the present and the future, and must accordingly always be historicized and contextualized, I also begin the following overview with the event itself. The dramatic experience of this battle, like that of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars more generally, was a central factor that exerted a lasting influence on memory. Contemporary events and the discourses of the remembered time formed the framework for communicative memory in particular.
Experience, Media, Politics and Memory Construction
Between 16 and 19 October 1813 a total of more than 171,000 men under Napoleon’s supreme command, including many soldiers of his remaining German allies Baden and Saxony, faced more than 300,000 Coalition forces under the command of the Austrian field marshal Prince Schwarzenberg.10 A substantial segment of Europe’s armed forces – more than 470,000 soldiers from 12 countries – had massed in Saxony in the heart of Central Europe.11 That made the battle the largest in history before the First World War. The liberation of Germany, which had officially begun on 16 March 1813 with the declaration of war by the Prussian-Russian coalition, was certainly not decided by this battle, and it did not bring an end to the War of the Sixth Coalition. It would be six months before Napoleon was deposed in April 1814 – but the Battle of Leipzig did represent Napoleon’s second dramatic defeat, after the Russian campaign of 1812. After Leipzig, the remains of his army, 60,000 men, had to retreat to the Rhine to defend France’s frontiers. The Napoleonic army, victorious for so long, never recovered from this debacle.12
At least 110,000 soldiers died during the four-day battle, for which the groundwork had already been laid since August 1813 with protracted fighting in North and Central Germany involving heavy losses. Never again on German soil were so many soldiers killed within such a short time. The Coalition estimated their total losses at 54,000, and the Napoleonic army’s at 66,000 men.13 It took more than two weeks for the French prisoners of war and conscripted Saxon civilians deployed for the task to transport the wounded and remove the bodies from the battlefields around Leipzig. The figures for the number of soldiers left wounded and sick after the battle vary widely. In Leipzig alone, a city of about 35,000 inhabitants, the estimate is at least 38,000 and in neighboring Halle an additional 5,000. Whatever the precise figure, it fell rapidly because of the high mortality rate. Every day 600–800 died.14 Fifty-four large private and public buildings were turned into military hospitals in which over 800 men and women worked as doctors and nursing staff.
The enormous number of sick and wounded soldiers brought epidemics like typhus and dysentery back to the city and the region, which had already been suffering since the march-through of soldiers returning from Russia in the spring of 1813. Increasing numbers of inhabitants fell ill, an average of 700 to 800 per week in the last three months of 1813. The mortality rate was especially high among doctors and nurses, nearly 50 percent of whom became infected and died. In 1813 about 13,500 inhabitants of Leipzig contracted epidemic typhus – more than one-third of the population – of whom 2,700 (20 percent) died.15 By June 1814 a further 1,000 people had fallen victim to the epidemic, which claimed the lives of one-tenth of the urban and surrounding rural population.16 The epidemic was able to spread so widely not least because even months after the battle the population was still suffering the “greatest hardship and most extreme want,” leaving children and old people in particular in a weakened condition.17
Overall, at least 60 villages in the region had been substantially destroyed. Twenty of them had suffered heavy bombardment during the fighting and had been burnt virtually to the ground. Materials for rebuilding were in short supply because for months the soldiers of the huge armies had been requisitioning anything they could get their hands on, especially in the countryside. For the population it mattered little whether they were “friend” or “foe.” It was almost a year before the most obvious traces of the fighting had been removed and the majority of the tens of thousands of refugees forced to flee their homes and farms could return. Most fields and gardens in the region had been destroyed beyond all recognition. Crops and livestock had been decimated. Seeds were in scarce supply. When the fields were tilled again for the first time in the spring the epidemic broke out again because the farmers found thousands of decaying corpses that had been hastily buried during battle. Reconstruction took years, especially in the villages surrounding Leipzig that had suffered most from the battle. The city itself, in contrast, where the destruction had been more limited, recovered relatively quickly from the trauma of battle and war.18
These dramatic civilian experiences of war, which other embattled cities and their environs went through in 1813 (if not to the same degree), and the terrible events endured by many soldiers, continued to influence the contested shaping of memories of the wars against Napoleon over the course of the nineteenth century. The quickly growing number of autobiographies, war memoirs, historical biographies, novels and history books on these wars published in the first decades after 1815 clearly indicate the interest of authors and readers in recollections that sought to rescue from oblivion their own experiences and roles in the great events of the Napoleonic Wars. Their experiences were processed and the associated political, economic or social claims expressed above all in communicative memory. As a result most of these texts only made it into the “archive,” “the passively stored memory that preserves the past past,” but not into the “canon,” “the actively circulated memory that keeps the past present,” which is not built up anew by every generation; “on the contrary, it outlives the generations who have to encounter and reinterpret it anew according to their time.” Aleida Assmann, one of the most prolific and influential theorists of cultural memory, has suggested this differentiation between archive and canon, which helps us to understand the complicated process of forgetting and remembering in collective memory.19 For her, canon and archive are in specific ways “anchored in institutions that are not closed against each other but allow for mutual influx and reshuffling,” which “accounts for the dynamics within cultural memory and keeps it open for change and negotiations,” which also explains the multiple use of recollections in collective memory and the booms in remembrance and forgetting that we also can observe with respect to the Anti-Napoleonic Wars.20
The dramatic war experiences of ordinary people – civilians, soldiers and officers – clearly led to the memory boom in the first decades after the Napoleonic Wars and were one important factor that informed communicative memory, far beyond the most affected regions. But these experiences of violence and death were more and more lost in the canon of the cultural memory of the Napoleonic Wars. Here, the heroic national narratives increasingly dominated. As long as historians of the era only focus on the canon of the collective memories of these wars and do not pay closer attention to archive and with it the dimension of violence; as long as they do not take into account the varied regional experiences of war and accept that the new forms of warfare had far-reaching consequences for civilians and soldiers alike, they cannot hope to grasp the modern character of these first “total wars”21 or to understand why these wars, and with them events such as the Battle of Leipzig, occupied such a significant place in popular regional, national and European commemoration during the nineteenth century.
The specific and often very violent experiences of war were, however, but one important factor that shaped memories. The competing political interpretations of the wars of 1813–15 were also highly significant. As this study has shown, central patterns of argumentation and concepts in the patriotic and national discourse developed during the turbulent period of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars would be drawn upon repeatedly throughout the long nineteenth century. This also applies to the understanding of key terms such as Nation and Volk or patriotism and citizenship, which were contested from the beginning, as well as to new, quite controversial ideas about the military and war and their relationship to politics. Central questions that were debated during and after the wars of 1813–15 more intensively than before included, on the one hand, what constituted the German nation, who belonged to it and under what conditions, and what duties and rights were associated with this affiliation; and on the other, whether these wars were “Wars of Liberation,” “Wars of Liberty” or “people’s wars.” The competing interpretations of the historical events that evolved within the debate over these key terms formed the political framework for the contested construction of national memory of the wars of 1813–15 in the German Confederation and German Empire, and with it recollections of the Battle of Leipzig.
The conservative Prussian-dominated master narrative spoke of “Wars of Liberation” fought by “subjects” who had followed their king’s call and, led by his generals, fought for liberation. Saxony and other states of the former Confederation of the Rhine ruled by monarchs as well as Austria shared a monarchic-conservative interpretation of the wars, but downplayed the role of Prussia and emphasized regional patriotism. The liberal German-national master narrative, in contrast, spoke of “Wars of Liberty” in which “the German people,” in a “free, autonomous movement,” had conducted a “struggle for outward and inward liberty.”22 A third interpretation that had gained influence since the Vormärz challenged both master narratives, but was and remained a minority position until 1914. Democrats and Marxists interpreted the wars of 1813–15 as “people’s wars”; however, unlike the German-national and liberal readings, their interpretation featured the autonomous agency of the “popular masses,” including the urban and rural poor.23 Franz Mehring, a Social Democratic historian and journalist, for example, argued in 1913 in his 1813 to 1819: From Kalisch to Karlsbad, that 1813 had not yet been a “struggle of the ‘peoples.’ ” Only in a few regions, such as Spain and the Tyrol in 1809 and Prussia and northern Germany in 1813, had “mass movements” emerged in the sense of a “people’s war,” and they had mainly been directed “against the foreigner and despot” Napoleon. Particularly in Prussia, however, the high degree of mobilization for the militia and volunteer units had been an “exceedingly rare achievement.” It was impossible to attain “such high troop figures, no matter how mighty the means of recruitment,” “if the population does not rush to arms with the greatest enthusiasm.”24 The present study does of course not share all elements of this interpretation, but it argues similarly that above all in 1813, the Prussian monarchy was able to launch the war and prosecute it successfully only because of the active support of large portions of the Prussian population, both men and women, especially in the cities, and one major reason for this support was the devastating experience of French occupation in 1806–08 and the continuing oppression and exploitation up to 1812.25
The debate over the name and meaning of the wars of 1813–15, which revolved around the role of “the people” or the “nation,” and the political claims derived from it, retained its politically explosive potential primarily up to the founding of the German Empire, as I have also shown. The legacy of these wars was used, on the one hand, to legitimate German-national desires for unification as well as liberal and democratic demands for increased political rights. On the other, it served to justify Prussia’s leadership role in the future of the newly founded German Empire. While the conflict surrounding the issue of “Wars of Liberation” versus “Wars of Liberty” continued to influence the construction of collective memory even after German unification by “blood and iron” in 1871, which culminated in a German nation-state without Austria, the conservative-monarchic narrative became increasingly dominant and also shaped recollections of the Battle of Leipzig.26 This Borussian master narrative continued, however, to compete with the German-national and liberal-democratic interpretations, as the analysis of academic, popular and military historiography, the construction of memory in published autobiography and war memoirs as well as novels of the recent past and historical novels has shown; but the influence of competing narratives receded steadily from the 1880s onward. The transformation of political culture and the growing influence of academic historiography, which in Imperial Germany was dominated by Prussianism and increasingly claimed sole interpretational sovereignty, were decisive here.27
The widely varying political and military situation in the different regions of Continental Europe between 1792 and 1815 was a further important factor that influenced memory construction. One example of long-term influence is the conflict over Saxony. After the Battle of Leipzig the Coalition put Saxony under Russian and then Prussian administration and temporarily deposed the Saxon King Friedrich August I, who had stuck by Napoleon to the end. This experience left a lasting impression on the collective memory of the Saxon monarchy. The fate of Saxony would become one of the main issues discussed at the Congress of Vienna in 1814 and 1815. In the end, Friedrich August I was restored to the throne, but lost 40 percent of his territory to Prussia. Saxony became one of the 39 members of the German Confederation.28 Because of this postwar development, memories of the war were highly conflicted in Saxony, even more so than in most other territories belonging to the Confederation of the Rhine. Like all former states of the Confederation, the Saxon monarchy had to confront its time as Napoleon’s ally in its memory construction. However, unlike all the other states that changed sides – at least quite late in the game, in most cases shortly before the decisive Battle of the Nations, when Napoleon’s defeat had become likely – Saxony remained on Napoleon’s side until the final defeat in Leipzig. In addition, more conservative supporters of Friedrich August I and his early-liberal and German-national opponents, many of whom had fought in 1813 as volunteers against Napoleon and their own king, competed in the process of memory construction in Saxony.
The Saxon case and the comparison with Prussia are interesting not just because of the specific interplay among the abovementioned factors in constructing collective memory, but because they also allow us to tease out the different roles and significance of the literary media of memory and their interactions as well as the influence of the changing political culture. The analysis of the contemporary press and autobiographical memories suggests that most Saxons, like the inhabitants of Prussia and other German regions, welcomed the victory over Napoleon at the Battle of Leipzig as well as the Coalition’s triumph in April 1814. Prussia’s role as a German driving force in this struggle was universally recognized.29 After the partition of Saxony, however, a strongly anti-Prussian tone emerged, at least in the local press. Regional historiography, which, as we have seen, arose in Saxony and other German states immediately after the war, also sought to portray the kingdom as a victim not just of Napoleon and the wars, but also of Prussia.30 This interpretation cannot, however, be found in many published autobiographies by Saxon authors, which represent about one-tenth of all the autobiographical texts published before 1875 studied here. Works written by civilians reported above all on the events surrounding the Battle of the Nations and their effects on the population, while military men depicted the devastating Russian campaign and emphasized the heroism, military honor and self-sacrifice of Saxon soldiers and officers. Saxon volunteers, in contrast, much like their former comrades-in-arms in Prussia, emphasized their German-national and early-liberal beliefs and commemorated the wars of 1813–15 as “Wars of Liberty.”31
The production of communicative memory, which, as I have shown, was intensively shaped by the boom in published autobiographical texts, was dominated overall by memoirs written by men, especially generals, officers and noncommissioned officers as well as volunteers, and also politicians and civil servants. On the whole, memory production began far earlier in the states of the former Confederation of the Rhine than in Prussia, apparently because people there felt a far greater need for individual and collective self-justification following the victory over Napoleon – their former ally. A broad wave of autobiographical publications by Prussian authors, which made up two-fifths of all texts, peaked around the fiftieth anniversary of the wars of 1813–15. These texts were mainly penned by officers, statesmen and patriots and stressed the outstanding role played by Prussia in the “struggle for liberation,” or by former volunteers defending the idea that the “Wars of Liberty” had been fought not just for liberation from the external enemy but also for inner freedom. Women were rare among the authors of history books and published autobiographies about the Anti-Napoleonic Wars. Their significant role during the wars of 1813–15 was generally ignored in both histories and autobiographical memory texts.32
The main genres of published works to recall their active support for the war, for example in the patriotic women’s associations, were novels of the recent past and historical novels. Women also represented a significantly higher proportion of their authors and readers. The companies that published novels had to serve their female audience if they hoped to be successful, and they therefore accepted far more female authors particularly for so-called women’s novels. The influence of the market on memory production is clear here, especially the rise of a national book market for a mass reading public, whose members drew their reading matter mainly from the lending libraries and in which women from the middle and lower middle classes and later workers represented a growing proportion. This influence is also evident in the treatment of regional political differences, which play a relatively minor part in the historical novels. While the texts were set throughout the German-speaking region, their authors were generally professional writers and thus far more dependent on the market than those of history books or autobiographies, who usually had other professions, so they had to offer topics and stories that appealed to a national market. A key function of the novels set during the Anti-Napoleonic Wars was to imagine the nation and – through the invariably deployed construct of the “Volk family,” which had already played a central role in the patriotic-national discourse of the remembered time itself – to define not just national belonging, but at the same time also hierarchies in the nation, and to determine the rights and duties of individuals according to their social position, age, family status and sex in a seemingly “natural” way.33
Patriotic and national festivals, rituals and symbols also fulfilled this task of at once creating national unity and differentiating within the nation. As we have seen, the period of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars saw the emergence of the national repertoire of ceremonies, rituals and symbols in political and military culture that would be deployed throughout the long nineteenth century, with specific forms and interpretations adapted to the concrete events of the time. One instance is the Iron Cross, a military decoration newly introduced in 1813 (as well as its female counterpart, the Luisenorden), and the ceremonies and rituals for commemorating heroes, which were developed during the wars of 1813–15 and continued up to 1914. Another is the many festivities dedicated to mobilization for war and demobilization. The history of the commemorative ceremonies as well as the culture of monuments recalling the Leipzig Battle of the Nations is a third one. The commemoration of this battle is an especially good example of the changing national memories of the wars of 1813–15 because of the battle’s central place in the national political culture. The development of the memories about it reflect the discussed lines of conflict in memory production and illustrate the continuing importance of anniversaries, which persists to this day: the twenty-fifth, fiftieth and one-hundredth anniversaries of the wars of 1813–15, like the bicentennial, were boom periods – at least in Germany – for the production of national memories.34
Changing National Memories
The anniversary of the Battle of Leipzig was celebrated for the first time on 18 and 19 October 1814 as the National Festival of the Germans. The suggestion for this celebration, which came from a circle of German-national patriots around the popular poet and journalist Ernst Moritz Arndt, was associated from the beginning with the idea of building a national monument.35 While the idea of the National Festival was taken up widely in the German-speaking region in 1814, decades would pass before the planned monument was finally realized.36 Commemorative ceremonies were also held in the following two Octobers. As part of the politics of restoration, the authorities increasingly suppressed the “National Festivals of the Germans” held everywhere to recall the “people’s participation” in the “War of Liberty,” however, since their German-national and early liberal tendencies were deemed inopportune.37 Historians consider the National Festival with services of thanksgiving, festival processions, gymnastics demonstrations, bonfires with torch relays and a wealth of patriotic speeches and songs to be a “matrix of the nineteenth-century German national festivals.” With its ceremonies and symbolism, it also provided the model for later festivities to mark the twenty-fifth, fiftieth and one-hundredth anniversaries of the Battle of Leipzig.38
The twenty-fifth anniversary was observed mainly on the regional level. Veterans of the wars of 1813–15, who since the 1830s, mainly in Prussia, had increasingly formed their own organizations, especially the so-called Garrison and Militia Support Associations, became important sponsors of the festivities.39 Alongside them the Associations to Commemorate the Leipzig Battle of the Nations, founded in 1814, continued to exist in some places, one was Leipzig, or were reactivated. In 1838, in the context of regional celebrations for the twenty-fifth anniversary, the Leipzig Association to Commemorate the 19th of October initiated the erection of local monuments at key memorial sites of the battle in Leipzig and its environs. The association’s stated goal was to recall the great sacrifices made by the region and to emphasize its contribution to the national history of liberation with local memorials to outstanding military men and patriots as well as local battle sites. The association organized all of the consecration ceremonies for the first eight monuments, which were erected between 1845 and 1863, in conjunction with the local authorities, the Lutheran Church and local associations – here, too, taking up the tradition of 1813–15.40
On the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary the association erected 44 additional “landmarks” on the battlefield. The initiative for this came from the Leipzig legal scholar, writer and local historian Theodor Apel, who also financed it because he hoped that “our future grandchildren may someday visit the landmarks as the last that bear witness, on the battlefields of Leipzig, to struggle and war, that is, to the terrible mischief for which mankind misuses the powers granted by God.”41 In all, well over 100 memorials – monuments, boulders, solitary graves, plaques and the “Apel stones” – to the days of October 1813 were erected in Leipzig and its surroundings in the nineteenth century.42 The 1863 anniversary was celebrated throughout Germany, especially among the national-liberal middle classes. Leipzig was the central commemorative site of a great national celebration mounted by the German cities, notably Berlin and Leipzig, with the acquiescence of the Saxon government. After the failed Revolution of 1848–49, this celebration represented a clear statement of political will on the part of the national-liberal middle classes, with which they underlined the unmet demands of 1813 for unity and liberty – much like the very popular histories of the “Wars of Liberty” from this time and the many historical novels, which in this heyday of the genre recalled the “struggle for unity and liberty” of the years 1813–15. The organizers of the national commemorative celebration in Leipzig accordingly also very deliberately resorted to the ceremonial forms, images, symbols and rhetoric of the “Wars of Liberty,” and integrated the Burschenschaften as well as the gymnastic and choral associations into the festival program, groups that had already played an active part in fashioning the National Festival of the Germans in 1814. Songs from the “Wars of Liberty” naturally also formed part of the festivities. As in 1813, songs by Arndt and Körner were especially popular among the participants. The central procession in Leipzig assigned a prominent position to the surviving veterans of 1813–15, without regard to military or social rank, which was meant to symbolize their equal status as “comrades, warriors and victors in Germany’s greatest battle.”43 A special place in the festival procession was also reserved for the white-clad “maidens of honor,” daughters of the Leipzig bourgeoisie. As in the poetry and pictures of the years 1813–15, they represented the “priestesses of victory, joy and hope” and thus, as had been the case in the patriotic-national celebrations during the wars of 1813–15, these “German maidens” embodied the future of the German nation.44 Some 20,000 people in all took part in the festival procession proper; the estimated number of spectators was about 100,000. At the close of the festivities the idea of a national monument was taken up again, and the foundation stone was laid just outside the city. It would be another 50 years, however, before the memorial was inaugurated.45
The 1913 jubilee celebrations were very different from those of 1863. It was only after the Wars of Unification, in the newly founded German Empire, that recollections of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars increasingly disappeared from communicative memory and became part of cultural memory. Their significance in national memory was overlaid by, or associated with, the Wars of Unification. More than 40 years after the 1871 founding of the empire, the focus was on the German-national myth of the Battle of the Nations as the “German people’s natal hour,” which had unleashed the “noblest forces” of “folkdom, of the German Volk consciousness.” This myth had become increasingly influential since the founding of the empire, which broad segments of the national-liberal middle classes, in particular, interpreted as the “execution” of 1813. It found expression in the monumental architecture of the memorial to the Battle of the Nations in Leipzig. The erection of this monument was initiated in 1894 by the League of German Patriots. Construction was almost wholly financed by donations, and for that reason could not begin until 1898. Even today, the 91-meter-high colossus is the tallest monument in Europe.46
Like the entire collective memory of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars, the monument linked past, present and future, and this is also expressed in the architecture itself. On the one hand, the monument was designed to honor the fallen German warriors of the Battle of the Nations (the many dead of other nations who fought on both sides were not commemorated). Death in the past was meant to lend a sacred character to the idea of the nation in the present. On the other, it was to serve as a reminder to coming generations. The monument’s lower story contains a crypt supported by eight columns, which is open at the top and guarded by two colossal mourning warriors. The crypt leads to the upper story, the temple-like Hall of Fame of the German People, featuring four gigantic sculptural groups symbolizing the supposedly specific German national virtues: self-sacrifice, courage, strength of belief and the power of the people. These virtues were expected of all Germans, male and female, in the present and the future.47
Six hundred thousand people had already visited the site during construction. The national monument was consecrated on 18 October 1913 with a gigantic procession and in the presence of Emperor Wilhelm II. The 100,000 participants included 45,000 gymnasts from every corner of the empire who had come to Leipzig in “messenger relays” and some 3,000 professors and students in their Burschenschaft uniforms, as well as members of veterans’, choral, gymnastic and shooting associations from all over Germany, whose donations had contributed significantly to funding construction.48 Not everyone joined the national hymns of praise to the memorial, however. In the Social Democratic milieu it was known disparagingly as “the rock-pile.” During the week of the consecration, the Social Democratic Party held large protest rallies in Leipzig against the “nationalist lies about history” that the monument embodied and the prevailing general bellicose mood in national-conservative circles. It warned with the protest against the dangers of a new war.49 The Free German Youth movement also organized a counter-event, which took place on 11 and 12 October 1913 on the Hoher Meißner, a mountain in Hesse. Two to three thousand boys and girls mainly from middle- and upper-class backgrounds took part in this Festival of Youth directed against the authorities of the Wilhelmine Empire and their militarism.50
Such protests could not halt the machinery of nationalist spectacle, however. Among the “noblest forces” lauded in speeches and the press on the occasion of the inauguration ceremony of 19 October 1913 was the willingness to sacrifice oneself unconditionally for the nation. This quality was in great demand again on the eve of the First World War. The festivities of 1913 conveyed an image of war calculated to prepare people mentally for a great new battle of the nations and praised war as a catalyst for national unity and renewal. This image of war met with broad approval even in national-liberal educated middle-class circles. Thus, in the chapter on “The German Risings of 1813, 1848, 1870 and 1914” in his 1914 work The German Rising of 1914, which appeared shortly after the war began, the Berlin historian Friedrich Meinecke consciously refers to the war tradition of 1813–15. He stresses that “death for the fatherland, that ancient sacrifice [...] has assumed a new and eternal significance” and signifies “a sacred spring for all of Germany.”

In the years before we were apparently incurably divided and often quite wearied and disheartened by our unfortunate class and religious hatreds and the threats to our spiritual life. Now at one stroke we are lifted above all barriers, a single, mighty, and deep-breathing community of the people, unto life and death.51


For him and many other educated, national-liberal men of the middle classes who welcomed the new war in 1914, this closed the circle to the wars of 1813–15. In fact, the First World War initiated a new round in the production of heroic recollections in cultural memory, in which the history of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars and the Battle of the Nations were once again deployed for present-day purposes. Important stages in this process were its cooptation by the national-conservative right, with nationalist-völkisch and militarist intent, during the Weimar Republic and then by the Nazi Party during the Third Reich.52 In the last decades before World War I, the sufferings of soldiers and the civilian population during the Anti-Napoleonic Wars and the massive battle at Leipzig, along with the liberal and democratic tradition of interpretation, were increasingly sinking into oblivion in cultural memory. It was forgotten in the “archive” of collective memory. In the “canon” a heroic and nationalist master narrative dominated until 1945.
Forgetting and Remembering
Aleida Assman’s distinction between “canon” and “archive” helps us to understand the complicated process of forgetting and remembering in cultural memory. Her emphasis on the complex interplay between several factors in this process, especially the role of institutions and different media and their specific modes of transmission, explains the mechanisms of forgetting and remembering.53 The history of memories of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars in Prussia and Germany and of the central battle at Leipzig affirms the complex interactions among a number of factors in the construction of collective memories and their transformation. The specific experiences, politics and political culture, the (literary) market and the respective function and mode of operation of individual media of memory such as history books and commemorative volumes, biographies, autobiographies and war memoirs, songs and poems as well as novels were of particular importance in the case explored here.
This study, however, also points to the central influence of class and gender differences on the construction of memory – an aspect long neglected in the scholarship on memory. Not just the discourses on the nation and war at the time of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars themselves, but also the construction of memories of those wars, were organized along class lines and were highly gendered. Class and gender marked not only the identity of the agents and institutions that produced memories and their political influence as well as access to different media of memory and the market, but also the media of memory utilized and the constructed memories themselves.54 For different social strata and both sexes, various literary media were influential in the discourse of the time of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars themselves, as well as in the construction of collective memories, and the process of remembering and forgetting. History books, autobiographies and war memoirs largely targeted men, especially men of the educated strata. They told the stories of male heroes in war and politics – male-connoted areas of “the public.” It was mainly historical novels that reached female readers and later also workers in large numbers. Fittingly, they addressed the home front at war, spoke about the family, and reflected upon the question of who, in which positions and roles, belonged to the aspired to and later realized German nation. The image of the nation as a “valorous Volk family” in which each individual was assigned duties and rights in keeping with his or her age, class and gender proved especially durable. This model of the national gender and social order during wartime, which evolved in the discourse of the time of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars, appeared repeatedly in the nationalist and militarist propaganda of the two World Wars.55
Historians also long forgot the transnational or European dimension of recollections of the time of the Napoleonic Wars, which was stylized as the founding era of the nation in many other countries in Europe, just as it was in the German Confederation and Imperial Germany.56 Sooner or later, depending on the specific political culture, the developmental stage of academic historiography and the literary market, a stronger interest in history, especially the recent past, emerged everywhere.57 The central contents of and booms in memory differ greatly in the various countries. The media of memory, in contrast, and their specific modes of transmission, are similar. During the course of the nineteenth century, the historical novel became one of the most important literary media of memory for broad segments of the population in many European countries. It helped to make history vivid and emotional, and brought the past into the present and the future.58 Facilitated by technical advances in book production and the expanding literary markets, historical novels crossed national borders, but only when the story or at least the message was transnational. In this way they offered alternative perspectives and interpretations for remembering the Napoleonic era that challenged national narratives. An important reason for the wide dissemination of translations, which in the 1850s and 1860s comprised up to one-third of all novels on the German market, was that they were far cheaper than German novels, whose authors had to be paid appropriately. The influence of translations fell significantly from the early 1870s onward, when authors’ and publishing rights were regulated on the international level for the first time. This development supported the “nationalization” of cultural memories.59
In the twentieth century, alongside the novel, the new mass medium of film took over the function of bringing memories to a broad public and crossed national boundaries in the process. The spread of cinema in the 1920s went hand in hand with a further Europeanization of memories of the wars between 1792 and 1815, since most films were produced for an international audience. At the same time, however, there were strong national differences in filmic memory. A nationalist politics of memory is especially evident in the film production of Weimar and Nazi Germany. Films on the Napoleonic era, which was mythologized as a “period of national uprising,” were quite clearly used to process the defeat of 1918.60
The European transfer of memories of the era of the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars was particularly successful where novels and films offered intersections and congruities between various national memories. Because this only applied to a small proportion of works, the memories remained largely tied to the framework of national reception. Many novels and films simply lacked the requisite transnational connections. Moreover, after a while the need for European topoi of memory appears to have been satisfied. In general, the formation of national master narratives on recollections of the Napoleonic Wars had apparently been largely completed with the transition from communicative to cultural memory in the 1860s and 1870s. Afterward, few new topoi emerged, and the circulating topoi were merely repeated, extended, advanced, completed and updated. These adaptations were mainly oriented toward the respective contemporary interests and expressed specific national memory constellations and booms. They therefore say far more about the time in which they were produced than they do about the remembered time.
In retrospect, a regional and temporal framework becomes visible in which a European landscape of memories of the Napoleonic Wars and with them an image of Europe constituted itself in the long term. This landscape of memory was shaped above all by concrete places and spaces (Trafalgar, Austerlitz, Madrid/Spain/Iberian Peninsula, Tyrol, Berezina/Moscow/Russia, Leipzig/Paris/Elba, Waterloo/St Helena) as well as their anniversaries and the divergent but also shared memories related to them. In addition, a basic repertoire of heroes and antiheroes arose that was familiar in all European countries. The figure of Napoleon Bonaparte clearly dominated here. Leading military men like the Britons General Wellington and Admiral Nelson, the Prussian General von Blücher, the Austrian Field Marshal Schwarzenberg or the Russian General Kutuzov were also of universal significance. Statesmen and monarchs such as the Austrian Minister von Metternich or the Russian Tsar Alexander I rounded out the picture. Only a few female figures played a central role in European memory. Among them were Joséphine de Beauharnais, Napoleon’s first wife, and Queen Luise of Prussia. There were also central collective European topoi, such as the “time of the French,” “Spanish guerilla warfare,” the “Russian campaign” or the “Cossacks.”61
Nowadays too, spaces, heroes and anniversaries form the European memories of the Napoleonic Wars and their last chapter, the successful struggle against Napoleon in 1813–15. For fans of the Emperor and military buffs, battlegrounds, campaigns, uniforms and weapons are still at the forefront of their remembrance, as the popularity of the reenactments at central battle sites of the Napoleonic Wars and the many military history books on the period written for a broad audience demonstrate. Napoleon is still among the major historical figures who fascinate historians and readers alike, as the large number of new biographical studies indicate. But his interpretation changed; historians depict him more ambivalently and critically, as a great military leader, political reformer and ruthless imperialist.62 The main national myths and legends of the time still have their place in national memories, but they are now also critically deconstructed. Today’s memories, colored by antinationalist and antiwar sentiment, accentuate the transnational, European and even global dimension of the Napoleonic Wars and emphasize the need for international understanding, as the celebration of the bicentenary of the wars of 1813–15 in Germany demonstrates.
These and many other past and current memories of the period share a common denominator: The more complex the mnemonic potential of these places, persons, groups, events and ideas, the greater their significance in the European landscape of memory, as is evident from the many events and publications of the past decade in various European countries marking the anniversaries of 1805, 1806, 1809, 1812 and 1813, and as the bicentennial celebrations for the Battle of Waterloo in 2015 will doubtless show again. The power of the anniversaries that shape remembrance, however, makes it likely that once the current series of anniversary years is over the media, and with them the public, will soon lose interest in the period of the Anti-Napoleonic Wars once again, only to enthusiastically embrace the next jubilee of another historical event. Nowadays, market interests seem to determine the production of history and memory more than ever before.
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