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New Research Topics at the GHI 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 

The Season of Thoughts Out of Season: Aesthetics, Religion, and Politics, 

1814–1848 

Despite Max Weber‘s insistence that a ―demystification of the world‖ is one of the 

hallmarks of modern times, the nineteenth century also witnessed a significant re-

Christianization of society. In reaction against rationalism, secularization, and the 

intellectualization of faith in the age of the Enlightenment, many members of the 

European elite and lower classes embraced Christian belief during the Romantic era. The 

struggle between secular and religious, liberal and conservative powers inevitably shaped 

the production of culture, contributing to—and mirrored by—the fragmentation of the 

artistic idiom into a multitude of competing styles and artistic concepts. Based on case 

studies, in this project I examine the social and cultural significance of organized religion 

and popular religiosity in nineteenth-century France, Germany, and the United States. 

This comparative approach aims to illuminate the role of religion as a cultural and 

political factor in the first half of the nineteenth century. Religious art, like religion itself, 

exerted especial influence on the creation and definition of popular culture. In this 

context, I investigate how political beliefs and social conditions in Europe and America 

shaped the artistic and literary production of the time, in which ways they played 

themselves out in expressions of taste, and how strong the connections were between 

taste, class, and political movements. 

The significant impact on religious imagery of both social developments and changes 

within religious dogma can be traced in iconographic as well as stylistic innovations. For 

example, in the course of industrialization and the emergence of new leisure activities, a 

significant number of men left the churches, whereas the majority of women remained 

within the sphere of institutionalized 
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faith. As the churches strove to adapt to this new situation, religion and religious practice 

became increasingly ―feminized.‖ In religious art, this feminization resulted in a certain 

sweetness, sentimentality, and in a specifically female iconography, as paradigmatically 

represented in the work of Marie Ellenrieder or Joseph von Führich, whose ―Gang 

Mariens über das Gebirge‖ (Maria‘s Walk Through the Mountains, 1841) became 

extremely popular. Being anti-modernist in outlook, the aesthetics of those segments of 

society that radical and bourgeois thinkers marginalized—such as women of the lower 

classes, who were among the most fervent supporters of religious revival movements—

formed an important part of modernity, reacting, even if negatively, to the sweeping 

changes taking place in the economy and society. 

The impact of religion on the production of both high art and mass culture thereby 

was decisively molded by the reciprocal relationships between the dichotomies that 

shaped the period from 1814 to 1848: for instance, the simultaneous crisis in and 

reawakening of Christian belief or the inclination toward a secularized political public 

sphere on the one hand and the re-Christianization of private life on the other. These 

tensions and ambiguities, among others, were the defining features of Prussia in the first 

half of the nineteenth century. In Prussia the tendency toward the privatization of 

religious faith corresponded to efforts to reinstate a personalized form of government as 

represented paradigmatically by Friedrich Wilhelm IV, king of Prussia from 1840 to 

1861. Likewise, religious artists, such as the Nazarenes, wrestled with these issues as 

they attempted to fashion a social, spiritual, and intellectual alternative to the 

revolutionary and secularist legacy of the eighteenth century. The coexistence of 

competing, even contradictory social concepts and their reflection in religious art as well 

as in historical painting between 1814 and 1848 forms the core of the project. 

Another aspect that has to be considered regarding the phenomenon of re-

Christianization is the rise of what Stephen Bann has called ―historical-mindedness.‖ In a 

century typified by an ardent striving for ―historicization,‖ religion and religious art 

played an important part in the process of inventing traditions and also served 
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as wellsprings of secular legitimation for conservative rulers such as the kings of Prussia 

and Bavaria. In general, the idea of selfhood and individuality as mediated by the 

historical past and the rise of historical-mindedness as ―a substratum to almost every type 

of cultural activity‖ (Stephen Bann, Romanticism and the Rise of History, Twayne‘s 

Studies in Intellectual and Cultural History [New York, 1995]) represent central aspects 

of nineteenth-century culture. In particular, medievalism gained a new psychological 

meaning for both artists and beholders. As history became the prism through which the 

century saw itself, the creation of national myths and the sanctification of historical 

incidents became a dominant factor in cultural practice. Medievalism not only played a 

crucial part in the definition of individual selfhood and personal identity but also in the 

construction of national identity. By fabricating the past, artists, historians, politicians, 

and scholars, to mention just four prominent groups, established images of the Middle 

Ages that were then often used as models for the present and as guiding principles for 

new social structures. History, like art itself, thereby functioned as a substitute for or a 

displacer of religion as a way of establishing both identity and an ethical system. 

In the continuing conflict between France and Germany these images were imbued 

with nationalistic rhetoric that also exercised a powerful influence on artistic practice and 

art theory and criticism. As a result of the highly political overtones of religion, and thus 

religious art, at the beginning of the century, an ideological attitude toward art production 

was encouraged among religious artists. By equating style and ethics, debates over 

technique automatically turned into discussions about value systems. Political and 

ideological implications of style, for example, crystallized in the representation of the 

body. Yet, the religiousness of ultramontane Catholic artists formed a discourse that 

undermined and contradicted the articulation of nationalistic viewpoints in both countries 

because they looked toward Rome instead of their own capitals for guidance and 

inspiration. 

Although the nineteenth century witnessed a profound modernization of the churches 

and a fundamental readjustment of reli- 
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gious practice and doctrine to the needs of the masses, the churches also increasingly 

relied on the ruling political powers during the course of the century. They considered 

them to be their natural allies in the struggle against revolutionary movements, which 

they regarded as hostile to religious institutions. Not able to cope with the social question 

and the impoverishment of the masses on a broader, institutionalized level, the churches 

used their considerable power in effect to domesticate and silence the lower classes. The 

consolation they had promised turned sour, however, because they failed to help the poor. 

Instead of ardently searching for economic solutions, the churches began to employ 

images of saints as role models for the proletariat. By comparing the situation of the 

lower classes with Christian martyrdom, they suggested eternal reward for mundane 

suffering. An analysis of the employment of religious imagery for conservative politics 

concludes my study. 

 

Cordula A. Grewe 

 

Gender Politics in Postwar Germany and America 

I am currently working on two projects within the larger field of gender politics in 

postwar Germany and America. The first project is to write a history of the German 

Association of University Women (GAUW) in the postwar period. The GAUW was 

founded in 1926 and followed the American and British examples of reorganizing women 

academics of all faculties and professions in order to strengthen their call for better 

conditions inside and outside the universities. The project aims to trace networks on the 

international scene and ask whether and how the organizations especially promoted 

scientific exchange among Europe, the United States, and the rest of the world. The 

period of the closest German-American relations begins, of course, in the postwar period 

after the re-founding of the GAUW in 1949. (The Nazis had closed down the organi-

zation in 1935, and many of its members were forced to resign from academic positions 

and emigrate in order to escape persecution and 


