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COLIN STORER, Britain and the Weimar Republic: The History of a
Cultural Relationship, International Library of Twentieth Century
History (London: Tauris Academic Studies, 2010), 256 pp. ISBN 978 1
84885 140 5. £54.50

The fascination of the Weimar Republic as a subject of historical
research seems undiminished. Recent years have seen not a decline,
but a steady increase in the stream of works covering a wide variety
of topics from all areas, whether political, social, or cultural. One of
the reasons for this continued interest is the short lived and contra-
dictory nature of the Republic. Regarded even by contemporaries as
the laboratory of modernity, Weimar’s reputation was based on pio-
neering developments in the arts and architecture and the breaking
down of social conventions, with Berlin being seen as the epitome of
the Roaring Twenties. At the same time, remnants of the past loomed
large in the political and social fabric of the Republic. Strong monar-
chist and militaristic traditions spring to mind as well as a civil serv-
ice and judiciary largely unchanged since Wilhelmine days. The Re -
pub lic’s demise, of course, remains one of the key points of interest
for historians, but there has been a noticeable shift away from the
question ‘Why did it fail?’ to ‘Did it fail?’ to quote Peter Fritzsche. As
a consequence, the historiography on Weimar has become more
diverse with a stronger emphasis on social and cultural issues.

The study under review here falls into the latter category. Sub -
titled The History of a Cultural Relationship, Storer’s work, which is
based on his Ph.D. thesis, is, in fact, quite narrowly focused on a
small group of British intellectuals and their perceptions of the
Weimar Republic. The cultural and social modernity of Weimar is one
of the key themes, which is not surprising, given the subject of the
analysis. Storer’s aim is to explore the reasons for the attraction that
British intellectuals suddenly developed to a country that ‘had
recently been the enemy in the most destructive conflict Europe had
ever known’ (p. 2). By definition, this group of individuals had a nat-
ural interest in all things new and exciting, which were not in short
supply in Weimar Germany, ‘a nation somehow uniquely in tune
with the zeitgeist of the 1920s’ (p. 3).

Storer’s main aim is to counterbalance the dominant influence of
the novels by Christopher Isherwood and his circle of friends on the
image of the Weimar Republic in the English-speaking world. He has
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certainly achieved this objective. Both the definition of the term
‘intellectual’ and the selection of individuals ensure that a wide and,
above all, representative spectrum of views is covered. The sample
includes a diverse range of people such as the novelist Edward
Sackville-West, the artist Wyndham Lewis, the campaigner E. D.
Morel, and the journalist Frederick Voigt. The concentration on these
intellectuals, who had travelled to Germany at the time, demon-
strates the varying impact that this direct exposure had on their
views and allows changes in their perceptions to be tracked. The
restriction of the primary sources to personal accounts—memoirs,
diaries, correspondence, and fictional works—is sensible, but not
without risk. Material of this nature can be inaccurate, unverifiable,
and might not even represent the true views of the authors. Storer
deals with this potential pitfall by keeping a critical distance, point-
ing out inaccuracies, and setting observations into context in an
exemplary manner. The thematic approach makes the study highly
accessible and also reduces redundancies. The seven chapters deal
with such themes as the impact of war and peace on British attitudes
towards Germany, the occupation of the Rhineland, the dominant
influence of Berlin, the views of female intellectuals, the representa-
tion of Weimar Ger many in fiction, and the German fascist move-
ment.

One of the most interesting aspects of the study is covered in the
first chapter. It examines British travel and tourism to Germany in
the 1920s, a facet of the Anglo-German relationship in the inter-war
period so far largely ignored. It is remarkable to see how many
Britons visited Germany at this time. There were many different rea-
sons for their trips. The first to go to Germany were soldiers of the
occupation force, closely followed by diplomats, journalists, and the
administrative staff of the various inter-allied bodies. Once normal
relations had been re-established, a growing number of businessmen
started to arrive. Over time Germany also became an increasingly
popular destination for growing mass tourism. In part this was the
rediscovery of a country that had been a well-established destination
for British travellers in pre-war times; in part it was attributable to
the favourable exchange rate during the inflation years, which meant
that transport, accommodation, and food and drink were available at
bargain prices. Some visitors were driven by sexual adventurism,
something that the sex and entertainment industry in Berlin catered
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for very well. This of course, was also why many intellectuals were
drawn to Weimar Germany. The extent of these contacts contrasts
starkly with those at official level. Despite the re-establishment of
diplomatic relations in 1920, no ministerial or state visits took place
until Chancellor Brüning travelled to London in 1931. And not until
the mid 1920s was the boycott of German scientists and artists in
Britain formally ended.

The chapters dealing with political themes offer fewer ground-
breaking new insights, but confirm the well-documented findings of
other research on the general perception of Germany in Britain dur-
ing the inter-war period. This is definitely true of the section dealing
with the impact of war and peace on British attitudes. That hatred of
the enemy was stronger on the home front than in the trenches, that
the long-term psychological effect on many soldiers was to turn them
into advocates of peace and reconciliation, that the terms of the peace
soon came to be regarded as unfair or even vindictive, that only a
revision would pacify a troubled Continent, and that France’s at -
tempts to enforce the peace treaty were counter-productive is widely
accepted. The main protagonists Storer has chosen for this part are H.
W. Dawson, Harold Nicolson, and John Meynard Keynes, who were
members of the British delegation at Versailles and later became the
leading advocates of revision. As their accounts of events have fea-
tured in numerous other works, it is only logical that Storer comes to
similar conclusions.

In a way this also applies to the section on the ‘German Fascisti’.
The attitudes of the intellectuals whom Storer has selected here
towards the National Socialists reflect similar views held by other sec-
tions of the British public. They ranged from antagonism or ignorance
to open sympathy if the Nazis were noticed at all, which depended
largely on their political fortunes. He justifies focusing on Nazism as
the only extremist political movement under scrutiny as a way of
invalidating Isherwood’s notion of Weimar as a doomed state and
society. Storer establishes the significant fact that most of Isher wood’s
contemporaries held a very different view. Despite the Re public’s
political and economic troubles, he suggests, ‘few British in tel lectuals
regarded it as being in terminal decline and, more importantly, few if
any saw the Nazis as its inevitable, or even likely, successors’ (p. 171).

The strongest parts of Storer’s study are those in which he recon-
structs the impact that direct encounters with the reality of life in
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Weimar Germany had on British visitors. For this purpose, taking a
closer look at the British occupation of the Rhineland makes sense,
for once the numbers of British service personnel and their depend-
ents stationed there had reached a certain level, they in turn attract-
ed many other visitors wanting to see for themselves how Britons
and Germans lived together side-by-side. Storer finds that the occu-
pation was instrumental in changing British official and public opin-
ion towards the Weimar Republic, as the ‘experience of British ser-
vicemen and their civilian counterparts living cheek-by-jowl with the
Germans in the Rhineland did much to popularise a more sympa-
thetic attitude towards the former enemy’ (p. 58). By including
women writers, Storer adds a very important and so far often neg-
lected female perspective to his work. The focus on women’s living
conditions and their place in contemporary German society opens up
a human dimension that complements other accounts of direct en -
coun ters and is crucial to the change in perceptions mentioned
above.

Finally, Storer deconstructs the myth that Berlin was the epitome
of the Roaring Twenties. It was, in fact, not only an important Euro -
pean cultural centre but at the forefront of modern art, literature,
music, film, and architecture. It was also a Mecca for sexual pleasure-
seekers and a city plagued by political and social unrest that seemed
to be in constant crisis. It was this mixture that made it a magnet for
so many British intellectuals. Its contradictions and extremes caused
reactions ranging from an enthusiastic embrace to disillusioned dis-
dain. By disentangling these opposing views Storer is able to show
that there were two common threads uniting almost all British visi-
tors to the German capital: they thought Berlin was quintessentially
modern and they regarded it as emblematic of the country.

The most significant shortcoming of this otherwise fine piece of
research is that Storer has made no attempt to link the perceptions
and attitudes of the selected intellectuals towards Weimar Germany
with the wider debate in Britain. Given that, by Storer’s definition,
intellectuals are leading cultural figures and shapers of opinion it
would have been interesting to see what impact their writings actu-
ally had, not least because the sample includes quite a few journalists
and popular authors whose works reached a mass audience. Other
than that, Storer has presented a well-structured, well-written, and
compact study that offers a fresh perspective on the image of Weimar



Ger many among an influential segment of the British elite. It
achieves its prime objective of correcting the image of a doomed
democratic experiment that has been popularized in the English-
speaking world by the works of Isherwood, Auden, and their friends.
It is particularly strong in the sections that deal with the modern
aspects of the Weimar Republic in culture, arts, and society. Above
all, it helps to fill a gap in the still sparsely researched British percep-
tions of Germany in the inter-war period.

THOMAS WITTEK is Press and Public Affairs Officer at the British
Consulate-General Düsseldorf. He is author of Auf ewig Feind? Das
Deutschlandbild in den britischen Massenmedien nach dem Ersten Welt -
krieg (2005).
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