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ANNA VON DER GOLTZ, Hindenburg: Power, Myth, and the Rise of
the Nazis, Oxford Historical Monographs (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2009), xv + 325 pp. ISBN 978 0 19 957032 4. £30.00

Recent years have seen the publication of three monographs about
Field Marshal and Reich President Paul von Hindenburg, undoubt-
edly a key figure of German history in the turbulent years between
1914 and 1933. Hindenburg is a rewarding topic for a cultural histo-
ry of politics because his power was based not only on the office of
Reichspräsident that had been conferred on him, but also on mythical-
ly heightened acclamation of him as an individual. For the publica-
tion of her 2007 Oxford Ph.D. thesis, Anna von der Goltz had to con-
tend with the difficulty that two studies published in 2007,1 includ-
ing one by the present reviewer, anticipated many of the findings of
her work. Thus the crucial question to ask is: what can she present
that is new in terms of methodology and content? For essentially, she
comes to identical conclusions concerning Hindenburg’s political
influence, namely, that he was by no means a politically inexperi-
enced dotard manipulated by sophisticated advisers, but an alert and
confident instinctive politician who was well aware that his biggest
political capital was his symbolic standing. Thus Hindenburg himself
took an active part in the process of creating the myth that sur-
rounded his person. Von der Goltz thus makes an important contri-
bution to characterizing Hindenburg as a thoroughly modern ruler
who was, to some extent, a ‘great communicator’.

Methodologically, however, the author does not exhaust the con-
ceptual and heuristic potential of cultural history to mark the trans-
lation of culturally anchored disposition into political action. It is dif-
ficult to understand why the concept of the symbol, which is well
established in the cultural sciences, is not given a more central part in
her argument, for it suggests that Hindenburg was capable of
embodying politically and culturally anchored assumptions and thus
of achieving the feat of representation that was fundamental to his
claim to power. Instead, von der Goltz restricts herself to concentrat-
ing on the concept of myth, which allows her to treat the narrative

1 Jesko von Hoegen, Der Held von Tannenberg: Genese und Funktion des Hinden -
burg-Mythos (1914–1934) (Cologne, 2007); and Wolfram Pyta, Hindenburg:
Herrschaft zwischen Hohenzollern und Hitler (Munich, 2007).
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embellishment and emotional evocativeness of the qualities ascribed
to Hindenburg, but enables her to say less about the politically and
culturally anchored substantive core of his capacity to be representa-
tive.

Von der Goltz’s main achievement is to emphasize the enormous
scope of this myth. From 1914 on, Hindenburg attracted the projec-
tions of various different political ideologies to himself like a magnet,
and from 1925 particularly of the Social Democrats and left Liberals.
Hindenburg’s image was permanently developing, and this flexible
‘styling’ allowed him to connect with whatever the most important
political movement of the time was. In this way he was even able to
survive the defeat of 1918 politically undamaged.

In demonstrating this, the author provides important support for
the thesis recently emphasized by the political scientist André
Brodocz, namely, that functioning polities must give their citizens
offers of integration with a high degree of interpretative openness.
Hindenburg can serve as a model for this: his person and the imagi-
nations placed upon it created an integrative area which differed
structurally from the deep oppositions in the society and party poli-
tics of the Weimar Republic.

But at the same time—and this is another theoretical conclusion
that can be drawn from the study under review—the integrative
phase of Hindenburg’s period of office (1925–32) created the illusion
among many supporters of the Republic that Hindenburg would not
surrender the achievements of the constitutional state to Hitler. To a
certain extent, therefore, they fell victim to a political illusion created
by the Hindenburg myth that they themselves had fostered.
Hindenburg disarmed even conservative misgivings about the trans-
fer of power to Hitler because his myth fed false hopes that he would
stop Hitler if he tried to set up a dictatorship. Von der Goltz point-
edly describes this ambivalence of the Hindenburg myth as follows:
‘Hindenburg could be a saviour from Weimar and a saviour of Weimar
within the space of a few years’ (p. 214).

A more profound cultural history would have found it worth ask-
ing why Hindenburg was so successfully able to mobilize the quali-
ties ascribed to him by a large majority of the German people: doing
one’s duty, calmness and inner unity in the First World War, and loy-
alty and a willingness to make sacrifices during the turbulent times
of 1918–19. Here it is appropriate to ask whether Hindenburg’s sym-
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bolic leadership qualities were subject to a process of attrition, as can
be shown, for example, by looking at how the concept of loyalty was
interpreted differently by Hindenburg and his initial antagonist,
Hitler. For Hindenburg, ‘loyalty’ ultimately meant the expectation
that others would subordinate themselves to his leadership because
of his achievements as a military leader in the world war. This expec-
tation was undermined to the extent that a generation of people who
had taken part in the war claimed political leadership for themselves,
arguing that ‘loyalty’ could only be demanded in a community based
on the experience of the trenches and with an egalitarian constitu-
tion. From this we can seamlessly derive the conclusion that van der
Goltz rightly stresses, namely, that his victory in the elections for
Reich President in 1932 made Hindenburg the ‘final arbiter of Hitler’
(p. 166): a Field Marshal who had much in common with Hitler, but
wanted to dictate the terms under which the representative of the
Front generation should be allowed to have power. On the whole,
therefore, this precisely written study by Anna von der Goltz encour-
ages us to take a closer look at the interdisciplinary cultural history
of politics in the Weimar Republic. 
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