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654 pp. ISBN 978 3 506 72922 4. €88.00

For understandable reasons, military history was not an entirely
respectable field for German historians for a generation or so after
1945. For equally understandable reasons, much post-war work on
Germany’s substantial military past written by non-German histor -
ians, if it dealt with periods before 1870, was fired by the desire to
research the roots of German militarism and its perceived responsi-
bility for what Michael Roberts once termed ‘the abyss of the twen-
tieth century’. As Peter Wilson has pointed out, specialist accounts of
the German military past often differed little from a popular view
which generalized ‘largely from the Prussian experience to chart the
seemingly inexorable rise of German military power and bellicosity
from the Great Elector, or at least Frederick the Great, through
Bismarck and the generals of the Second Reich to Hitler and those of
the Third’.1 The lack of detailed studies of military history by special -
ists meant, as Stefan Kroll argues in the introduction to this book, that
social historians tended unquestioningly to adopt this paradigm into
their work, encouraged by Otto Büsch’s influential 1962 dissertation,
which argued that the Prussian experience was paramount.2 With the
introduction of the Kanton system of recruitment in the early eight -
eenth century the Gutsherren, who often served as company com-
manders, possessed both patrimonial and military jurisdiction. They
were thus able to threaten their serfs with draconian pun ish ment and
belabour them into obedience, the Gutswirtschaft became a ‘School of
the Army’, the brutal disciplinary practices of the Prussian army
spread out into society, and German culture became increasingly
militarized.

Yet Prussian social structures and military experience during the
early modern period were far from typical. The variations in military
development within the Holy Roman Empire were far more substan-
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1 Peter H. Wilson, German Armies: War and German Politics 1648–1806 (Lon -
don, 1998), p. xv.
2 Otto Büsch, Militärsystem und Sozialleben im alten Preussen 1713–1807: Die
An fänge der sozialen Militarisierung der preussisch-deutschen Gesellschaft (Berlin,
1962).



tial than traditional military histories of Germany suggest. If they
deal with anything other than a Prussian model taken to be the epit -
ome of ruthless, organized military power, they contrast it with an
Austrian model whose reputation has never quite recovered from the
caricature presented in Hašek’s immortal Good Soldier Švejk. Another
problem was that since 1945 it has been difficult to undertake com-
prehensive research into the Prussian military system of the early
modern period owing to the extensive loss of records following
Allied bombing during the war.

In the last quarter of a century, however, military history has re -
vived strongly in Germany, given a new lease of life by engagement
with themes made respectable in Anglo-Saxon historiography under
the rubric of New Military History. In place of the old concentration
on battles, campaigns, great leaders, and the conduct of military op -
er ations, historians, whether or not they accept the theory of the
Military Revolution proposed for the early modern period by
Michael Roberts and Geoffrey Parker, have recognized the central
importance of the military in the development of the modern state
and its relationship to society. Yet while much ‘new’ military history
written in the Anglo-Saxon world has remained distressingly old-
fashioned in its focus, German scholars have paid far more than lip
service to the need to research in detail the connections between the
new standing armies which emerged in the second half of the seven-
teenth century across Europe, and have begun to produce detailed,
textured studies of military life which shed dramatic new light on the
relationship between soldiers and the rest of society. Most signifi -
cant ly, they have mounted a powerful challenge to Büsch’s simplistic
portrayal of German military development.

Stefan Kroll’s imposing study of the Saxon army between 1728
and 1796 is in many ways a triumphant vindication of the new Ger -
man military history. It rests firmly on the collections of the Säch -
sisches Hauptstaatsarchiv in Dresden, which rivals Stockholm’s
Krigsarkivet as one of the great military archives of early modern
Europe; fortunately they emerged unscathed from the 1945 destruc-
tion of Dresden. The book, for all its size, is by no means a compre-
hensive history of the Saxon army in the period, for Kroll has decided
to focus on ordinary soldiers and non-commissioned officers, rather
than the officers whose experiences, because of the rich survival of
officers’ correspondence, memoirs, and diaries, usually dominate
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accounts of early modern military life. His book thus sits firmly in the
recent and flourishing tradition of Alltagsgeschichte in Germany, and
will be of interest to far more than merely historians of the military.

Kroll’s self-denying ordinance—accounts of officers are cited only
when they shed substantial light on the experience of soldiers and
non-commissioned officers—nevertheless creates problems of its
own, since there are relatively few ego-documents produced by or -
din ary soldiers for this period. Where they do exist, they tend to say
much more about the experience of war than military experience in
peacetime, which forms a substantial theme of the book. He has
made good use of those that he has found, in particular, the substan-
tial and revealing autobiography of Fourier Friedrich Christian Sohr,
published in Görlitz in 1788. This is a frank and full account of Sohr’s
military experience in both peace and war, including his desertion
after several years’ service in March 1784, and his eventual pardon
and demobilization after eight months in Prague and Vienna.

Despite these constraints, Kroll’s book is a subtle and thoughtful
evocation of a military system which was in many respects very dif-
ferent from that of Prussia, not least because after the end of the Great
Northern War, the Saxon army recruited overwhelmingly within the
electorate’s borders, and did not raise substantial numbers of ‘for -
eign’ troops, as the Prussians did, despite the Kanton system. He
begins his study with the 1728 military reforms of Elector Friedrich
August I in response to the chastening experience of the Great
Northern War, rather than the introduction of the standing army in
1682, and ends it with the war of the First Coalition against France
(1793–6). In every respect it is superior to the greatly outdated and
often inaccurate three-volume study by Schuster and Franke, pub -
lish ed in 1885, and the works of Bernhard Wolf, also dating from
before 1914, though these, alas, remain the only substantial studies of
the period 1682 to 1728.

Kroll begins with the organization and recruitment of the army.
He examines closely the social and geographical background of
recruits, before moving on to look at the everyday life of soldiers in
peace and war, covering discipline and the development of Korpsgeist
and Kameradschaft through the use of military symbols and ritual, inc-
luding standards, uniforms, and music. Particular attention is de -
voted to family life and the women, both married and unmarried,
who accompanied Saxon armies in peace and war. Interaction with
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broader Saxon society is covered with close examinations of garrison
service, the substantial extra-military economic activities of soldiers,
and the vexed question of quartering in an age which had not yet
begun to build barracks: this section will be of particular interest to
urban historians. The wartime experiences of soldiers are examined
in great depth. While Kroll does cover experience of battle, he is
mostly concerned with other matters, including the role of Vater -
landsliebe and Gottesfurcht in the motivation and disciplining of sol-
diers, experiences of marches and encampments, and of violence 
against the civilian population and women. Captivity, sickness, and
the experience of wounded and invalid soldiers are given close atten-
tion, before a major section on the problem of desertion concludes the
study.

The picture which emerges is rich and highly detailed. It will also
be surprising in many respects to those who cleave to the old picture
of German military development. Kroll pays particular attention to
the Saxon ‘military enlightenment’ of the second half of the eight -
eenth century, in which officers and others with military experience
sought both the moral improvement of the ordinary soldier and,
through their writings, to change the traditionally negative view of
the soldier in German society. By use of such material, and through
his detailed examination of everyday life, Kroll powerfully and
convincingly contests the view of Peter Burschel, who argued that a
new type of soldier emerged in the seventeenth century. In contrast
to his predecessors, he was characterized by bondage (Unfreiheit),
rigid obedience, and a lack of autonomy.3

In fact, Kroll demonstrates that this Büschian picture did not hold
in Saxony, where soldiers enjoyed a considerable degree of auton -
omy. He emphasizes that a firm distinction needs to be drawn be -
tween the necessarily different conditions prevailing in time of war,
in particular in the face of the enemy, and in peacetime, or away from
the front. Most soldiers had much wider experience of peace than
war; many would pass their entire careers, as did Friedrich Christian
Sohr, without experiencing a single major battle. Discipline, even in
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48 (1997), 640–52 and id., Söldner im Nordwestdeutschland des 16. und 17. Jahr -
hunderts: Sozialgeschichtliche Studien, Veröffentlichungen des Max-Planck In -
stituts für Geschichte, 113 (Göttingen, 1994).



peacetime, was undoubtedly strict, and corporal punishment was
regularly applied, particularly through the feared practice of running
the gauntlet, yet the use of force was strictly regulated. From 1730 the
practice of eliciting confessions through beatings was banned, and
the use of torture was abolished in the military in 1738, long before it
was abolished in criminal cases in Saxony in 1770. The army’s discip -
linary code was, moreover, only applied to soldiers, and did not
cover the very large numbers of women who accompanied the army
in both peacetime and wartime.

Kroll’s findings on these women are interesting. Soldiers had to
ask for permission from their company commanders to marry, and it
was stipulated that only one-fifth of a regiment’s strength (one-sixth
in the cavalry) should be married at any one point. If, on the whole,
Kroll finds that these norms were largely kept to, they did vary from
regiment to regiment, depending on the attitude of the commanding
officer (or perhaps on his efficiency and attention to detail). Never -
theless, even if they could not officially marry, many soldiers formed
long-lasting partnerships and started families with women. The limi-
tation may have been due to another surprising finding in the book.
Kroll’s close study of desertion rates in the War of the Bavarian
Succession (1778–9), for which there are particularly rich sources,
suggests that it was the experienced soldiers, including non-commis-
sioned officers, with long periods of service who were more likely to
desert. He suggests that this may have been because the experienced
soldiers were the ones who tended to be allowed to marry, and who
therefore had stable families to return to.

There are many such insights in the course of what is an impor-
tant and revalatory book. Kroll is very sensible and judicious in his
judgements on individual phenomena. If there were to be a criticism,
it is that, despite an excellent introductory chapter in which he offers
powerful and informed critiques of much modern historiography of
the military, he deliberately shies away in the book from tackling the
big picture. He takes little account of recent Anglo-Saxon scholarship
apart from the detailed works of Peter Wilson; Michael Roberts
makes no appearance in the bibliography; and Geoffrey Parker is
cited for one minor article translated into German. This reluctance to
engage with some of the larger schemata of military history is under-
standable, however. The book does engage in detail and convin -
cingly with debates on all the areas which form the focus of its study.
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It provides a great deal of hard information and statistics which will
be invaluable to scholars, and will challenge many a broad general -
iza tion. It demonstrates quite clearly that Saxony’s military develop-
ment, while similar in some respects to that of Prussia, was very dif-
ferent. Despite its talent for choosing the wrong side in the many
wars it became involved in after 1682, Saxony was a state which
counted, and was as different from the Hessian mercenary state stud -
ied by Charles Ingrao, or Württemberg, which formed the basis of
Wilson’s doctoral work, as it was from Frederician Prussia. It proves
that German military development was far more complex a picture
than Büsch allowed. The book is excellently produced, though the
maps will only be of use to those with youthful eyes or a powerful
magnifying glass.
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