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HEINZ DUCHHARDT, Stein: Eine Biographie (Münster: Aschendorff,
2007), viii + 530 pp. ISBN 978 3 402 05365 2. €29.80

If you consult the Allgemeine Deutsche Biographie—published in fifty-
five volumes over the years 1875 to 1912—you will find that more
pages are dedicated to Baron Karl vom Stein than to any other political
figure of his era. While twenty-seven sides are devoted to the energetic
nobleman from Nassau, Wilhelm and Alexander von Humboldt
receive only twenty and twenty-five respectively. With only eighteen
pages, Hardenberg trails behind the pack.1 In 2001, a statistical survey
of streets named after historical personalities in a sample of German
cities reveals a similar picture. With ninety-six streets to his name,
Stein is still well ahead of Hardenberg, who merits only sixty-four, and
the Humboldt brothers, who can muster no more than 134 streets
between them. (Bizarrely, the lavishly bearded gymnast and xeno-
phobe ‘Turnvater’ Jahn, who had rated only two pages in the ADB,
emerges in 2001 as the second most named-after person in the German
streetscape, with no fewer than 236 directory listings).2

These rather arbitrary measures may not tell us much, but they do
at least seem to confirm Stein’s continuing status as a German Erin -
nerungsort. In the textual landscape of published history, Stein remain -
ed a commanding presence. In the aftermath of the 1848 revo lutions,
Georg Heinrich Pertz admired him as a counter-revolutionary nation-
al liberal made to measure for the realist politics of the 1850s; for
Franz Schnabel he was a quasi-republican; for Gerhard Ritter a
nationalist power-politician and forerunner of Bismarck. The true
apotheosis came after 1949, when Stein was refashioned as the trail-
blazer of constitutionalism and the exponent of measured re form, a
founding father, so to speak, of the new Federal Republic. Stein
became, as Hans-Ulrich Wehler has irritably remarked, ‘the favourite
child’ of German post-war historiography and the ‘absurdly overrated’
poster-boy for an idealized vision of the Prussian reform movement.3
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Now we have Heinz Duchhardt’s magisterial new study of Stein,
published on the occasion of the subject’s 250th birthday, the first
serious treatment of the statesman since Ritter’s classic biography of
1931 (re-issued in a revised edition in 1958). Two things above all dis-
tinguish Duchhardt’s book from Ritter’s predecessor. The first is a
certain sobriety of tone and judgement. Reflecting on Stein’s engage-
ment with the turbulence unleashed by the French Revolution, for
example, Ritter observed that ‘only in moments of general confusion
and cluelessness, in the face of the imminent collapse of the existing
order, did Stein recognize his own true capabilities’: ‘to stand un -
daunted like a rock, to create around him an atmosphere of uncondi-
tional confidence, of vivid, active energy, to grasp with a swift glance
the most pressing necessity of the moment, to banish discouraged
lethargy with purposeful action.’4 Duchhardt abstains from such
histrionics. The Stein of the revolutionary era, he reminds us, ‘was an
official who sought to minimize the impact of the war on the region
under his responsibility—nothing more and nothing less. He was . . .
an organizer, not a tribune of the people’ (p. 81). The Nassau Memo -
randum of 1807, once celebrated as ‘the key text of the Prussian
reforms’, as the ‘most comprehensive, most famous and biographi-
cally the most important of [Stein’s] political utterances’ (Ritter
again), receives the same sedative treatment. The Memorandum,
Duchhardt notes, is neither ‘exciting’ nor especially philosophical; its
flavour is essentially ‘pragmatic’ and ‘administrative’, and its ‘practi-
cal significance should and must not be overrated’ (p. 173). Review -
ing Stein’s accomplishments as a reforming minister, Duchhardt is
downbeat. Notwithstanding Stein’s achievements, his biographer is
struck by the ‘randomness of the initiatives launched, the haste with
which they were undertaken (which accounts for the fact that the
documents not only lack systematic cohesion at many points, but also
contain imprecise legal formulations, confusions and contradictions)’
(p. 234). Again and again, Duchhardt intervenes to calm the hyper-
ventilating reader: Stein was not the forerunner of Bismarck; he was
not the German executor of the ‘ideas of 1789’; he was not really a lib-
eral (though he was not ‘illiberal’ either) and he was not a conserva-
tive; he was not a herald of the modern German nation, his ‘nation-
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alism’ was focused on the diffuse Verfassungsgefüge of the old Ger -
man Reich, not on the new Reich of 1871, which lay far beyond his
political horizons. His antisemitism was virulent, even by the stan-
dards of his time (p. 451). Stein was not anything that we can com-
fortably pigeon-hole using today’s political vocabulary; he was a
‘contradictory personality, who cannot be captured under a single
categorical label’ (p. 446).

This insistence on nuance and differentiation prompted one
reviewer to discern in Duchhardt’s book the dying fall of a Germanic
historiographical culture on the point of expiring through sheer lack
of enthusiasm.5 The verdict is funny but unfair, and not just because
fine distinctions are what good history should be about, but also
because Duchhardt’s demolition of the Mythos Stein actually brings
to light something much more interesting than the myth. By inte-
grating the domain of private experience with the record of public
service—and this is the second key difference between Duchhardt
and Ritter—the author is able to invoke a three-dimensional individ-
ual poised on the threshold between historical eras. That Stein was
personally aware of the rupture that defined his age becomes clear in
a letter written two years before his death, in which he looked back
almost with envy at his father, who had died in 1788, ‘in the last year
of the old order, before the downfall of the old age’ (p. 83).
Duchhardt sees in the painful break between old and new the defin-
ing metaphor of Stein’s life. Stein’s central concern was to mediate
between the ages, to save what could be saved of the old world and
prepare it for service in the new. Hence the hybrid quality of his soci-
etal vision, in which formal equality among citizens and a strong
orien tation towards the state coexisted with a monarchical executive
and corporate social structures. By striving for such combinations,
Stein ‘narrowed the gap between the pre-modern and the modern’
(p. 233). This energetic tension between the old and the new re -
mained at the centre of Stein’s life after his retirement from politics,
when he became one of the most influential exponents of the archival
preservation of documents (especially those ecclesiastical collections
that became homeless after the secularizations of the 1790s) and of
the great editorial project known as the Monumenta Germaniae
Historica, launched in 1819. It is a merit of this biography that every
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epoch of Stein’s life, including his long and very engaged ‘retire-
ment’, is approached and appraised in its own terms. 

Duchhardt’s Stein will no longer do service as the forerunner of
the German nation-state or of modern German democracy—he is too
much the prisoner of his time for that. And yet the conflicted, transi-
tional, nostalgic figure portrayed in these pages speaks to us more
directly than the red-cheeked Streiter of Ritter’s classic. That is one of
the enjoyable paradoxes of this excellent book.
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