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CHRISTOPHER CLARK, Iron Kingdom: The Rise and Downfall of
Prussia, 1600–1947 (London: Allen Lane, 2006), 816 pp. ISBN 978 0 713
99466 7 (Hardback). £30.00; Harvard edition USA (Cambridge, Mass.:
The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2006), 800 pp. ISBN
10: 0 674 02385 4. ISBN 13: 978 0 674 02385 7 (Hardback). $32.00 £22.95

Christopher Clark, Reader in Modern European History at St
Catharine’s College, Cambridge is well known as an expert on
Prussian history in general and its religious history in particular. He
has now published a peerless overview of Prussian history. In just
under 700 pages of text he presents the remarkable history of a state
which, from inglorious beginnings in the sands of Brandenburg dur-
ing the early modern period, rose to European greatness and became
the core of the kleindeutsche empire during the nineteenth century,
but did not survive its nationalistic excesses and decline in 1945.

Clark’s account is always right up to date with the most recent
international research. Rejecting the Sonderweg thesis and notions of
Prussian militarism, Clark presents Prussia as a model of the early
modern idea of the state as a work of art and product of the ruler’s
will. It is no coincidence that the narrative only really takes off with
the Great Elector. The state as a work of art held together by the
Crown, the military, and the bureaucracy was, ultimately, no match
for nineteenth-century forms of socialization such as religion and
nation. Absorption into Germany, announced by Frederick William
IV in 1848 and completed by Bismarck in 1871, was, for Prussia, both
salvation and downfall. As far as Clark is concerned, it marked the
end of Prussia’s real history. What followed—and Clark, rather
unwillingly, merely sketches it in—was the appropriation, restora-
tion, and reinvention of costumes that had already been cast off.

The book consists of seventeen chapters arranged in chronologi-
cal order. Each chapter is divided into a number of sections which, as
a rule, are thematically organized. Sections often begin with a vivid
miniature drawn from the specialist literature, or sometimes directly
from the sources. The reader is privy to Frederick III’s (I) coronation
celebrations in Königsberg in 1701, rides into battle with Lieutenant
Johann von Borcke at Jena a hundred years later, and, along with
Karl Sand, murders the writer August Kotzebue in 1819. Out of these
miniatures, the larger arguments are developed. Together they yield
up the characteristic features of each period. This combination of
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detailed account, analysis, and the careful drawing out of the larger
picture is typical of this book. It is well written in an appropriate
style, and the author has the courage to make his point. In the first
part, in particular, it shows sympathy with the little people, the sol-
diers and peasants who had to live, and often die, as a result of poli-
cies they could not influence.

The book has a number of central arguments. The geopolitical sit-
uation is one of them. In Clark’s view this made it more difficult for
Brandenburg, Brandenburg-Prussia, and then Prussia-Germany to
make unequivocal decisions, with the result that vacillating between
options became a permanent state of affairs. Another is the central
role of the state, which is important for Clark, who derives from it the
disastrous experience of the Thirty Years War and the country’s dev-
astation. Clark suggests that the geopolitical situation and the central
role of the state combined to produce a ‘sense of vulnerability’ (p. 66).
In Clark’s view, the often difficult situation between ruler and suc-
cessor frequently determined Prussian history. This was also the out-
come of rather unstructured central decision-making processes in
Berlin, which encouraged rival parties at court to attempt to lay claim
to ruler and successor. The structural arguments which run through
the book make it easier to explain Prussia’s meteoric rise. They also
allow understanding judgements to be made about dark and murky
episodes such as Frederick II’s attack on Silesia in 1740.

All the chapters have snappy but telling headings. Only one con-
tains dates, the central chapter entitled ‘Hubris and Nemesis:
1789–1806’. It is true that the period between the French Revolution
and the Prussian catastrophe was one of the ‘most eventful and least
impressive epochs in the history of the Prussian monarchy’ (p. 284).
And the ruling monarchs Frederick William II (‘perhaps the least
impressive figure to have mounted the Prussian throne over the last
century and a half’, p. 292) and Frederick William III (‘At a time when
Prussia’s cultural and political life was dominated by brilliant per-
sonalities—Schleiermacher, Hegel, Stein, Hardenberg, the Hum -
boldts—the monarch was a pedantic and narrow-minded bore’, p.
314) were not impressive figures. Yet the chapter has a pivotal func-
tion. It closes the history of the rise of an early modern state to
European great power status, which was achieved under a ‘freakish
run of abnormally gifted Hohenzollern rulers’ (p. 246). Prussia had
attained an impressive position, and not only in politics. Chapter 8,
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under the heading ‘Dare to know!’ borrowed from Kant deals with
the Prussian Enlightenment. In the introduction to chapter 9 the
notion of ‘tradition’ for the first time figures in a central position (p.
284), whereas in the introduction, Clark had still written: ‘The core
and essence of the Prussian tradition was an absence of tradition’ (p.
xvi). Yet defeat by Napoleon in 1806–7 put everything in jeopardy: ‘A
question mark hung over the political order of old Prussia’ (p. 311).
Defeat and reform mark the beginning of the second, more German
history of Prussia. This is a religious, military, and increasingly polit-
ical history. The author’s eye for the social and cultural history of the
Prussian lands which had been well developed in the first part of the
book becomes less sharp.

However, as the military and politics take centre stage, Prussian
history after 1866–71 risks losing its real subject. It becomes the his-
tory of those picking and choosing among Prussia’s traditions for
new purposes. Clark’s treatment of the Nazi period makes this clear.
Goebbels and the resisters of 20 July both used the argument of
Prussia as a ‘virtual homeland’ (p. 670).

We naturally look more kindly on one of these Prussia-myths
than on the other. Yet both were selective, talismanic and
instrumental. Precisely because it had become so abstract, so
etiolated, ‘Prussiandom’ was up for grabs. It was not an iden-
tity, nor even a memory. It had become a catalogue of disem-
bodied mythical attributes, whose historical and ethical signif-
icance was, and would remain, in contention (p. 670).

As the whole of Prussian history in the twentieth century ultimately
becomes a postscript, the question of Prussia’s contribution to the
Nazi catastrophe loses much of its point. Clark addresses this issue in
the last chapter, ‘Endings’, which deals with history after 1918, but
ultimately does not consider it of central significance. He suggests
that the Prussian identity had already been worn down in the nine-
teenth century, ground between German nationalism and provincial
regionalism. The Prussian structures had lost their contours during
the German Empire and the Weimar Republic. After the total defeat
of 1945, all that was left of Prussia was Brandenburg. It is not by
chance that in the introduction Clark already mentions the passion-
ate public debate of 2002 about renaming Brandenburg ‘Prussia’.
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Clark’s treatment of the twentieth century will be controversial, as
will his rather positive judgements on, for example, Frederick II’s
Silesian wars, and Frederick William IV. Incontestably, however,
what we have here is a peerless survey of Prussian history in the sev-
enteenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries. A Prussian history of
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries that wants to plough the field
that Clark has left fallow will have to draw its arguments from
beyond politics, from the regions, economic and social structures,
and identities.
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