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THE SECULARIZATION OF 1803

by Derek Beales



During the year 2003 a remarkable number of exhibitions was
mounted, and books published, in Germany to mark the bicentenary
of the great secularization associated with the Reichsdeputationshaupt-
schluß (henceforward RDHS). It seems that two main motives in-
spired these productions. The first is nostalgie de l’abbaye, a sentiment
naturally strong in the parts of Germany that remained Catholic dur-
ing the Reformation and hence are strewn with sumptuous church
buildings from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, many of
them originally monastic. The second is the readiness of the regional
governments established in these areas after the Second World
War—almost exactly half a century ago—to celebrate the redistribu-
tion of lands brought about by the RDHS, which ranks as the single
most important stage in the creation of the middle-sized compact
states from which the modern Länder derive their names and inherit
most of their territory.

These two motives of course yield conflicting approaches which
are reflected in some of the titles: Alte Klöster: Neue Herren; Kloster-
sturm und Fürstenrevolution; Kulturbruch oder Modernisierung? Since
nostalgia for the old regime and approval for what replaced it are
both present, the subject has been treated in a balanced way. And the
concern with both ‘before’ and ‘after’ has led to some very broad dis-
cussions—so broad, in fact, that the medieval Reichskirche and the
twenty-first century Church receive consideration; as do music, liter-
ature, liturgy, and theology as well as Realpolitik, social impact, and
economic development. Further, most of the works here reviewed
have something to say on the overarching issue of the end of the Holy
Roman Empire.

By far the widest-ranging thematically—though concentrating
only on Baden-Württemberg—is the beautifully produced, three-vol-
ume collection Alte Klöster: Neue Herren. The first volume is the cata-
logue of the vast and splendid exhibition held in the former
Premonstratensian monastery at Schussenried, with valuable intro-
ductory essays, while the second and the third (described as 2.1 and
2.2) consist of nearly a hundred scholarly articles. Among the hun-
dreds of mostly coloured illustrations in the catalogue, in addition to
those of the expected buildings and plans, sacred pictures, vest-
ments, ornaments, relics etc., are some excellent and well researched
maps showing monasteries and pilgrimage sites, many portraits of
abbots, monks, and abbesses, caricatures against monks, the stun-
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ning table silver from Neresheim, and a striking group on the Church
and the monastic revival of the nineteenth century.

The second and third volumes, nearly as lavishly illustrated as the
catalogue, contain so many articles that it is quite impossible to list,
let alone discuss, them all. But the editors have ensured that each of
them has something to say which is backed up by a serious set of ref-
erences, often including archives and always at least the German-
language secondary literature. Many of them are the work of already
well known and distinguished scholars. Volume 2.1 covers the back-
ground to the secularization and the actual process. A good group of
papers explains the position before 1800, including the role of the
abbots and abbesses who made up the still influential Swabian
Reichsprälatenkollegium (Armgard Gräfin von Reden-Dohna) and the
suppressions of monasteries carried out by Joseph II (Ute Ströbele).
The latter piece shows how varied the emperor’s intentions could
be—he discouraged many suppressions in this province late in his
reign—and how unexpected the results sometimes were—among the
‘purely contemplative’ Swabian houses dissolved in 1782 all but one
were nunneries. It also draws attention, as many articles do, to the
difficulties inherent in the term ‘secularization’. By one strict defini-
tion Joseph’s suppressions do not qualify as secularizations because
the property or yield remained dedicated to religious purposes.
Other articles show that hostility to ecclesiastical states and monas-
teries was growing and that some monks and nuns were disaffected,
partly through having imbibed Enlightened attitudes. But it is
acknowledged that many monasteries were observant and as flour-
ishing as they had ever been.

A fascinating section on architecture, art, and music follows, par-
ticularly interesting on the significance of the neo-classical design of
St Blasien (Marcus Würmseher), on the deliberate recruitment of
musicians to be monks, on their repertoire and their importance in
monastic theatre (Georg Günther, Berthold Büchele). In this, as in the
next section on theology, the figure of Martin Gerbert, abbot of St
Blasien, towers over the scene. A series of articles, introduced by
Winfried Müller, deals with the fate of the lands of the bishoprics of
Constance, Basle, Strasburg and Speyer. Later, the Deutsche Orden
and the lands of the Evangelical Church are considered.

Volume 2.2 deals with further aspects of mediatization and with
the effects of the RDHS. It devotes considerable space to the secular
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institutions which were downgraded, but not suppressed, in the
political re-organization of the Empire. The first nine articles are con-
cerned with the abolition of the independence of most imperial cities.
Beginning with an overview by Rolf Kiessling, many of these studies
are archivally based and, taken together, form an important and orig-
inal contribution to nineteenth-century German social and economic
history. The next ten essays on the fate of imperial knights, counts,
and princes include several detailed studies, particularly of the
Hohenzollern and Waldburg families, which illuminate another rela-
tively unfamiliar transition. In the final section the effects of the
RDHS are looked at from several points of view: piety and church
practice; the fate of the monastic buildings and their inmates; artistic
development; and economic change. The range is exceptional: there
are admirable articles, for example, on pilgrimages (Ingo Gabor),
organs (Ulrich Höflacher) and church music (Hans-Bruno Ernst, Erno
Seifriz, Michael Kaufmann), on dispensaries (Wolfgang Caesar), and
on the disposal of monastic archives and libraries (Robert
Kretzschmar, Magda Fischer).

Although some good general articles have been included, the
main achievement of this impressive collection is to provide a mass
of detailed studies which will inform others’ syntheses. Because the
authors are concentrating on events and attitudes within Germany,
some of them try to explain too much from this standpoint. There is
tension between the evidence that monasticism was losing support
and élan and the acknowledgment that, right down to 1803, many
monasteries were in good shape. Ultimately, though, the tension was
not resolved by domestic factors, but by the impact of French armies,
Napoleon, Talleyrand, and the policy of Russia. One might wish for
rather more on the effects of mediatization, of the destruction of the
crazy patchwork-quilt of political boundaries so skilfully depicted in
the maps, leading to the creation of fewer, larger, and more concen-
trated political units which then in 1806 became fully sovereign with
the removal of imperial suzerainty. But, overall, it is an extraordinary
achievement to have put together this immense collection to meet a
deadline. The general level of the contributions is high, and much of
the work is original. These volumes carry the study of nearly the
whole range of issues associated with the RDHS on to a new plane.

North Rhine-Westphalia contributed to the Ausstellungswelle an
exhibition in Dortmund entitled Klostersturm und Fürstenrevolution,
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with the subtitle: ‘State and Church between Rhine and Weser
1794–1803.’ The catalogue is cunningly organized to accommodate
nearly thirty short but informative articles which follow the order of
the exhibition and each include relevant illustrations. The topics have
been imaginatively selected. For example, monastic industrial enter-
prises are intelligently surveyed in a few pages by Wilfried
Reininghaus, who uncovers the surprising fact that foundations for
canons and canonesses were especially rich in mills. Several individ-
ual monasteries are studied in detail, together with the cathedral
chapter and the Clemenshospital of Münster, three houses of Dom-
inican nuns, and the Estates of the bishopric of Paderborn. Corvey, its
suppression and its library are obvious choices; less so, the picture
gallery in Düsseldorf and the place of monks and nuns in Gothic nov-
els (a lively piece by Matthias Pötsch). One chapter (Barbara Schildt-
Specker) deals with the earlier French secularizations on the left bank
of the Rhine, and the next (Uwe Zuber) shows the significance of the
RDHS and Napoleonic rule for ‘the beginnings of modern statehood
in Westphalia’. A final entertaining chapter by Axel Koppetsch sur-
veys the historiography of the subject—a topic to which I shall
return.

Bavaria’s two main contributions to the books under review have
a less innovative air than those from Baden-Württemberg and North
Rhine-Westphalia. One, Bayern ohne Klöster? is produced by the
Bavarian Central State Archives in Munich, the other is a Beiheft of
the Zeitschrift für bayerische Landesgeschichte, straightforwardly enti-
tled Die Säkularisation in Bayern 1803, but adorned with the pro-
vocative subtitle: Kulturbruch oder Modernisierung?

The first, Bayern ohne Klöster? is a combination of exhibition cata-
logue and essay collection. Clearly the exhibition was essentially
based on the huge holdings of relevant material in the Munich
archive, but many additional items had been loaned to it. The cata-
logue entries are authoritative, and some less obvious aspects receive
useful treatment. The value of both the exhibition and the articles is
enhanced by the close interrelation between them. For example, a
most interesting section of the exhibition is devoted to the monastic
breweries before and after secularization, down to the present day,
and is complemented by an article on the theme by Gerhard Führ-
metz. The same applies to the monastic woodland seized by the state
(Elisabeth Weinberger) and to the revival of monasticism under king
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Ludwig I (Laurentius Koch). As Winfried Müller remarks in his gen-
eral article on the secularization, it comes as a surprise that Bavaria,
with its vibrant traditional Catholicism, should have been in the van
of monastic suppressions under Max IV Joseph and Montgelas, and
it appears much less remarkable that Ludwig should have devoted so
much energy and so many resources to re-establishing the Orders. A
truly striking contrast is presented by two maps showing a small
scattering of monasteries in 1800—it would not seem quite so small
if the whole map were reproduced—and a high density in 1900. The
figures given in the text are: at the beginning of the nineteenth cen-
tury, nearly 400 houses in 235 places; at the end, 1,040 in 482 places.
This is one of the points at which a reader will wish also to have at
hand the excellent exhibition catalogue of 1991, Glanz und Ende der
alten Klöster: Säkularisation im bayerischen Oberland 1803, which is a ref-
erence point for the contributors of 2003. Other valuable sections and
articles concern the effect of the secularization on schools—disrup-
tive and damaging at first—and the (rather muted) reactions to it of
the people (Walter Pötzl). It was one of the significant but less com-
monly mentioned reasons for hostility to monasteries, and to the
Church as a whole, that their untouchable property stood squarely in
the way of urban improvement. Here the development of Munich
after 1803 is interestingly illustrated and discussed from this angle.
One clear benefit of the secularization was that monastic buildings—
spacious, well-built, and often recent—could be applied to new pur-
poses, like the Jesuit house given to the Bavarian Academy; another
was that less useful edifices could be sold off and/or knocked down;
and a third, that the substantial pockets of urban monastic lands were
now available at discretion.

Bavaria’s monasteries have been studied more deeply than most.
Yet Joachim Wild, the director of the State Archives, declines in his
article to pronounce on the question of how much the state benefited
financially from the suppressions, rightly saying that a full study has
never been made. Winfried Müller is less cautious. He is inclined to
increase the accepted estimates, which depended on the assumption
that the debts, pensions, and obligations shouldered by the govern-
ment almost balanced the gains it made. He makes the powerful,
scarcely noticed point that the huge revenues received by the monas-
teries from their peasants, at least 600,000 florins a year, fell to the
state. Both authors say, no doubt with justice, that other effects were
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more important than mere financial advantage. None of the obvious
benefits accruing, however—immense gain of territory and of royal
property, including vast forests, buildings, books, archives, and artis-
tic treasures; abolition of most enclaves and many privileges; control
of education, Church organization, and appointments; in 1806 the
removal of imperial interference—were derived from monastic sup-
pressions alone. But the other institutions targeted in 1803, such as
the prince-bishoprics, are not here considered. The focus is strictly on
monasteries.

The most closely connected essay in the volume Die Säkularisation
in Bayern is Eberhard Weis’s newly revised version of his magisterial
article of 1983 on the suppression of the monasteries. His main
changes of emphasis are to assign a greater and better defined role to
Montgelas; to re-emphasize the primacy of his and the government’s
financial motives; and to play down still further the actual impact of
the suppressions on state revenue, agricultural change, and industri-
al development. Several of the articles in the volume cover some of
the same ground. Among them, Manfred Weitlauff is especially
interesting on Pope Pius VI’s readiness to assist Bavaria’s policies,
and Katharina Weigand on the fiercely divided judgements on the
secularization among past historians—partly accounted for, as she
insists, by the use of the term to describe both the elimination of
ecclesiastical states and the seizure of church property within states.

A third Bavarian contribution of specialist interest, but beautifully
and accessibly presented, is Lebendiges Büchererbe, on the State Li-
brary’s huge acquisitions from monastic libraries, chiefly in 1802–03.
It prints copies of contemporary and subsequent accounts by librari-
ans, describes and illustrates some of the most important volumes,
and appraises the role before the suppressions of outstanding monas-
tic libraries such as that of the Augustinian house of Polling and the
Benedictine monastery of St Emmeram in Regensburg. 

It remains to consider an austere volume, without illustrations
and not associated with an exhibition, produced by the Institute for
European History in Mainz. After the usual discussion of the concept
‘secularization’ follows a fiery chapter by Karl Otmar von Aretin. He
emphatically denies that the German Catholic Church at the end of
the eighteenth century was in terminal decay. On the contrary,
monasteries in particular were flourishing. He ascribes the origins of
the secularization to the desire of the Pope to end the ‘national’ ten-
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dencies of the German Church as, with the aid of Napoleon, he had
already re-established the French Church on a non-Gallican footing.
‘With the RDHS of 1803’ he writes,

over 50 per cent of the Catholic population came under the
rule of Protestant princes. The Catholic universities were dis-
solved, the rich Catholic educational facilities of the monaster-
ies squandered. Between 1803 and the re-organization of the
Church in Germany in the 1820s there were no bishops in
Germany, and among other things no confirmations were car-
ried out. The secularization was the greatest catastrophe that
has ever struck German Catholicism (p. 30).

This view contrasts with the opinion of Rudolf Vierhaus, cited by
Joachim Schmiedl later in the book, ‘that the secularization did no
irreparable harm in the long run to the Church and religious life’ (p.
105). Not a ringing endorsement.

All the historiographical articles in these volumes take Alfons M.
Scheglmann’s remorseless defence of every Bavarian monastery in all
its aspects in his multi-volume Geschichte der Säkularisation im rechts-
rheinischen Bayern, published between 1903 and 1908, as the high
point of conservative or reactionary writing on the subject. It is quite
obviously unreasonable. But is Aretin equally so? Why, in the thou-
sands of pages of the books under review, does no one but Aretin
mention the fate of the Catholic universities or the dearth of bishops
and almost no one refer to the transfer of Catholic subjects to
Protestant rule? There is no full discussion of the change in the nature
of the German church after 1803, or of the loss of social welfare pro-
vision with the dissolution of the monasteries. Is Katharina Weigand
perhaps right in suggesting that ‘the creed of modernization has led
to a kind of taboo on any criticism of princely secularization’?

It is another feature of all these volumes that they pay little atten-
tion to events, influences, and comparisons outside Germany, and
almost no attention to any non-German literature. On the second
point, the only English-language work to be seriously considered in
the whole set of books is Matthew Gregory Lewis’s novel The Monk
(in translation), written even before the RDHS and first published in
1796. So far as the first point is concerned, there is, of course, mention
of the example of the French Revolution and of the influence of
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Napoleon, French armies, and (occasionally) Russian mediation. The
case of Joseph II is often referred to, though the sequence and devel-
opment of his monastic policy and the number of his suppressions
would have been less often misrepresented if the work of P. G. M.
Dickson had been read. But there is scarcely an allusion to the posi-
tion that was stabilized after Joseph’s death in the Austrian Mon-
archy, with more than half of the old monasteries intact, a position
which would surely afford a worthwhile comparison with Germany.
The Austrian case suggests that a compromise solution might have
been found, if German princes had not been so rapacious, to the
problems undoubtedly raised by excessive numbers of monasteries.
What Napoleon did in Italy, as compared with what he allowed to be
done in Germany, seems nowhere to be mentioned, but surely this
comparison, too, is of interest and would throw up worthwhile dis-
tinctions—for example, that female Orders caring for the sick and
teaching children were not suppressed south of the Alps. There does
seem to be an unwillingness among historians of 1803 to look outside
Germany either for historical writing or historical influences.

It would be wholly unjust, though, to end on a critical note. The
bicentenary has produced a splendid series of catalogues and collec-
tions of articles, no doubt many more than it has been possible to
review here. Several of them are beautiful books and major research
contributions. All of them contain much that is illuminating, pene-
trating, and original. Not only do we now know much more about
1803, but we are also in a far better position to understand both the
old world in which the propertied monasteries thrived and the new
world in which they had no place.
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