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KARL SCHLÖGEL, Im Raume lesen wir die Zeit: Über Zivilisations-
geschichte und Geopolitik (Munich: Carl Hanser Verlag, 2003), 567 pp.
ISBN 3 446 20381 8. EUR 25.90 

History, we know, is about chronology, about the way events follow
one upon another. Consequently, Clio’s first instinct is to think dia-
chronically. Her method is simple, powerful, and beguiling; it pre-
supposes that a thing that happened after something else could not
have caused it, and that to situate something in time can go a long
way to explaining its meaning. 

Karl Schlögel, the prominent German historian of Russian mod-
ernism, and author of a series of finely wrought books explicating the
cultural histories of cities, towns, and the landscapes of Eastern
Europe, has penned a beautifully written, thought-provoking, cul-
turally panoramic work suggesting that our obsession with time has
come at the expense of a sense of place and of synchrony. The price,
he argues, has been very high: a narrowed vision of the traces of the
past, a myopic view of how history happens in and across spaces, an
occluded understanding of the history of human contact, a blunted
sense of geography, and a constricted conceptual apparatus for
understanding both roots and routes. Against these shortcomings,
weaknesses of textual hermeneutics more generally, Schlögel argues
that we should sharpen our sight, use our eyes attentively, and see
history in space. His is thus an argument for the spatial turn, which
he sees as deriving from the work of Henri Lefebvre and Anglo–
American urban studies. In this sense, Im Raume lesen wir die Zeit is
not a programmatically original work, as the author would surely
concede—though in Germany it is, along with Jürgen Osterhammel’s
Geschichtswissenschaft jenseits des Nationalstaats, the most ambitious
attempt to reinstate geography and a sense of place into the historio-
graphical mainstream.1 As in art, however, programmes are not
everything, and what is wonderful about this book is the author’s
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1 Jürgen Osterhammel, Geschichtswissenschaft jenseits des Nationalstaats:
Studien zu Beziehungsgeschichte und Zivilisationsvergleich (Göttingen, 2001).



ocular agility, the surprising connections he makes, the range of his
vision (we find ourselves immersed in histories ranging from
Moscow to Berlin, Vienna to Paris, London to Los Angeles), and the
jewel-cutting quality of his arresting prose.

Style is the man, Buffon famously wrote, and with Schlögel one
feels the friction of a writing style that rubs because it is more than
mere decoration, garnish on a finished dish—it is, in fact, a way of
truth-telling. His prose of short sentences and soft, natural cadences
evokes a Central and East European world that will disappear unless
we watch closely. There is nostalgia here as well as critical reflection:
both Diaghilev’s magical, highly eroticized, cosmopolitan Europe,
and the stone, wood and barbed wire remnants of Birkenau. There is
also narrative, though not grand narrative: sentences have lost their
Hemingwayesque sense of self-confidence; paragraphs do not build
tension slowly, culminating in a pointedly original argument; chap-
ters are often short, sometimes of medium length, never long. And
they usually start with an observation, on how train schedules repre-
sent closely choreographed movement, for example; and from there
they proceed to the heart of the real—the precise description of
when transports of Jews began, how long they took, and where they
went.

Schlögel is not interested in the abstract. He has instead sketched
a series of Dutch miniatures, even if they are incomplete in detail.
They are pictures of history drawn from unusual documents. From
American highways to European pavements, from the Portolan maps
of Portugese sailors to the sketches delineating the territories of Los
Angeles gangsters, we are treated to a series of visual traces which
Schlögel reads as history. Some of the readings are moving, as when
he recreates the traumatic history of mid-century Berlin through its
telephone and address books, including the Jewish Address Book of
1931. Some are entreaties to historians to take travel more seriously,
as when he discusses the Baedeker guide books as a literary genre.
Some readings rise to methodological reflection on what historians
do, as when he tours the cemeteries of Europe, shaded places of
trans-generational contemplation. In the cemeteries of Wroclaw and
Vilnius, Czernowitz and Berlin-Tegel, the cataclysmic mixing of peo-
ples in war, and the worlds now lost, are etched in stone. Although
accosted by weeds, the stones nevertheless remain documents of
European civilization after a century in ruins. 
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Schlögel begins his book, which is not strictly chronologically
ordered, in an earlier era, with the more optimistic vision of
Alexander von Humboldt. The theme of exploration, made possible
by maps and charts, constitutes the main thread binding the first
third of the book together; this part is followed by a series of studies
on how mapping helped Euro-Americans to conquer space and civi-
lizations, whether the ancient provinces of France in the age of Louis
XIV, North America in the age of Jefferson, or India falling under
British domination. Schlögel follows the secondary literature quite
closely, and these parts of the book are intended to communicate
English and French secondary literature to a German-speaking audi-
ence. In the third part, the silhouette of Schlögel as the flaneur of
twentieth-century ruins emerges with clearer contours. The allusion
to Walter Benjamin is not misplaced. He is Schlögel’s model, and
Schlögel suggests historians take seriously what Benjamin attempted
in the Passagen-Werk (historical montage, not explaining in a histori-
cist sense but seeing the nineteenth century through the material
physiognomy of Paris).

The flaneur is not the first image most historians would choose for
themselves, for it also suggests lack of depth. And in fairness, it is
true that one sometimes wishes for more depth in this work, and a
sharper sense of the historiographical problems at hand. Histories—
of cartography, for example—are sketched with such hasty brush
strokes that they do not stick in the mind. Authors of secondary lit-
erature are not always given their due. And genuinely new
insights—something which an assiduous historian could not find
buried in a learned journal—are infrequent. To put it in terms of lit-
erary study—we are closer to Susan Sontag than to Erich Auerbach. 

Although Im Raume lesen wir die Zeit is not aimed just at profes-
sional historians, it nevertheless has a lot to say to us. At the very
least, it is the most elegant and accessible introduction to the spatial
turn in any language that I know. 

HELMUT WALSER SMITH is the Martha Rivers Ingram Professor of
History, Vanderbilt University. He is currently working on a set of
essays on region, religion, and nation in modern German history.
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