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WOLFGANG PIERETH, Bayerns Pressepolitik und die Neuordnung
Deutschlands nach den Befreiungskriegen , Schriftenreihe zur Baye -
rischen Landesgeschichte, 119 (Munich: Beck, 1999), 330 pp. ISBN 3
406 10700 1. DM 58.00

Wolfgang Piereth’s book on Bavaria’s press policies at the time of the
Congress of Vienna adds to a rapidly expanding corpus of literature
devoted to the German press of the early-nineteenth century. Piereth
employs the resources of a range of archives—Munich, Berlin,
Speyer, Vienna—in an account that demonstrates the close connec -
tion between state formation and propaganda. Whilst recognizing
that the rise of the political press can be dated to at least the 1770s,
this book nevertheless highlights the importance of the Napoleonic
era in Germany. It was this period that witnessed the emergence of a
public sphere of a different quality: one that was more structured,
unified, and focused on the reference points of ‘people’ and ‘nation’.

Metternich once observed that propaganda was not only danger-
ous, but a tool of the weak. Weakness, or more specifically, a pro -
found sense of vulnerability, certainly distinguished Bavaria in the
revolutionary/Napoleonic era. The liquidation of Poland in the 1790s
provided an awful example of the possible fate of Europe’s smaller
states. The imminent collapse of the Reich brought with it the prize of
sovereignty and the danger of partition. The prize was eventually
won, but then challenged in turn by Napoleon’s Confederation of the
Rhine, Prussian plans for the partition of Germany in 1814-15, Stein’s
schemes for greater unity, and Metternich’s Bund. Hence the constant
need for Munich to reassert its internal and external sovereignty in
this period. Hence the need for a political press. Yet, despite its
potential usefulness, the emergence of a sophisticated Pressepolitik
came relatively late to Bavaria. Both Metternich’s Austria and
Hardenberg’s Prussia were ahead in this field, Piereth argues. During
the Napoleonic period, Munich simply relied upon crude censorship,
which was increasingly tightened under French pressure. Berlin, in
contrast, abandoned a defensive propaganda policy in 1813-14 and
went on the offensive, directing, guiding, and enlisting the press.
Elements within the Prussian military leadership in particular appre-
ciated the importance of Öffentlichkeitsarbeit. In this account, which
stresses the importance of public opinion and its management during
the Wars of Liberation, Piereth by implication challenges recent his -
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toriography (itself a reaction against crude Borussian triumphalism)
that has pooh-poohed any notion of popular engagement during the
Wars of Liberation. Certainly, the Prussian military was not so dis -
missive. Nor was Metternich and nor, eventually, the Bavarians.
Napoleon’s defeat in 1814 represented Stunde Null for many Ger -
mans who planned their nation’s future as if it were possible to start
afresh, with a clean slate. A mass of plans and schemes of a constitu -
tional and territorial nature appeared, such as decorates the front
cover of this paperback edition. Most were consigned to the deep as
hopelessly unrealistic. None the less, the discussions conducted at
the highest levels at the Congress of Vienna (and Piereth provides a
good account of this wider diplomatic context) were deadly serious
and threatened Bavarian sovereignty. There were various agendas,
but the most menacing from Munich’s perspective were the various
schemes for Austro-Prussian partition and/or greater German unity
pushed especially by Hardenberg and Stein. Worse still, Stein and
Hardenberg employed the press to put pressure on Bavaria during
negotiations over the German question. Stein’s propaganda, peddled
by Görres’s Rheinischer Merkur, for example, was overtly anti-Bavari-
an and especially worrying in the autumn of 1814 in encouraging
secessionism within newly acquired territories such as the former
Hohenzollern (and Protestant) territories of Ansbach and Bayreuth. 

Piereth demonstrates how Montgelas’s government confronted
the challenge to Bavaria’s sovereignty through the development of a
modern press policy designed to influence German public opinion.
The propaganda activities of Stein’s Central Administration, with
which the writers Arndt and Görres were especially associated, pro -
vided both a spur and model. Initially, the Bavarians viewed the
press attack against them as the result of Prussian attempts to revo -
lutionize Germany. Munich responded with predictable paranoia,
imposing greater repression and control. This essentially defensive
reaction changed in December 1814, when its ineffectiveness was rec-
ognized. Instead, awareness grew of the need for a more sophisticat-
ed, ambitious policy. The turning point came with the Saxo -
ny/Poland crisis of late 1814, which presented Bavaria with the op -
portunity to place itself at the head of the ‘third Germany’ against
Prussocentric German nationalism. Prussia, through its actions over
Saxony, had forfeited the moral high ground. It appeared again as
the greedy, expansionist state feared throughout the eighteenth cen -
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tury. Significantly, the Bavarian propaganda initiative was taken not
so much in Munich, but by individual officials, especially in the
Rhineland. In 1814, the northern part of this region was occupied by
the Prussians, and the southern part by a joint Austro-Bavarian
administration. Both sides engaged in a Federkrieg , an account of
which is already provided in an excellent study by Karl Georg
Faber.1 Rhinelanders, like the former radical Andreas Rebmann who
had served Napoleon, felt threatened by Prussian-backed nationalist
propaganda and supported the Bavarian initiative. Eventually,
Montgelas took a keener interest in managing this propaganda effort.
The periodical publication, Allemania, was one consequence of this
desire for direction. Piereth, through painstaking research, has iden -
tified the majority of contributors to this journal, which was edited by
an official from the foreign ministry. Civil servants, including a high
proportion of ‘new Bavarians’ (natives of territories incorporated into
Bavaria in the Napoleonic period, out to prove their loyalty to their
new state), co-operated with Allemania. Much of the biographical
minutiae supplied on some of them will be of limited interest other
than to the specialist, as are details such as the expense of the paper
on which Allemania was printed. A broader and more significant con-
clusion that Piereth draws from his research is the political tension in
this period between proponents of what one might label late enlight-
ened absolutism and those tending towards early constitutional lib -
eralism.

Jacques Ellul (whom Piereth cites), in his pioneering theoretical
study of propaganda,2 stresses the ineffectiveness of propaganda that
appears obvious. This was so with Allemania, which was so overtly an
organ of the Bavarian government—despite elaborate cloak-and-
dagger manœuvrings to disguise the connection—that no publisher
could be found to produce it for fear of alienating its customers in
other parts of Germany. Eventually, the Bavarian government had to
publish it itself. Not surprisingly, demand proved low. To circum -
vent this problem, Munich formulated an alternative strategy. This
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1Die Rheinlande zwischen Restauration und Revolution: Probleme der rheinischen
Geschichte von 1814 bis 1848 im Spiegel der zeitgenössischen Publizistik (Wies-
baden, 1966)
2 Propaganda: The Formation of Men’s Attitudes , trans. from the French by
Konrad Kellen and Jean Lerner (New York, 1968).



involved taking over, or at least influencing, existing publications
with an established readership. Amongst the most important targets
was the Allgemeine Zeitung, published by Johann Friedrich Cotta in
Augsburg, the most influential paper of early nineteenth-century
Germany. Munich’s ultimately fruitless machinations with respect to
this publication in 1815 are described in considerable detail by
Piereth. In addition, Munich attempted to take over various other
independent journals on the sly, or at least to manipulate their edito-
rial policies, planned to set up a Bavarian government press agency,
and to design a range of different official publications targeted at var-
ious social groups. Ultimately, these initiatives proved unsuccessful,
and several factors account for this failure. Firstly, Munich misun -
derstood the nature of the press attack against itself. It believed that
the hostile press must be directed by one (presumably Prussian) con-
spiratorial group, and failed to consider that figures such as Görres
were acting spontaneously, as independent agents. This misunder -
standing accounted for a rather clumsy attempt to entice Görres into
Bavarian service following the Prussian ban on the  Rheinischer
Merkur imposed in early 1816, as if he were motivated simply by
pecuniary gain. More fundamentally, Piereth demonstrates that the
development of a modern propaganda apparatus in Bavaria was
fatally undermined by the bureaucracy’s Olympian self-perception
as a kind of Hegelian universal estate, floating well above grubby
party conflict. Finally, the bureaucratic-absolutist determination of
Munich to maintain tight control over its propaganda stifled initia -
tive and prevented engagement of really talented writers who
required autonomy to flourish. In this context, it was no accident that
the most active and successful propaganda campaign launched on
behalf of Bavaria came from the periphery, the newly acquired
Rhineland-Palatinate, where local officials enjoyed greater scope for
initiative. Closer to Munich, bureaucratic control put off the kind of
independent-minded men of stature who might have contributed
most to Bavaria’s cause.

Piereth also devotes space to the content of Bavarian propaganda.
This went beyond denouncing Prussian aggrandizement and defend-
ing the sovereignty of the smaller German states. More positively, it
attempted to forge a new Bavarian or even south German identity.
Especially pressing was the need to ‘Bavarianize’ the periphery of the
new state. Ridicule of German nationalists, with their silly symbols
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and funny hats, was certainly part of this. More constructively,
Munich also sponsored what might be termed  Heimatforschung ,
though the results were quite mediocre. True ‘Germaness’ came
through a strong regional identity, not through sterile uniformity or
partition by the ‘half-Slav’ Prussians and multinational Habsburgs.
According to the spin, Bavarian statehood was not the product of
Napoleonic intervention, as Görres and co. argued, but the natural
culmination of a millennium of German history. As for the effective-
ness of this message, Piereth expresses scepticism. Significantly, the
propaganda was not consumed by the ‘new Bavarian’ target audi -
ence, but by bureaucrats in administrative centres concentrated in
‘old Bavaria’. This failure is not surprising bearing in mind Ellul’s
observation that propaganda is effective only when it plays on exist-
ing prejudices. Most Bavarians were not interested in the German
debate; nor were they especially anti-Prussian. More deeply
ingrained in ‘old Bavaria’ was Austrophobia, and this was success -
fully whipped up in late 1815 during a diplomatic crisis over the
future of Salzburg. This territory had been acquired by Bavaria dur -
ing the Napoleonic wars and Vienna wanted it back. Munich
launched an anti-Austrian press campaign in support of its claims.
Ironically, this campaign proved too successful: domestic popular
sentiment was worked up to such an extent that the Bavarian gov -
ernment was badly humiliated when it subsequently had to cave in
to Habsburg military threats and cede Salzburg to Vienna. This
episode revealed that appealing to public opinion was playing with
fire. Ironically, it was this ‘successful’ propaganda campaign as much
as previous failure that brought to a close this chapter in Bavaria’s
Pressepolitik. Ultimately, Piereth demonstrates in possibly the most
important conclusion of this book, a political system based upon
bureaucratic state absolutism proved fundamentally incapable of
sustaining such a policy, irrespective of whether it was successful or
unsuccessful in its immediate objective of mobilizing popular senti -
ment.

Overall, this is a commendable work. Piereth might be criticized
for being a little dismissive of some of the existing literature when
establishing a niche for his own book; in particular, Karl-Georg
Faber, in a number of publications (which Piereth cites), has already
contributed to our knowledge of the press-war between Bavaria and
Prussia in the Rhineland. More positively, Piereth has engaged in
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painstaking research to go beyond the actual propaganda itself to
explore who produced it, and how. He also confronts the problem of
reception of the press, though here the inevitable scarcity of sources
imposes tight limits. None the less, through the use of police reports,
Piereth provides much information on the state of public opinion
within Bavaria, especially its recently acquired possessions. Signifi -
cantly, this study undermines the old textbook notion that the Con -
gress of Vienna and Restoration was all about a return to the old pol-
itics in defiance of public opinion. In reality, public opinion was
taken extremely seriously, even if it ultimately had little influence in
shaping the contours of the final settlement. In demonstrating this,
Piereth adds substantially to our understanding of the relationship
between early nineteenth-century reform bureaucrats and the rest of
society. 

MICHAEL ROWE is Lecturer in Modern European History at
Queen’s University Belfast. He has published a number of articles on
various aspects of Napoleonic rule in Germany, and is writing a book
on the history of the Rhineland during the Revolutionary and
Napoleonic age.
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