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DANIEL FULDA, Wissenschaft aus Kunst. Die Entstehung der modernen
deutschen Geschichtsschreibung 1760-1860, European Cultures: Studies
in Literature and the Arts, 7 (Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter,
1996), ix + 547 pp. ISBN 3 11 015014 X. DM 198,-

Daniel Fulda begins his exhaustive, sometimes demanding mono-
graph with a letter Goethe wrote to the historian Barthold Georg
Niebuhr in 1812. The first volumes of Niebuhr’s Roman history had
just appeared. Goethe queried Niebuhr’s famous distinction between
the poetic surface and the historical core of Livy’s histories, which
Niebuhr had used critically as sources. Goethe’s letter, written in the
middle of the century 1760 to 1860 that Fulda examines, signals Fulda’s
central interest: the arbitrariness, the artificiality of the usual distinc-
tion between history and literature. We normally think of Niebuhr as
the earliest historian to make a radical separation between history and
literature. It formerly belonged to the beaux arts and now, seemingly,
had been severed from them in style and as an intellectual discipline.
Fulda calls that separation radically into question. His book is a work
of intellectual history and of literary theory. He traces an intellectual
evolution, and he also takes sides and draws aesthetic lessons. Those
tasks, of course, are well within the purpose of the series – European
Cultures: Studies in Literature and the Arts, edited by Walter Pape at
Cologne – in which he writes. The result is an important and cogent
argument, though Fulda’s twin tasks occasionally get a little in each
other’s way.

Modern historical writing, Fulda would have us know, did not
really occur as a sharp break with history’s literary past. To the
contrary, it appeared under the aegis and powerful influence of the
literary masterpieces and literary theories of the Klassikerzeit. True,
Ranke from the time of his history of the Popes (Die römischen Päpste)
(1834-36) abandoned the conscious literary styling of his earlier histo-
ries. And admittedly, Droysen consciously distinguished historical
writing from imaginative literature well before the first edition of his
Historik in 1857. Both historians’ historically conditioned denials should
not mislead us. Despite Ranke’s and Droysen’s self-deceptive pose of
scholarship, their histories were literature pursued by other means.
History claimed to be objective truth, but it was a construct in the same
way and for the same reason that literature was. Fulda, then, has a
critical, roughly post-modernist argument to put forward, and the
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structure of his lengthy, hyper-organized text reflects this critical
agenda.

He begins with forty-three pages of discussion of the ‘Historicality
of the Textuality of History’ (Geschichtlichkeit der Textualität der Ge-
schichte). This opening section poses historiographical problems through
a review of critical historical and literary theory. The next two sections
on, respectively, ‘Historical Narration’ (Geschichte(n) erzählen) and
‘Aestheticization and Certification (Ästhetisierung und Vergewisserung)
in “classical” Historicism’ amount to three hundred and eighty pages.
These sections contain the story of a century of history-writing, though
the footnotes (which, despite their small print, at times consume half
or more of the printed page) often carry on separate, critical discus-
sions either of the subjects Fulda treats, and/or with the authors and
sources on which he draws. Some of these side discussions seem
ornamental, but many are helpful and informative.

Fulda’s narrative sections, by contrast, present a linear and evi-
dently progressive movement from eighteenth-century ‘pragmatism’
to the Historik of J. G. Droysen. The reader looks ahead to the discussion
of Droysen with real anticipation because Fulda portrays eighteenth-
century ‘pragmatic’ historiography as defective and its critics as less
clear-minded and articulate than Droysen. Now, Droysen was one of
the most brilliant historians ever to have written, but it is a sign of the
remarkably high estimate that Fulda makes of historical theory (as
opposed to historical accounts) that he describes a century of historical
and literary conceptualization as just a run-up to Droysen’s lectures on
historical methods. Surprisingly, his actual discussion of Droysen is
fairly brief, and the story seems to conclude in mid-air with the
demonstration that Droysen actually depended on Herder’s theories
of speech, theories that have informed the attacks on historicism
during the last twenty years. After providing this discontinuity, Fulda’s
argument resumes with the fourth, and final, section ‘Outlooks’
(Ausblicke). Here Fulda offers two related but also discontinuous
essays.

The first discusses change and continuity in Droysen’s aesthetics,
measured by comparing the 1833 and 1877 editions of his classic life of
Alexander the Great. The second is a determined essay on historical
theory and aesthetics (Geschichtstheorie und Ästhetik) in the twentieth
century. The former essay is succinct and engaging, though it is
unfortunate that Fulda does not discuss Droysen’s own poetic compo-
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sitions, his translations of Aeschylus and Aristophanes, or his very
revealing early writings on Greek history and literature before Alexan-
der. These would have specified and strengthened his argument. The
second, closing essay is both critical and enlightening. In it, Fulda
presents clearly his critical agenda. His review of historiography, he
explains, lays bare the rationalization in theory for historical scholar-
ship’s willed ignorance of literary modernity. The result is a naïveté that
damages historical theory. Fulda wants to make it impossible to ignore
history’s essentially literary origins and basis. This honesty, he reasons,
is necessary so that ‘further discussion of this complex of problems’ can
be conducted in full awareness of the irreducibly aesthetic and verbal
limitedness of historical discourse (pp. 472-3).

Fulda came to this topic through earlier work on Friedrich Schiller
as a historian. His present book is a contribution to the continuing
discussion of the ‘linguistic turn’ in recent historiographic discourse
that, in essence, began with Hayden White’s Metahistory in 1973. Fulda
is scrupulous both in indicating his indebtedness to, and his often
cogent disagreements with, White. A book of this scope, of course,
incurs many intellectual debts, and Fulda’s opening chapter and
conversational footnotes gratefully acknowledge his debts. White,
however, warrants a lengthy list of references in Fulda’s index. Fulda’s
account also has much to offer those readers who are content to sit out
the ‘linguistic turn’ in historiography but are none the less interested
deeply in the history of historical writing in eighteenth and nineteenth-
century Germany. His second and third sections, therefore, deserve an
overview, though his interested and appreciative account of a long,
complex, critical evolution defies easy summary.

Fulda tells his story by integrating literary and historiographic
events. He begins his account in 1760 when ‘pragmatism’ was the
‘paradigm’ both for writing histories and novels. By ‘pragmatism’
Fulda means, specifically, the deliberate practice of viewing the past as
a ‘system of causes and effects’ that could be studied as ‘rational,
established inference’ (p. 60). The result for historians such as Johann
Christoph Gatterer or August von Schlözer was histories markedly
better at organizing synchronic patterns than in showing and explain-
ing diachronic change. Fulda is able better to diagnose and indicate
these problems through his informative discussion of suggestive
changes in late eighteenth-century prose fiction. His remarks on
Christoph Martin Wieland’s novel Agathon are especially helpful in
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understanding what needed to be done. Thus, Gatterer’s and Schlözer’s
later histories show the influences of contemporaneous fiction com-
posed, or much read, in late eighteenth-century Germany.

Really fundamental and positive change came only with Johann
Gottfried Herder’s 1772 critical discussion of Schlözer’s essay on
‘universal history’ in the Frankfurter Gelehrten Anzeiger. Fulda’s discus-
sion of Herder is deeply and acknowledgedly indebted to Robert
Leventhal’s studies, and stresses Herder’s vision of history as an
onward movement and his revelation that history is constructed in the
historian’s writing. In a manner that reflects the critical, as opposed to
the intellectual historical, aspect of his book, Fulda celebrates Herder
because he was right, because he pointed the way to Droysen. That
route led, first, through Friedrich Schiller’s works, through his impor-
tant theoretical writings, but also through his histories, of which Fulda
has a justifiably high opinion. In his view, they were much closer to
later disciplinary, scholarly histories than later disciplinary, scholarly
historians could bring themselves to admit. By 1800, literature (and,
thus, history) in Germany were on the verge of ‘modernity’ (die
Moderne), on whose meanings Fulda pauses to reflect.

These reflections point the discussion to Leopold von Ranke via the
preparatory theoretical works of Goethe and, more important here,
Friedrich von Schlegel. Their work enabled Ranke, in his much dis-
cussed first work Histories of the Romance and Germanic Peoples
(Geschichten der romanischen und germanischen Völker) to invest meaning
into his ostensibly objective history in two ways. First, Ranke em-
ployed a symbolism whereby particular events none the less continu-
ally bespoke larger, ultimately divine, significance. Secondly, Fulda
points to a phenomenon incompletely present in historiography as
early as Schlözer. This is the ‘syntagmatic axis’ (syntagmatische Achse)
by virtue of which ‘event’ (Geschehen) and ‘significance’ (Sinn) are
clearly connected on the horizontal level even without explicit, per-
haps arbitrary and subjective commentary from the historian (pp. 175,
287). Regrettably, Fulda does not explain this imposing concept very
clearly; happily, we can see what he means about Ranke even without
being much helped by technical terms. Ranke, that is, learned to use
essentially poetic devices and they allowed him seemingly to distin-
guish the historical from the literary. The ideas that animated this
modern historiography, as indicated above, found their fullest and
most able expression in Droysen’s magisterial Historik.
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In tracing this development, Fulda performs a real service by
connecting the evolution of modern historiography in the traditions of
Ranke and Droysen to the development of literary theory and sensibil-
ity while, at the same time, offering implicit and explicit critical
assessments that have present applicability. His arguments are cogent
and suggestive, though his discussion of eighteenth-century
historiography sometimes seems like older Christian accounts of the
Old Testament: it contains important truths, but limited ones impor-
tant chiefly because they prepare the way for Droysen. I also missed a
serious discussion of the effects of Droysen’s failed political strivings
before and especially during the 1848 revolution. His frustrations, after
all, affected in important ways his sense of how fully historians could
discern providential purpose in history and that, in turn, changed his
ideas on the sureness and purpose of historical narration.

ROBERT SOUTHARD is Professor of History and Jewish Studies at
Earlham College in Richmond, Indiana. His recent book Droysen and
The Prussian School of History (1995) takes a comprehensive look at the
Prussian historians in terms of the religious underpinnings of their
scholarship and partisanship. He is now working on the German
Jewish historians I. M. Jost and Heinrich Graetz.
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