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The 'Historical Consciousness' of the 

Holy Roman Empire of 
the German Nation 

(Sixteenth to Eighteenth Century) 
MARKUS VOLKEL 

Preliminary Reflections: Empire System History 

The political organization of central Europe from the dissolution 
of the Frankish Empire to the French Revolution continues to 
mystify its historians and interpreters even today. It does not fit the 
model of the state used in European political science since classical 
antiquity. In the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation, as 
it became known in the late fifteenth century, patterns of state, 
social, and religious order merged permanently and became super-
imposed, in contrast to neighbouring countries where they had 
long since diverged as part of purportedly inescapable processes of 
modernization and enlightenment. 

As long as the Empire existed and functioned, it was a self-
evident entity to its inhabitants-and not just its 'German' inhabi-
tants-that is, an entity that explained itself historically and was 
also historically explicable. Only after the long decline and (seem-
ingly) sudden and unexpected fall of the Empire in 1806 was it 
transformed into an at once finished and increasingly mysterious 
'historical period'. The popular nineteenth-century comparison 
between the Empire and the western European nation-states in par-
ticular made it appear antiquated, pre-modern, and, particularly 
from a kleindeutsch Prussian perspective, in many respects un-
German as well because it had extended well beyond the bound-
aries later associated with Germany to include many speakers of 
other languages amongst its inhabitants. When the German histo-
rians of the post-Napoleonic era proclaimed their historiography to 
Translated by Pamela Selwyn. 
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be pre-eminent in Europe, they did so from a paradoxical position. 
They were methodologically and mentally rooted in the old Empire 
(Altes Reich) and its north German Reformation version of the 
European Republic of Letters, but they remained unequal to the 
task of treating this seemingly mythical body's political, social, cul-
tural, and religious phenomena as a historical subject with which 
they maintained a relationship of continuity and identity. They 
adopted a selective stance in their writing that avoided, among 
other things, commenting on its own genesis in a wholly different 
environment. 

In the epoch of nineteenth-century historicism, dominated by 
distinct national traditions, little help could be expected from 
abroad. The 'old Empire of the Germans' was not a subject which 
other national histories could or wished to follow. This indifference 
appears all the more astonishing when we consider that historians 
in Poland, Italy, Belgium, Bohemia, Hungary, and Denmark might 
very well have analysed the Empire's key functions in their own his-
tories. All of these countries, or at least some regions that came to 
form them, had been part of the Empire at one time. Historians in 
the recently unified Germany of 1871 only grudgingly acknowledged 
the early work of James Bryce (1838-1922), The Holy Roman Empire 
(1864), that made a substantial contribution to the Empire's history. 
The possible relationship of this work to Bryce's 1889 The American 
Commonwealth and its less obvious connections to Lord Acton's 
'History of Liberty' remained hidden from the German public. 1 

Historians in the nineteenth century were preoccupied by their 
own concerns and unable to access how those living in the old 
Empire before 1806 had viewed their world, let alone appreciate 
that the Empire might even have formed an element of that con-
sciousness. Had the Empire's inhabitants and elites possessed such 
preoccupations, they would have pursued different politics, and 
would have had to think in the categories of state, power, and 
nation. Outside of these teleological concepts, it seemed pointless 
to speak of historical consciousness and of the Empire as an 
element of that consciousness. 

1 In 1873 a German translation was published in Leipzig as Das heilige römische Reich. In 
his foreword Bryce was keen to stress the explicitly Germanophile disposition of the book. 
George Peabody Gooch, in his study History and Historians in the Nineteenth Century (London, 
1913; repr. Boston, 1959), 360, made Bryce his prime example for Acton's moment of awak-
ening to 'the history of liberty' in Cannes; see Roland Hill, Lord Acton (New Haven, 2000), 
279-80, quotation at 280. 
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This attitude persists today, albeit in watered-down form, even 
in the most recent scholarship, which is quite well disposed to the 
old Empire. As evidence one might cite the fact that apparently 
quite straightforward research topics remain unexplored to this 
day: a history of the historiography of the Empire (Reichs-
geschichtsschreibung), a history of historiographic conceptions of 
the Empire, or even a history of the imperial historians (Reichs-
historiker), that is, those scholars who wrote the history of the 
Empire or important aspects of it from diverse social, religious, 
and political standpoints. Current research on the old Empire still 
adheres to thematic hierarchies. High up the ladder are the 
central and regional institutions of the Empire and their archival 
evidence, followed by regional studies in social or political history, 
generally centred on these institutions. Studies of the 'culture of 
the Empire' focus on its 'political culture', followed by works on 
material and symbolic communication. From here scholars make 
the connection to cultural landscapes in the Empire, with forays 
into literary and art history. The intellectual history of the Empire 
continues to be the domain of legal historians. If the Empire is 
described as a juridified state organized around interpersonal rela-
tions (verrechtlichter Personenverbandsstaat), then, from the time 
when religion disappeared as a unifying factor in 1555 (if not 
before), it was jurists who defined the essential notions of the 
Empire.2 Nowhere has the prosopography of the Empire been 
more thorough than in the case of jurists, and nowhere do we 
have a clearer intellectual profile of the Empire than in the fields 
of imperial, constitutional, and territorial law. 

If one enquires into the role of history and historians against 
this background, it instantly becomes clear, for reasons rooted in 
the history of science, disciplines, and mentalities, that it is far 
more elusive than that of contemporary jurists and theologians. 
Scholarly polyhistorism and the empirical-instrumental function 
of history in conjunction with its ties to theology and the domi-
nance of the rhetorical scheme of 'historia magistra vitae' all con-
spire to submerge the historiography of the Empire and its 
potential subject into the deep underground of discourses in the 

2 See the concise reflections by Gerd Roellecke in his essay 'Das Ende des romisch-
deutschen Kaisertums und der Wandel der curopaischen Gesellschaft', in Wilhelm 
Brauneder (ed.), Heiliges Riimisches Reich und modeme Staatlichkeit (Frankfurt am Main, 1993), 
93-109, esp. 103-4. 
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Empire, often rendering them all but unrecognizable. For that 
reason, one is often tempted to abandon the classical notion of a 
history of the historiography of the Empire in favour of more flex-
ible concepts such as 'memoria' and historical culture. This 
approach indeed offers indisputable advantages, particularly when 
it comes to the imperial church and the Catholic-dominated 
'Germania sacra'.3 

Despite the form of the discourse, however, a closer and more 
patient scrutiny of historical writing in the Empire, especially in 
the early modern period, reveals the existence of quite a few his-
torians who had rather precise ideas about the Empire, its func-
tion in universal history, its roles in organizing domestic and 
foreign policy, its changes and constants, the genres suited to it, as 
well as about a public oriented towards the Empire. These men 
indubitably possessed a historical consciousness that could still 
hold its own today, and they also assumed that they shared it with 
a public interested in the Empire. They considered their attitudes, 
their work, and the dissemination and reception of their writings 
to be important, in some respects even decisive; that is, they 
regarded them as guides to political, moral, and religious action. 

Doubtless, pre-modern ideas such as the historical-theological 
model or the historicization of the legal sphere of the Personen-
verbandsstaat outweighed more modern conceptions such as that of 
an imperial raison d'état in their writing. This conservatism with its 
antiquarian and memorial aspects, however, should not lead us to 
a negative assessment. If we cannot get beyond it, then only the 
most recent historical consciousness could claim the name, while 
all previous ones would necessarily be found wanting, at best. 
Although the founding documents of German historicism still 
demanded this respect, later historical practice has been rather 
lacking in it. It is thus high time that we relinquish this bias once 
and for all. 

This is to say that the conception of historical consciousness 
and its content can be precisely assessed and delimited for early 
modern conditions. In the case of the Empire, it is perhaps more 
deeply buried than that in other countries, because, as has been 
explained above, it was not articulated along proto-national lines. 

3 There is an ever increasing literature on this aspect; see Stefan Benz, 
'Geschichtskultur: Neuerscheinungen zur Historizitat und zu ihrcn sozialen Orten in der 
Friihneuzeit', Archivfar Kulturgeschichte, 88 (2006), 157-201. 
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The understanding of the Empire's own history, however, was a 
vital, that is, lively and organic part of the Empire, since it was 
related to how people legitimized their actions, and how they 
related themselves and their communities to the Empire. To 
demonstrate this, the main part of this essay will attempt a 
chronological discussion of the Empire's historiography from the 
Humanist period to the eighteenth century. Before turning to the 
historical consciousness of the Empire, however, the methodolog-
ical framework that informs this essay has to be outlined. A brief 
confrontation between modern social theory and the findings of 
research on the old Empire may make the ways in which histori-
cal consciousness worked and the importance it acquired within 
the imperial constitution clearer. 

The German sociologist Niklas Luhmann (1927-98) described 
societies as evolutionary systems which change through contact 
with their environment.4 Evolution occurs mainly through linguis-
tic communication, and it does so within a historical dimension. 
What is crucial in this respect is that elements that have left the 
system sometimes persist within it as outlines. Thus, that which 
was before remains in effect in a selection mechanism that it once 
helped shape; it participates in making the future. How a system 
develops has to do with its internal organization of time, that is, 
with the intervals between various states of development and with 
the question of whether they create continuity or discontinuity. 

These societal systems may follow each other immediately (con-
tiguity), or they may follow each other at wider intervals. In the 
latter case certain memorial techniques such as genealogies, and 
so on, contribute to the process. The functional differentiation 
of societies is generally accompanied by an intensification of 
memory, and the selective significance of more distant processes 
also increases. In this way, according to Luhmann, the 'combina-
tory potential' of a process may grow, that is, historical conscious-
ness raises a system's evolutionary chances: 'We can speak of 
historical processes when the immanent historicity of a process is 
deliberately used to set up remote connections among the selective 
events-whether to decide or to interpret them. '5 

4 For the following see Niklas Luhmann, 'Geschichte als ProzeB und die Theorie sozio-
kultureller Evolution', in Karl-Georg Faber and Christian Meier (eds.), Historische Pro;:.esse 
(Munich, 1978), 413-40: see also Markus Volkel, Geschichtsschreibung: Eine Eirifuhrung inglobaler 
Perspektiue (Cologne, 2006), 346-8. 

5 Luhmann, 'Geschichte als ProzeB', 432. 
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We should now project onto this theory of social systems some 
of the results of research on the historical character of the Empire 
assembled by the constitutional law specialist Gerd Roellecke, 6 for 
example, Hegel's comment in his essay 'The German Constitution' 
that the imperial constitution could not be reformed because of its 
privatization of political rights. Or that the Reformation deprived 
the emperor, without compensation, of religious legitimization, 
which was indispensable in the Middle Ages. Or that the emperor 
had never had an objective or functionally limited jurisdiction, but 
that this was always determined jointly de facto und de jure by 
emperors and Estates. Furthermore, that the emperor stabilized 
the law of personal status (Personenstandsrecht) in the Empire 
where it could not maintain itself according to the natural order 
by dint of directives for which he had no competitor. Here the reli-
gious legitimization of the emperor partially returns, for only he 
was entitled to the power to bind and loose in the corporeal realm. 

Such statements substantiate, for example, Luhmann's assertion 
that that which is eliminated, for example, the emperor's religious 
legitimization, is still preserved in outline, for example, in discre-
tionary powers. Or, to give another example, temporally previous 
elements, for instance, the emperor's obligation to maintain law 
and peace, persisted alongside the newly established Imperial 
Chamber Court (Reichskammergericht) participating henceforth 
in a permanent process of selection that decided what would be 
dealt with by which institution in a given case. Finally, proceeding· 
from Hegel's thesis of a privatization of political rights, one can 
even determine the nature of the immanent historicity of the 
processes occurring in the Empire. According to Hegel it was 
never a right that decided on actual ownership, but rather the 
implicit recognition of real circumstances of ownership-'beati 
possidentes'. Historicity had a negative effect here, as a mere 
duplication of conditions and a literal shutting down of processes. 

One could cite a number of other examples, but these few 
suffice to show that, while the imperial constitution of the early 
modern period rested on the supremacy of the Empire, and the 
'Empire became frozen in law',7 this supremacy continued to rest 
on the dual foundation of religious and historical legitimization. 
The Empire's dysfunctional stratified society was in particular 

6 See Roellecke, 'Das Ende des riimisch-deutschen Kaisertums', 95, 97, 98, 99-rno. 
7 Ibid. rn3. 
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need of a framework in which bodies of persons could orient 
themselves internally and externally, and towards the past and 
future in equal measure. Who belonged to these bodies anyway, 
and what were their rights and obligations? Where were their 
borders, and what were their interests? None of these issues could 
be decided without a historical-religious definition of the Empire.8 

Without this definition, the everyday discourse through which the 
Empire's clumsily functioning institutions manoeuvred was also 
incomplete. 

Luhmann's model helps us to understand how an (in compar-
ison with the western European nation-states) obsolete historical 
model such as the teleologically defined idea of the fourth 
kingdom was able to dominate the historical conception of the 
Empire into the eighteenth century, while at the same time a 
concept such as the 'ius publicum germanicum' could completely 
freeze dynamically generated conditions. 9 The existing imperial 
constitution had arisen through transformation, but it was not per-
mitted to change in future. During the entire early modern period 
it was essentially impossible to eliminate older, for example 
medieval, structural characteristics of the Empire. The processes 
of selection thus did not become narrowed down to the same 
degree over the course of the Empire's history as in the western 
European states. 

To be sure, reflections such as Luhmann's were beyond the the-
oretical sphere of contemporaries, but within their practical histo-
riographic work one readily rediscovers these approaches. The 
highly incomplete history of changes in historical conceptions of 
the Holy Roman Empire that follows will provide a few examples 
of this. 

8 For the smaller Estates of the Empire, in particular, the pattern is always the same. 
They had to extend their own historical existence far into the past and to connect it directly 
to the emperor and the Empire. Without the Empire they could never achieve the desired 
state of imperial immediacy (Reichsunmittelbarkeit) which brought them under the imme-
diate jurisdiction of the emperor. In their chronicles and architecture these Estates created 
their own 'sites of memory' the most famous of which is the emperor's hall (Kaisersaal); see 
Rainer A. Muller, 'Kaisersiile in oberschwabischen Reichsabteien: Wettenhausen, 
Kaisheim und Ottobeuren', in Wolfgang Wiist (ed.), Geistliche Staaten in Oberdeutschland im 
Rahmen der Reichsveifassung (Epfendorf, 2002), 305-27. 

9 Markus Volkel, 'Aufstieg und Fall der protestantischen Universalgeschichte', Storia 
de/la Storiogr'!fia, 39 (2001), 67,3. For a complementary view concerning the great 
'Reichspublicist' Hermann Conring see Constantin Fasolt, 17ze Limits ef History (Chicago, 
2004). . 
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From the Humanists to Leibniz 

Let us begin with the German Humanists. The Empire offered 
them little in the way of structure, that is, functioning structure. 
Perhaps a few of them experienced the r495 diet of Worms, 
praised the public peace (Landfrieden), and placed hopes in the 
Imperial Chamber Court, but the imperial constitution was not 
an entity they would have addressed directly. Systematic editions 
of the basic laws of the Empire (Reichsgrundgesetze) were still 
lacking in this period. This was the case in part because the main 
patron of Humanist writing, Emperor Maximilian I (r. r493-r5r9), 
was busy levering them out with his own institutions (imperial 
council, imperial court in r497), and impressed upon the Empire 
his own ambitious Habsburg 'memoria', participation in which 
could prove quite worthwhile for Humanist authors. 10 Instead of 
a discourse on the Empire, therefore, we find a discourse about 
the Teutons following Tacitus' Germania, 11 the four world king-
doms doctrine with its theory of 'translatio', 12 and a continuous 
process of dissociation from the papacy in Rome, 13 first ecclesi-
astically, then politically, and ultimately religiously as well. 14 

The Empire could appear as a point of reference in Jacob 
Wimpheling's (r450-r528) work when he declared that Alsace 
belonged to it, but ancient chorography played a decisive role 
here. As salutary as the rediscovery of classical descriptions of 
their region was for the self-confidence of the German Humanists, 
the associated geographical notions of a 'Germania magna' 

1° C[ Jan-Dirk Muller, Gedeclztnus: Literatur und Hqfgesellschqfl um Maximilian I. (Munich, 
1982). On the discursive capabilities of history-writing see Anthony Grafton, What was 
History? 17ze Art ef History in Ear/y Modern Europe (Cambridge, 2007). 

11 See Else-Lilly Etter, Tacitus in der Geirtesgeschiclzte des 16. und 17. Jalzrhunderts (Basel, 1966), 
149-67; Ludv.~g Krapf, GennanenTr!)lthus und Reichsideologie: Friihhumanistische Rezeptionsweisen 
der taciteischen 'Germania' (Tiibingen, 1979). 

12 For the beginnings of the theory, see Herfried Miinkler and Hans Griinberger, 'Enea 
Silvio Piccolominis Anstofle zur Entdeckung der nationalen ldentitat der "Deutschen"', 
in eid. and Kathrin Mayer, Nationenhiklung: Die Nationalisierung Europas im Diskurs humanirtischer 
lnteUektueller: ltalien und Deutsch/and (Berlin, 1998), 163-233. For the conspicuous role of inven-
tion in this discourse see Anthony Grafton, 'Traditions of Invention and Invention of 
Traditions in Renaissance Italy: Annius ofViterbo', in id., Defenders ef the Text: 17ze Traditions 
ef Scholarship in an Age ef Science, 1450---1800 (Cambridge, 1991), 76-103. 

13 Arno Seifert, Der Riickzug der biblischeu Prophetie von der neueren Geschichte: Studien zur 
Reichstheologie desfriilzneuzeitlichen deutschen Protestantismus (Cologne, 1990). 

1•1 Notker Hammerstein, 'Geschichte als Arsenal: Geschichtsschreibung im Umfeld 
deutscher Humanisten', in August Buck, Tibor Klaniczay, and S. Katalin Nemeth (eds.), 
Geschiclztsbewefltsein und Geschichtsschreibung in der Renaissance (Leiden, 1989), 19-32. 



The 'Historical Consciousness' of the Empire 331 

extended well beyond the imperial borders at the time and tended 
to make them lose sight of the Empire in its concrete form. 15 

In his Germaniae descriptio of 1530 Sebastian Munster (1489-1552) 
even cites regulations for elections and the imperial Estates, 
but Sebastian Frank (1499-1542), while referring to Charlemagne 
as a 'German', goes on to describe him as 'in thrall to the pope', 
from the very outset stamping the Empire with a religious 
blemish. 

After the Humanists came the Politiker and the first jurists, whom 
we should not, however, confuse with the imperial jurists (Reichs-
juristen) or imperial historians of the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. In this context we can propose the thesis that the Empire 
changed its form through the Reformation and its institutionaliza-
tion in the Religious Peace of Augsburg of 1555, and thus also its 
accessibility to historical consciousness.Johannes Sleidanus' (1506-
56) Commentarii ... de statu religionis et reipublicae, Carolo V. Caesare of 
the same year provide an excellent example. 16 Sleidanus locates 
the events of the Reformation within the perspective of Daniel's 
prophecy and thus the doctrine of the four world kingdoms. 1 7 He 
presents Emperor Charles V (r. 1519-56) as a figure in the history 
of salvation whom Martin Luther (1483-1546) comes up against. 
The rest, especially through and after the catastrophe of the 
Schmalkaldic War of 1546-7, was God's own work, viewed from 
an eschatological standpoint. At the end of his letter of dedication 
to Elector Augustus of Saxony (r. 1553-86), dated 21 March 1555, 
the historian predicts further 'wondrous changes'. The key point 
here is that the events were being portrayed by an 'officially' com-
missioned historian of the Schmalkaldic League-Sleidanus 
himself-supposedly based solely on the 'documents': 'Opus hoe 
meum confectum est totis ex actis, ut dixi, magna diligentia col-
lectis.' 18 The Religious Peace of Augsburg thus bursts in upon 
the divinely guided events and seals a partial victory for the 

15 Harald Bollbuck, Gesclzichts- und Raummodelle bei Albert Krant;:. (um £448-£5£7) und David 
Cl!Jtrtius (E53fr1600): Transfonnationen des historischen Diskurses im 16.Jahrhundert (Frankfurt am 
Main, 2006). 

16 Johannes Sleidan, De statu religionis et reipublicae, Carolo V. Caesare commentarii 
(Strasbourg, 1555). 

17 See Mariano Delgado, Klaus Koch, and Edgar Marsch (eds.), Europa, Tausendjtihriges 
Reich und .Neue Welt: Zwei Jahrtausende Geschiclzte und Utopie in der Re;:_eption des Danielbuches 
(Fribourg, 2003). 

18 Johann Gottlieb Boehm (ed.), loannis Sleidani de statu religionis et reipublicae Carolo quinto 
Caesare commentarii, editio nova (Frankfurt am Main, 1785), pt. 1, 9-w. 
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Reformation. And all of this-doubtless aided by the spirit of con-
fessional controversy-can be documented. Expressed from the 
viewpoint of Philipp Melanchthon (1497-1560), the 'divine preser-
vation' of the Church can be directly demonstrated from the 
princely chancelleries and archives. 

What then followed was an explosion of public interest in the 
legal documents and historical authors of the Empire. It was the 
heyday of rerum germanicarum editors such as Simon Schardt 
(15351 3),Johannes Pistorius (1546-16o8), Caspar Lundorp (c.1580-
1629), Marquard Freber (1565-1614), Christoph Lehmann (1570-
1638), Melchior Goldast (1578-1635), and a number of others. 19 In 
a 1985 essay on religious schism and public law in Germany, legal 
historian Michael Stolleis suggests that Protestantism felt embattled 
in the Empire at the end of the sixteenth century. There is evi-
dence, above all, of a crisis in the self-image of the Protestant 
Estates, since they had to recognize the Catholic emperor as their 
political ruler while rejecting him as their spiritual head. The 
Protestants had first to establish a religiously justified right of resist-
ance in the political and later also in the historical realm; they had 
to juridify both realms. 20 Thus we may speak of a rapid histori-
cization and juridification of the Empire in the wake of the 
Religious Peace of Augsburg. 

The question that arises, naturally, is what was being juridified 
or historicized here? The matter of the nature of the imperial state 
constitution, the seat of sovereignty or 'forma imperii', was not 
addressed. Was this about the imperial constitution? It was, in the 
broadest sense, and consequently about a framework of action for 
politicians in the Empire. In the stricter sense, however, it was 
about the emergence, reception, and interpretation of individual 
laws, traditions, or customs and what their consequences should 

19 A scholarly overview of the rerum germanicarum editors is urgently missing. A first, 
rather tentative step has been made by Gundula Caspary, Spiithumanismus und 
Reichspatriotismus: Melchior Goldast und seine Editionen zur Reichsveifassungsgeschichte (Gottingen, 
2006). 

20 Michael Stollcis, 'Glaubensspaltung und offentliches Recht in Deutschland', in id., 
Staal und Staatsraison in der fiiihen Neu:;;eit (Frankfurt am Main, r 990), 268-97, esp. 290: 'They 
[i.e. the Protestant Estates] alone had a particular interest in regulating this conflict of 
loyalty and legitimacy in a legal way and thus making it bearable.' However this doubtless 
accurate description ignores the fact that in political everyday life the Catholic Estates also 
pushed ahead with the-historical-juridification of the Empire despite the notion of a 
seamless Catholic 'traditio' and the partial illegality of the Religious Peace of Augsburg 
('innovatorcs'), as they saw it. 
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be for religious coexistence. Fundamental questions of sovereignty, 
raison d'etat, or the relationship between church and state could not 
be answered historically precisely because the historically visible 
form of the Empire exhibited irreconcilable contradictions. What 
we can say with a good measure of certainty is that knowledge 
about the Empire extended strikingly into the Middle Ages-in 
relation to all territories, but without a surge in systematization for 
their central object. Wherever we look, the rerum gennanicarum edi-
tions soon frayed out and disintegrated into ever smaller particles: 
Rerum bohemicarum (1602), Rerum alamannicarum (1661), Rerum brunsvi-
censium (1707-u), and so on.21 The thoroughness with which the 
great collections of imperial laws of the early seventeenth century 
were to be replaced in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth 
centuries by editions sponsored by the territorial rulers tells us two 
things: first, that the rerum gennanicarum was not a stable historio-
graphic genre; and secondly, how much the balance of political 
power in the Empire had shifted from the emperor to the princes. 

Historically, in particular, it was impossible to create a tenable 
hierarchy between the Empire and its members in a direct, or 
as Hermann Conring (1606-81) might have said, Germanic-
Teutonic-legal (germanisch-teutsch-rechtlich) manner. Such a 
hierarchy was sorely needed, but contemporaries had to make do 
with conceptions that, particularly in the seventeenth century, 
were becoming rapidly obsolete and thus contributed to the fusty 
and anachronistic figure the Holy Roman Empire cut in Europe. 
In the broader sense this was about the universal-historical 
schema of the four world kingdoms which, despite all progress in 
Protestant pulpits, continued to dominate Protestant schoolrooms 
well into the eighteenth century. In the narrower sense it was 
about the continuity of emperorship from Caesar to Leopold I 
(r. 1658-1705) or Charles VI (r. 1711-40) and its seamless transfer 
in the house of Habsburg. People saw matters differently in 
France, as Alexandre Y. Haran has shown. Being emperor pre-
supposed certain qualifications which were laid down in constitu-
tional and canon law and which the Habsburgs did not possess 
but the French kings did, hence their occasional candidacies for 

21 Marquard Freher, Rerum bohemicarum scriptores aliquot insignes, partim hactenus incogniti ... , 
2 vols. (Hanover, 1602); Melchior Goldast, Rerum alamannicarum scriptores aliquot vetusti .. . 
(Frankfurt am Main, 1661); Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, Scriptores rerum Brunsvicensium illustrationi 
inservientes . .. , 3 vols. (Hanover, 1707-u). 
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the imperial crown. What in France was frequently a mere 
ornament, however, remained central in the Empire.22 The 
editorial activities of the rerum germanicarum authors doubtless 
produced two achievements, though. They argumentatively 
bolstered the character of the Empire as an elective monarchy 
and they did so precisely in debate with the pro-papal authors. 23 

The rerum germanicarum authors were succeeded by the represen-
tatives of 'German ius publicum' now known as imperial histori-
ans (Reichshistoriker). What historical consciousness of the 
Empire do we find among them? To start with, the Empire was 
the raison d'etre of a caste of jurists in the pay of mainly Protestant 
territorial rulers. During the Thirty Years War (1618-48) and for 
a good three decades afterwards they were still discussing the 
question of the 'forma imperii' quite vehemently, but without 
reaching an ultimate conclusion. This fizzling out of a discourse 
conducted with much dedication strongly influenced the perspec-
tive of the imperial historians. If one concept had won out-
monarchy or aristocracy, 'monarchia limitata', 'foedus', 'systema 
civitatum', 'systema irregulare', 'gentium societas', and so on 
(there was a wide selection24)-they could have projected a kind 
of teleology or historical development for the Empire. Since this 
did not occur, they were forced to manufacture on a different 
plane the desired discourse of all members of the Empire about 
the Empire that was called for in the 1648 treaties of Munster and 
Osnabriick: the Empire was the principal monarchy in Europe, 
even for those who had long since abandoned the theory of 'trans-
latio', and it could only be interpreted as a constitutional state that 
had developed historically. This historical formation of the impe-
rial constitution was not a classical teleological process, however, 
which revealed deeper historical intent, but rather an accumula-
tion of agreements, which encompassed either all or only some 
members of the Empire. It was possible to systematize these rights 
under categories such as territorial sovereignty (Landeshoheit) or 
imperial rights (iura imperialia), but it was impossible to derive 
them completely from rational principles or to reconcile them 

22 See Alexandre Y. Haran, Le Lys et /,e globe: messianisme qynastique et reve imperial en France 
aux XV!e et XVI!e siecles (Champ Vallon, 2000), 186-201. 

23 Stefan Benz, ,Zwischen Tradition und Kritik: Katholische Geschichtsschreibung im barocken 
Heiligen Riimischen Reich (Husum, 2003), esp. 79-109. 

24 Bernd Roeck, Reichssystem und Reichsherkommen: Die Diskussion iiber die Staatlichkeit des 
Reiches in der politischen Publi:::,istik des 17. und 18. Jahrhunderts (Wiesbaden, 1984), pt. 1, passim. 
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with each other completely in conceptual terms. Just as the 
Empire hovered de facto between a universal monarchy and a 
confederation of states, imperial history also wavered indecisively 
back and forth between universal und territorial history. 

Leibniz and his Imperial History Projects 

The frequently negative assessments of the Empire as an object 
of the German historical consciousness in this essay should not 
blind us to the existence of alternative histories of the old Empire. 
This is evident from the career of the most gifted historian among 
the scholars of the seventeenth century. Gottfried Wilhelm 
Leibniz's (1646-1716) suggestions aimed to organize historical 
research more effectively in the Empire, and had they been real-
ized would have helped to give this organism far clearer historio-
graphic contours. 

In 1687 the historian of the house of Guelph joined a plan for-
mulated for the first time by Franz Christian Paulini (1643-1714), 
town physician in Erfurt and former personal physician to the 
prince-bishop of Munster, Bernhard von Galen (1606-78), to 
establish a Historisches Reichskolleg, that is, an imperial historical 
academy. In 1688 Leibniz composed a detailed memorandum on 
this, the central section of which follows here:25 

25 Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, Schriften und Briefl wr Geschichte, ed. Malte-Ludolf Babin 
and Gerd van den Heuvel (Hanover, 2004), no. 20: 'De Usu Collegii Imperialis Historici', 
411 and 413: 'Verum altius aliquid subesse dixi, si quidem res recte instituatur. Nimirum 
non satis est, ut habeamus memoriam rerum praeteritarum, sed curandum est etiam ut 
praesentibus inde ac futuris consulamus. Ego igitur qui omnia qua licet ad usum aliquem 
referre soleo, saepe observavi, et mecum expendi defectum Historiae patriae refundi in 
res Imperii et proinde in Historia illustranda cogitandum esse de luce quoque juribus 
lmperatoriis affirndenda; quae magnam partem in tenebris jacere, neque hactenus qua 
decet cura, aut quibus oportet subsidiis a scriptoribus tractata esse constat. Praesertim cum 
viri docti raro occasionem habeant Archiva et monumenta tractandi et nondum quisquam 
ipsius Caesaris jussu atque auctoritate in eas cogitationes incubuerit, et quicquid boni 
praestitum est, fortuitis tantum quorundam operis, qui aliquid agendo in hoe genere 
dedere subinde aliquid, debeatur .... Ante omnia vero constat plus satis tum Imperii 
ditiones juraque in universum, tum feudorum imperialium loca et limites saepissime obscu-
ritate summa laborare. Hoe illi sciunt, qui emendationes collationesque Matricularum 
lmperii aggressi sunt, usque adeo ut interdum ignoretur ubinam terrarum siti sint quidam 
lmperii Status in veteribus matriculis nominati. Magnas enim in locorum et dominis et 
nominibus mutationes subinde accidisse scimus, ut recentiora ex veteribus aliquando vix 
agnoscantur, nisi ascitis in auxilium diplomatis et manuscriptis.' 
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The project, as I have said, has a deeper purpose if tackled properly. We 
must not make do with the mere memory of things past, but must also 
take account of the present and the future.Just as I try to find some use 
for everything in the realm of the possible, I have often observed and 
reflected upon the fact that a deficient knowledge of our country's history 
adversely affects the affairs of the Empire, and thus that future history 
must also seek to shed light on the rights of the Emperor, which as is 
well known remain largely in the dark and heretofore have neither been 
treated with the requisite care nor studied by consulting the relevant 
sources. This is so because learned men only rarely have the opportunity 
to use the archives and gain access to (new) sources, and indeed no one 
has yet dedicated himself to such an enterprise on orders of the Emperor 
himself and with his authorization. Everything conducive to this end that 
has been accomplished thus far is a mere by-product of the labour of 
scholars, whose interest has actually been devoted to other matters, and 
who have only made occasional contributions in this area by chance. 

Above all, however, it is sufficiently known that both the claims to 
power and the rights of the Empire as a whole and the location and fron-
tiers of the imperial fiefs are all too often shrouded in the deepest dark-
ness. This unfortunate state of affairs-familiar enough to those who 
have undertaken the task of bringing up to date and comparing the 
'matricular' list of imperial territories [of1521]-goes so far at times that 
one does not know where on earth certain of the imperial Estates men-
tioned in the old lists might be located. As is generally known, substantial 
changes have repeatedly occurred in both the ownership and the names 
of places, so that it is sometimes scarcely possible to derive the newer 
circumstances from the old without consulting documents and manu-
scripts. 

In these few lines, Leibniz formulates both a complete historical 
consciousness and an imperial-patriotic stance, rooted at once in 
a historical consciousness of the Empire and a clear research per-
spective for historians interested in the Empire. 26 The transition 
from historical research to politics is fluid and completely self-
evident. Sadly, particularly for historians nowadays, Leibniz's 
grandiose approach-as was all too often the case-took far too 
much for granted. Examples include, first, moving beyond 
'memoria rerum praeteritarum' (memory of things past) to 'cura 

26 See Michael Stolleis, 'Reichspublizistik und Reichspatriotismus vom 16. zum 18. 
Jahrhundert', in Gunter Birtsch (ed.), Patriotismus (Hamburg, 1991), 7-23; also Adam 
Wandruszka, '"Was ist des Deutschen Vaterland?" Reichspatriotismus und Nationalgefuhl 
vom DreiBigjahrigen Krieg bis zum Wiener KongreB', in Brauneder (ed.), Heiliges Riimisches 
Reich, 161-8. 
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rerum futurarum' (concern for future things); second, assuming 
that there was such a thing as a history of the Empire, ignorance 
of which was deleterious to the latter; third, focusing this history 
on the emperor's imperial rights; fourth, linking knowledge of 
these rights with-possibly princely-archives; fifth, concretizing 
the emperor's will to know about this; and, sixth, accepting objec-
tive, that is, demonstrable, historical change in the Empire. 

The aim of the 'concern for future things' was that the good 
old way would have to prove itself under new conditions, which 
meant that it could not remain the same-a shocking idea for the 
numerous admirers of imperial customs (consuetudines imperii). It 
was also difficult to convince people that knowing the history of 
the Empire would promote its interests. Who would benefit? 
Everyone? This presupposed that no one would be harmed, 
which was unrealistic given the imbalances that had become tra-
ditional. Everyone knew that the abovementioned 'matricular' list 
of imperial territories (Reichsmatrikel), the ominous, never mod-
ernized imperial tax registers, were highly disadvantageous to the 
imperial cities, but no one outside the town councils had an inter-
est in changing this. 

Leibniz's interest in the rights of the Empire, or rather of the 
emperor, was also problematic. Where was this research to be 
done? Did it apply to relations between the Estates, or ref er more 
to the rights of the Empire on its periphery, for instance, in impe-
rial Italy? Was it really appropriate for a Guelph aulic councillor 
to investigate the emperor's rights in Guelph archives, or was 
Leibniz's intention not rather to become an imperial aulic coun-
cillor and conduct research in Vienna or the imperial cities? After 
all, because of the non-hierarchical structure of the Empire, the 
same principles applied to the princely archives as to the imperial 
archive. They were essentially on an equal footing and produced 
claims of equal value. Concrete comparative research could easily 
have levered out this prestabilized harmony of the archives. 
Moreover, the diplomatic wars (bella diplomatica) in which 
Leibniz was to some extent personally involved demonstrated the 
difficulties that arose from working in several archives. Also 
unusual was Leibniz's thesis that the emperor personally should 
have a particular interest in the history of the Empire, and should 
demonstrate it by sponsoring an imperial historical academy. Had 
the Habsburgs followed this recommendation, they would indeed 
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have embarked on a politics of history for the Empire, which even 
in the medium term would already have moved beyond mere 
confirmation of the historical status quo. 

If we look at the sum of his historical activities, Leibniz was, on 
the whole, both more and less than a historian of the Empire. 27 
Supported by the house of Guelph, he was the frequently reluc-
tant historian of a dynasty and their territories, but in this he 
worked almost exclusively within the Empire. On his own initia-
tive, however, he could also extend his research into the prehis-
tory of humanity and the earth. 28 Leibniz's capacity to transfer 
his loyalties also fits this pattern. He gave his loyalty to persons 
and groups who were active,and pursued clear objectives. When 
it came to Empire-friendly circles, or even the emperor himself, 
Leibniz had no problem making 'historical offers', for example, 
putting forward arguments for a dynamic and expansive exercise 
of the office of emperor. 

The contrast with Samuel von Pufendorf (1632-94) is instruc-
tive.29 After taking the Empire into a number of constitutional 
aporias in his sensational 1667 treatise De statu imperii Germanici, he 
became the official historiographer first of Sweden and then of 
Electoral Brandenburg. He related the recent history of their suc-
cesses using their respective state archives. For the use of his 
Swedish students in Lund, he wrote what was probably the most 
successful history textbook of the seventeenth century, the 
Einleitung zu der Historie der vomehmsten Reiche und Staaten, so itziger Zeit 
sich in Europa befinden (1682-85) (An introduction to the history of 
the principal empires and states existing at present in Europe). In 
this book, the Holy Roman Empire, a wholly profane and often 
powerless entity, takes its place within the world of European 
states and their interests. Pufendorf viewed the Empire from the 
position of the territorial princes eager to assert themselves on the 
stage of European politics. Leibniz could also adopt this position, 
but it was only one of many available to him. In his writings on 

27 The edition ofLeibniz's programmatic historical writings and letters by Malte-Ludolf 
Babin and Gerd van den Heuvel gives for the first time a thorough and comprehensive 
overview of his historical thinking. 

28 See his posthumously published Protogaea siue de primafade telluris et antiquissimae historia£ 
uestigiis in ipsis naturae monumentis dissertatio: Ex schedis manuscriptis uiri illustris in lucem edita a 
Christiano Ludovico Scheidio (Gottingen, 1749). 

29 The best introduction to Pufendorf as a historian is Detlef Doring, Pefendorf-Studien: 
Beitroge zur Biographic Samuel uon Pefendorft und zu seiner Entwicklung als Historiker und theologischer 
Schriflsteller (Berlin, 1991), 143,8. 
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imperial reform he demonstrated that he was actually concerned 
to strengthen the Empire politically, economically, and militarily. 
His plans for an imperial historical academy show that he also 
wished to integrate the historical-cultural plane into his reforms. 30 

He envisioned a staff organized according to the imperial 
circles and headed by an adiunctus whose task would have been to 
feed the submitted studies into a work process incorporating the 
other imperial circles. The ultimate aim of the academy was to 
produce imperial annals in the form of Baronius' (1538-1607) 
Annales ecclesiastici (1588-1607). If the project failed, despite a large 
number of capable potential contributors, it was because neither 
a practical nor a programmatic balance could be reached between 
the loyalty of contributors to the individual Estates and their 
loyalty to the Empire. To make the imperial historical academy a 
success, the emperor would have had to integrate these men into 
his imperial clientele with strong financial support, while not dam-
aging their local standing. He never did anything even remotely 
resembling this. 

To be sure, our counterfactual musings about what might ulti-
mately have permitted the undertaking's success point in the right 
direction. Much, perhaps everything, would have depended on 
the emperor taking an active interest. The surviving correspon-
dence suggests that consensus could have been reached with rel-
ative ease regarding the Middle Ages, but what of contemporary 
history, that is, the history of the Empire since the time of Charles 
V and Martin Luther? Even Leibniz avoided the period after the 
Salic era in the accounts he wrote based on published editions of 
documents. Without a de facto political focus, the academy would 
have been hard put to cross the line into recent history and the 
separate confessions. The history of the Empire thus becomes a 
history of missed opportunities. In the epoch of Emperor Leopold 
I, the Habsburg emperorship's recovered prestige within the 
Empire could easily have led to intensified forms of historical rep-
resentation. Of course, the rebuff Leibniz experienced at Vienna 
in 1711 shows that at the height of their European prestige, the 
Habsburgs were capable of many things, but major initiatives in 

30 See Markus Volkel, 'Dern Reich seine Geschichte geben! Die Diskussion Ober die 
Errichtung eines historischen Reichskollegiums am Ende des 17. Jahrhunderts', in Wolf 
Gruner and Markus Volkel (eds.), Region-Tenitorium-Nationalstaat--Europa: Festschrifl.far 
Ludwig Hammennqyer (Rostock, 1998), 41-63; 57-63 contain an edition of the Latin statutes. 
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historical politics were not among them, not even for their own 
hereditary lands. 3 l 

From 'Fourth World Kingdom' to Legal Discipline: Metamorphoses of the 
'History of the Holy Roman Empire' in the Eighteenth Century 

Around 1700 the Holy Roman Empire was still very much alive as 
a historical notion. It was revered as a factor of universal history, 
described as the sum of imperial rights, employed as a framing 
narrative for the territorial histories, and used to tie together the 
yearly reports (Jahresrelationen) drawn from the daily press in the 
manner of a Theatrum Europeum. When Italy fell almost wholesale 
to the Habsburgs as a result of the treaties of Rastatt and Baden 
in 1714, they attempted to build up a second, 'imperial' Italy 
alongside the large states such as Milan and Naples-Sicily using 
the concept of the feudal linkage of smaller vassals. All of these 
hopes ended for the Habsburgs in the disastrous decade of the 
1730s.32 

With the collapse of the Habsburgs' status as a great European 
power and the impending female succession, the historical dis-
course on the Empire, traditionally off-centre but re-stabilized 
after 1640, suffered irreparable cracks. At first, to be sure, they 
were scarcely visible. In the Catholic south and west of the 
Empire, its universal historical continuity was still celebrated. The 
year 1700 saw the 900th jubilee of the imperial coronation, and 
in 1725 Charles III's former confessor, Anton Boemer SJ, added 
a further triumphal arch for the new Emperor Charles VI to the 
gates of honour with which the Empire opened each century of its 
existence. 33 The Protestants, too, remained true to themselves, 
continuing to discuss the historical dimension of the Empire in 
terms of imperial law. So-called imperial usage (Reichsher-
kommen) provided ample occasion for this. 

31 See Benz, ,?,wischen Tradition und Kritik, 340-411; also Stefan Benz, 'Bibliographie und 
Geschichte: Oberlegungen am Beispiel von Habsburgica', Bucliforschung, 2 (2006), 7-29. 

32 On this aspect poignantly Karl Otmar von Aretin, Das Alte Reich 1648-1806, 4 vols. 
(Stuttgart, 1993-2000), ii. 

33 Anton Boemer, Triumphus novem seculorum Imperii Romano-Germanici . .. nunc au/em anno 
iubiloeo MDCCXXV: Q,uadrante seculi auctus et recusus (Augsburg, 1725); see Markus Viilkel (ed.), 
Katalog. Furst und Land: Das illustrierte Buch in den Bestanden der Universitatsbibliothek Rostock 
(Rostock, 2002), 80-r. 
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The term 'usage or customs of the Empire' (Herkommen oder 
Gepflogenheiten des Reichs) referred to the unwritten laws of the 
Empire, which most jurists-for instance, Johann Jacob Moser 
(1701-85)-conceded might actually have changed over the course 
of goo years. In this way, it could serve as a substitute for the impe-
rial constitution's absent notion of development. Once it mattered, 
however, it was only allowed to appear as a sort of gap theory. 
Thus the prominent Prussian jurist Johann Peter Ludewig 
(1668-1743), for example, believed that the 'true imperial constitu-
tion' had 'always been there', as could be demonstrated at least 
since the post-Carolingian era. 34 Thus what imperial history could 
be again wavered between a precise description of an age-old law 
of Estates (Standrecht), which according to Ludewig had persisted 
for more than a thousand years, or nothing more nor less than the 
'history of the sources and literature of German constitutional law' 
in the words of the Wiirttemberg-bomJohannJacob Moser.35 

Although the imperial historians who taught law made ample 
use of all manner of narrative sources, their 'Empire' could 
scarcely have been less of this world, so disembodied, bureau-
cratic, and elitist did it appear. 36 When it came to developing his-
torical science further to political science (Staatenkunde), historical 
geography, and auxiliary sciences, as happened during the later 
part of the eighteenth century, the University of Gottingen, the 
last bastion of ius publicum in the old Empire, was only consistent 
in regarding imperial history as a purely legal discipline. In the 
introduction to his Kurzgefaßte und gründliche Teutsche-Reichs-Historie 
vom Anfang des Teutschen Reichs (Brief and thorough German im-
perial history from the beginning of the German Empire),Johann 
David Kohler (1684-1755) noted soberly that 
the history of Germany is quite distinct from the history of the German 
Empire. The former is broader in scope than the latter, and recounts 

34 See Roeck, Reichssystem und Reichsherkommen, 114. He quotes Johann Jakob Moser, 
Praecognita Juris Publici Germanici Generalissima, oder Tractat von der Lehre der heutigen Staats-
Verfassung von T eutschland iiberhaupt (Frankfurt, 1732), 88. 

35 Johann Peter Ludewig can be labelled a German 'Whig historian', comparable to 
English authors such as James Tyrell,John Oldmixon, and Paul de Rapin-Thoyras. A 
more recent study on Ludewig is lacking. Initial insights can be gleaned from Notker 
Hammerstein, ]us und Historie: Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte des historischen Denkens an deutschen 
Universitiiten im spiiten 17. und im 18. Jahrlmndert (Gottingen, 1972). 

36 It is tempting to differentiate between two types of perceptions of the Empire: a 
Protestant literal and legal perception and a Catholic one which is more pictorial and 
based on notions of universal history. 
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everything noteworthy that has happened to the German peoples from 
their origins, in their hereditary freedom, by and under the Romans, as 
well as under the Franks and finally under their own kings until our 
day.37 

We should pay close attention here, since for contemporaries, 
making imperial history the post-history of an older German 'pre-
history' meant that imperial history in their own period, too, did 
not de facto include everything that belonged to the German 
nation. For that reason, there was a general consensus after 1750 
outside legal circles that imperial history was a deficient mode of 
German history. Prussia's merciless destruction after 1740 of the 
Empire's self-construction as a system of peace and law may have 
proved decisive here. The Empire was not up to the pure power 
question, since it had defined itself as effectively overcoming this 
question. 

Looking back at 250 years of German history with the wisdom 
of hindsight, it is evident that rejecting the old imperial history 
and its foundations was a bit premature. We need not simply to 
recall the options Leibniz offered in 1688, but also to ask what his-
toriographic alternatives were available to Germans around 1750. 
They were not exactly spoiled for choice. 38 In the absence of a 
narrated imperial history one could, for example, turn to foreign 
authors. Probably for lack of competition, the ten-volume Histoire 
générale d'Allemagne (Paris, 1748) by Père Joseph Barre (1692-1764), 
canon regular of Sainte-Genevieve in Paris, appeared in German 
translation only one year later in Leipzig. 39 Shaped perhaps by 

37 Johann David Kohler, Kurz:gefaflte und griindliche Teutsche-Reichs-Historie vom Arifang des 
T eutschen Reichs (Frankfurt am Main, 1767), 20. 

38 At this time representatives of the German Enlightenment became aware of the pecu-
liar fact that the old body of the Empire did not allow for a nostalgic relationship; see 
Justus Moser, 'Uber deutsche Sprache und Litcratur: Schreiben an einen Freund', in id., 
Ausgewiihlte Werke (Leipzig, 1978), 400-19, esp. at 402: 'Our sentiments are not tuned to a 
delicate longing for revenge which resounds in Lessing's Emilie; and at most we only have 
father towns and an erudite fatherland that we love as citizens and scholars. For the upkeep 
of the German imperial system no Curtius among us plunges himself into the abyss.' 

39 8 vols. (Leipzig, 1749-52). Voltaire accused Barre of plagiarizing his Histoire de Charles 
XII (1731). The Correspondance litteraire, phi/osophique et critique by Friedrich-Melchior Grimm, 
Denis Diderot, Guillaume Thomas Fran9ois Raynal,Jacques-Henri Meister, and others 
wrote about Barre in the July 1764 edition (iv. 1829, 39) in very unfavourable terms: 'Le P. 
Joseph Barre, chanoine regulier de l'abbaye royale de Sainte0 Genevieve, vient de mourir 
clans un age avance. II a fait plusieurs ouvrages de recherches, et surtout une Histoire 
d'Allemagne en plusieurs volumes in-4°, qui n'est point du tout estimee ni en France ni en 
Allemagne.' 
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the Empire's old universalism, one could also emulate one 
segment of the school of Gottingen jurists such as Johann 
Christoph Gatterer (1727-99) and August Ludwig Schlozer (1735-
1809) and proceed directly to a pragmatic-systematic universal 
history. 40 

The main tendency formed after 1750 could be called 'cultur-
alist', however. Scholars now rediscovered the old Germanic 
tribes as a source of cultural traits for the nation and went over to 
defining importance in history not structurally and politically, but 
in terms of example. This was, to be sure, no longer in the vein of 
the Humanist topos of historia magistra vitae. What developed 
instead was a gestural and dramatic celebration of affect.41 The 
Germans, forced for so long to make do without a sensual element 
in their sujet national-after all, imperial history was actually a sort 
of structural history-solved the power issue in their own way, as 
a theatrical production. 

Nonetheless, when the Seven Years War (1756-63) ended the 
Empire did not simply fade away. There continued to be imperial 
patriots and admirers of the emperorship even outside the dwin-
dling Habsburg clientele.42 The Empire, however, was no longer 
coextensive with Germany. Imperial law, referred to as German 
constitutional law (Deutsches Staatsrecht), played an outstanding 
role in the curriculum for the young Archduke Joseph, the future 
Emperor Joseph II (r. 1765-90), in the years 1755-60, but a his-
torical narrative in which it might have been embedded was 
utterly lacking.43 

Changes of this kind bring us to a final question. Was it possible 

40 In his Vorstellung seiner Universal-Historie (Gi:ittingen, 1772-3) Schli:izer's narrative ends 
around 1500; the material became too 'rich'. Exactly in the period when, according to 
Melanchthon, the role of the Holy Roman Empire in universal history was confirmed 
Schli:izer's account culminated in a German specialist history ('deutsche Spezialhistorie'). 

41 This tendency is represented e.g. by Renatus Hausen (1740-1805) who had taught 
at the University of Frankfurt an der Oder since 1766; see Von dem EirifluJJ der Geschichte aef 
das menschliche Herz (Halle, 1769) and Von der Macht der B~spie/,e in Monarchien (Frankfurt an 
der Oder, 1773). Similar ideas can be found inJohann Christoph Gatterer, 'Abhandlung 
vom Standort und Gesichtspunct des Geschichtschreibers oder der teutsche Livius (1768)', 
in Horst Walter Blanke and Dirk Fleischer (eds.), Iheoretiker der deutschen Aujkliirungshistorie, 
2 vols. (Stuttgart, 1990), ii. 452-66. 

42 See Heinz Angermeier, 'Nationales Denken und Reichstradition am Ende des alten 
Reiches', in Brauneder (ed.), Heiliges Riimisches Reich, 169-86. 

43 See Hermann Conrad (ed.), Recht und Ve,fassung des Reiches in der ,?.eit Maria Iheresias: 
Die Vortriige ;:,um Unterricht des Er;:,her;:,ogs Joseph im Natur- und Votkerrecht sowie im Deutschen Staats-
und Lehnrecht (Cologne, 1964), esp. 397-680. 
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to develop a grand narrative of the Germans on the basis of the 
Empire? This question doggedJohann Gottfried Herder (1744-
1803) in his famous reflections 'Über die Reichsgeschichte' (On 
Imperial History) published in his Kritische Walder (Critical Forests) 
in 1769. Herder's approach was essentially narrativist. How could 
one emulate the unity of the historical narrative, which the 
ancient authors had mastered so marvellously, for Germany?44 

Herder immediately succeeded in formulating a wonderful 
paradox: 

Anyone can see that a pragmatic history in the manner of the ancients 
is scarcely possible here. There, all strands came together at certain main 
termini, from which they were spun: here, one stands for centuries at 
the raging sea, waiting for a number of islands to be formed from it. 
Where is the unity here, where the evidence? Where is the interest in 
the manner of the ancients, if their history is to provide a model? The 
history of Germany must be as original as Germany's constitution. 45 

Does this mean that there was no way around the imperial jurists? 
Essentially, yes, Herder concedes: 'There are bright spots, shining 
stars, Milky Ways everywhere, particularly in the Swabian Age. 
The background, however, remains the night sky: the dryness of 
imperial records.'46 A strange ending indeed, for does it not mean 
that 'in historiography, the genius of the Germans is to have 
none'? Here, once again, we have Herder's remarks on the 
subject in typically high-spirited (genialische) manner: 

And even if an idiomatic national history of the Germans must necessar-
ily have the characteristics of this German paltry splendour (Freiherr-
lichkeit) and a few fringes of this ceremonial canopy, be they spun at 
the cost of their nation; will not a certain dry punctiliousness, a stiffly 
measured step from document to document often be all but unavoid-
able? And for Germans almost indispensable.47 

Herder was doubtless correct for his time: the formless Empire 
did not lend itself to a genuinely historiographic form. Without a 
genuinely historiographic form, however, even a more modern 
historiography as it developed in the course of the eighteenth 

44 Johann Gottfried Herder, 'Ober die Reichsgeschichte: Ein historischer Spaziergang 
(1769)', in Blanke and Fleischer (eds.), 17zeoretiker der deutsclzen A,efkliirungshistorie, ii. 535-42; 
originally published in Kritische Walder: Oder einige Betrachtungen die Wissenschqft und Kunst des 
Schiinen betreffend, nach Maasgabe neuerer Schriften, 3. Wiildchen . .Noch iiber einige Klot;;,ische Schri.ften 
(Riga, 1769), 156-71. 

45 Herder, 'Ober die Reichsgeschichte', 539. 46 Ibid. 541. 47 Ibid. 540. 
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century could not attain a realistic relationship to politics. This is 
not to say that no efforts were undertaken in this direction. The 
final phase of the Empire tempted some historians to indulge in 
last-minute patriotic fantasies. In 1787 Johannes von Müller (1752-
1809) sought to integrate Frederick II (r. 1740-86) of Prussia's 
League of Princes historically into an 'Empire of the Germans'. 
While praising 'German liberty' in traditional tones, he also sug-
gested that a bourgeois political public might be allowed to 
develop it further. With the end of the old Empire all of these 
approaches became moot. At the same time, they also make it 
clear that this final version of historical thinking about the Empire 
was still caught up in the notion of the four world kingdoms: 
'Germans have toppled the last world kingdom, and it is they who 
provided the kings for the new states; Europe recognizes in him 
whom they [the Germans] choose as their ruler the title and rank 
of the Caesars; that he does not (re)create their tyrannical power 
is prevented mainly by German freedom.'48 Around 1800, the 
German great powers and Napoleon together brought to an end 
this negative dialectic of the Empire, an Empire formed to prevent 
tyranny. The way was now clear for a German Realgeschichte with 
the well-known outcome. One cannot help thinking that the 
Germans and their neighbours may have taken the great legacy of 
the Empire a bit too lightly. 

48 See Johannes Muller, 'Darstellung des Furstenbundes. Das dritte Buch: Von dem 
Reich der Deutschen, Kassel 1787', in Stefan Rowald (ed.), 'In kleinen Staaten ersterben grq/Je 
Gedanken aus Mangel grq/Jer Leidenschefi'. Begegnungen mit Johannes von Muller: Ein Lesebuch 
(Gtittingen, 2003), 412. 




