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‘Will you come to visit me again?’ (p. 252). so reads carl schmitt’s
meek request to Reinhart Koselleck in the autumn of 1973. schmitt,
aged 85, lamented the ‘complete decision-making inability of old age,
a wretched condition’ (p. 252), but sought to maintain his personal
relationship with Koselleck. the collection of letters published here
begins twenty years prior in 1953, with schmitt already in his so-
called ‘inner exile’ in Plettenberg; meanwhile, Koselleck was a student
in heidelberg, acquainted with schmitt through nicolaus sombart.
the correspondence follows Koselleck’s ascent through German aca-
demia and stops shortly after the death of schmitt’s daughter, anima,
in 1983. as such, it contains a remarkable trove of information for con-
ceptual historians interested in the development of Koselleck’s work,
as well as intellectual historians of the Bundesrepublik more broadly.
indeed, given the recent upturn in interest in Reinhart Koselleck, from
sebastian huhnholz’s Von Carl Schmitt zu Hannah Arendt? (2019) to
sean Franzel and stefan-ludwig hoffmann’s edition of Sediments of
Time (2018), Jan eike Dunkhase’s edition of Koselleck’s correspon-
dence with schmitt is a tremendous resource. 

there are passages of Koselleck’s letters that might sound oddly
familiar to the contemporary early-career historian: the feeling of
self-doubt and anguish surrounding his impending viva voce, the
uncertainty created by the precarity of the academic job market, and
the difficulties of teaching undergraduates basic source criticism. at
the start of the correspondence, Koselleck repeatedly emphasizes his
concerns to schmitt. his adviser, Professor Johannes Kühn, was sick
and unable to review the final draft of his dissertation, and Koselleck
was forced to begin his first academic appointment abroad without
having completed the oral examination. Koselleck, like many young
researchers, was hired on a one-year contract as an assistant lecturer
at the University of Bristol in 1953; the contract was subsequently
extended by a further year before he returned to heidelberg.
Koselleck wrote to schmitt on 6 July 1955, ‘as concerns my future, i
do not yet know what lies ahead of me’ (p. 95). Koselleck’s early let-
ters further detail the revisions and attempts at publication that went
into transforming his dissertation, Critique and Crisis, into the even-
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tual monograph. although schmitt’s influence on Koselleck is by
now a well-worn talking point, it is nevertheless striking to read the
dedication inscribed on schmitt’s personal copy of Koselleck’s dis-
sertation: ‘in grateful memory of the conversations without which
this dissertation could not have been written’ (p. 81).

at the same time, there are a number of humorous anecdotes
buried in the correspondence. For example, Koselleck writes to
schmitt in July 1956 recounting a visit from the cambridge historian
herbert Butterfield, who delivered a lecture on ‘the Role of the
individual in history’. as Koselleck reports, ‘For the British, it is less
important what they say than how they say it. and Butterfield is, with
all his absentmindedness and awkwardness, a brilliant orator (what
englishman doesn’t flirt with absentmindedness!?)’ (p. 121). schmitt,
who for decades directed polemics against the english, would surely
have enjoyed this characterization. likewise, the opening letter,
dated 21 January 1953, begins with Koselleck thanking schmitt for
secretly filling his petrol tank before he had to leave Plettenberg.
While some of the correspondence published in this collection has
already been the subject of extensive scholarly commentary, particu-
larly within niklas olsen’s magisterial History in the Plural: An
Introduction to the Work of Reinhart Koselleck (2012) and its ensuing dis-
cussion,1 it is nevertheless of benefit to have the materials gathered in
one place.

indeed, the scope of the correspondence is wide ranging, with ref-
erences to historians such as R. G. collingwood, arnold toynbee, and
Friedrich meinecke; philosophers such as martin heidegger, Karl
Jaspers, Karl löwith, and hans-Georg Gadamer; and members of the
Ritter school, as well as those typically associated with schmitt’s orbit.
it is clear that Koselleck, the junior scholar, was the more enthusiastic
partner in their correspondence, writing, in regard to Critique and
Crisis, ‘i would be all the more thankful to hear an appropriate judge-
ment from you, esteemed Professor, who basically instigated my cen-
tral research question and who magisterially monitored its progress’
(p. 26). as the editor of the volume, Jan eike Dunkhase, has noted,
the early correspondence is highly asymmetrical. Koselleck writes

1 see Javier Fernández sebastián, ‘against history (in the singular): a Review
of niklas olsen, History in the Plural: An Introduction to the Work of Reinhart
Koselleck’, Contributions to the History of Concepts, 7/2 (2012), 132–42.



not only more often, but also at much greater length than his coun-
terpart. as such, the correspondence is most useful for illuminating
the thinking behind a range of Koselleck’s works, from asymmetrical
counter-concepts and temporal structures to his later writings on war
memorials. 

For the schmitt scholar, however, it is unfortunate that we will
never know the details of the conversations that took place during
Koselleck’s thirteen visits to Plettenberg, as it seems this was when
schmitt was most active in leading the conversation. the correspon-
dence can only provide a broad idea of the topics discussed. For
example, in a letter to Koselleck dated 22 august 1958, schmitt muses
that ‘world history is not a river, but rather a sequence of quanta
accumulating around a constant core situation—hence the unbeliev-
able repetition of questions—until the quanta suddenly migrate to
completely new core situations’ (p. 150). that schmitt would aban-
don the river metaphor, after having approvingly cited it in the fore-
word to Positionen und Begriffe in 1939, is surely of interest to the intel-
lectual historian, and one can recognize the influence of his post-war
reception of collingwood in his reference to the question–answer
logic of history. however, schmitt’s one-sentence characterization of
world history remains rather obscure, as he immediately goes on to
wish Koselleck a wonderful holiday. indeed, schmitt’s contribution
to the correspondence remains rather disappointing, as he often
seems—like many emeritus professors—to be replaying his ‘greatest
hits’. those seeking hidden insights or keys to interpreting schmitt’s
work are better off looking elsewhere.

the editor of this collection, Jan eike Dunkhase, deserves particu-
lar praise for the exceptional editorial apparatus included with the
volume. While some of schmitt’s correspondences have been pub-
lished in a haphazard manner, Dunkhase proves a most astute editor.
each letter comes with a set of clarifications of the individuals, texts,
and events referred to by the author. Dunkhase notes when and
where the recipients annotated their letters, revealing a commentary
that is not expressed in subsequent letters. Where schmitt and
Koselleck exchanged publications, the personal dedication that went
with the texts is also reproduced after the accompanying letter. each
letter further contains a statement on its transmission, and those orig-
inating from the landesarchiv nordrhein-Westfalen also include the
individual document number. For those not intimately familiar with
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the range of schmitt’s and Koselleck’s work, Dunkhase’s clarifica-
tions are a useful addition; for the specialist scholar, his thoroughness
and transparency are most welcome. 
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