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The question of Britain’s relationship with europe—its place in it, or
position separate from it—has been discussed by historians since
long before the current Brexit debates. only two years before the 2016
referendum, the tercentenary of the accession of the house of
hanover to the British throne in 1714 provided a special opportunity
(as well as funding) to re-assess Britain as a european, indeed Con -
tin ental power. Johanna oehler’s book is part of a range of publica-
tions, exhibitions, and conferences associated with this anniversary.

The University of Göttingen is not only in the title of this book,
but also in its Dna, as this is the revised version of Johanna oehler’s
Göttingen Ph.D. dissertation. It was written in the context of the
graduate research group ‘The Personal Union of Great Britain and
hanover, 1714–1837’, which produced a number of excellent studies
on the political and cultural impact of the 123 years of Personal
Union between Britain and hanover. Moving away from an older
approach that considered anglo-German relations in that period
mainly in terms of German anglophilia and Britain’s employment of
German mercenaries, this fresh approach instead highlights the inter-
dependencies between Britain and the Continent in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries. 

The focus of oehler’s book is thus firmly on British students in
Ger many. It analyses the 237 British students who attended the
hanoverian Landesuniversität Göttingen between its foundation in the
1730s and the occupation of hanover by napoleonic troops in 1806—
the largest group of non-German students at the university. oehler
analyses the social composition of this group, their motivations and
experiences, and the contacts and networks they built up, and focus-
es in particular on their role as agents of cultural transfer between the
German and the British parts of the Personal Union. however,
oehler achieves much more, as she provides an important addition
to the history of British universities in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, highlighting not only that the republic of letters was a
supranational space of scholarly communication, but also that
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hanover should be integrated into a history of British higher educa-
tion. 

Founded in 1734, and opened ceremonially three years later,
Göttingen developed into one of the best attended universities in
mainland europe within a few decades. entirely in line with estab-
lished scholarship, oehler points out that unlike medieval universi-
ties and the many universities set up following the reformation,
Göttingen university was run by the state, independent of clerical
influence, and open to students of all denominations. a typical prod-
uct of the enlightenment, Göttingen taught ‘useful’ subjects in applied
settings, integrating clinical teaching into medicine and making sta-
tistics and diplomatic practices part of the law curriculum. From the
start, the hanoverian government, hoping to attract wealthy students,
in good mercantilist fashion, marketed Göttingen as a place of pol-
ished student culture, where future diplomats and courtiers, judges
and doctors could gain the expertise as well as manners they needed
to succeed in the monde. The ceremonial visit of founding monarch
and namesake George II in 1748 was not least designed as a clever
marketing ploy to promote the king’s new foundation, supported by
an english-language prospectus. The Faculty of Philosophy offered a
wide range of modern languages as well as tutoring in fencing and
dancing. Within a short time, Göttingen was equipped with a top-
range library, botanical garden, and chemical laboratories, and in
1751 an academy of Sciences was added to the portfolio. 

apart from a comprehensive introduction, and a very useful
appendix, which includes a list of all British students at Göttingen
before 1806, the book is structured into five parts, analysing the entire
group of British students in their socio-cultural context before focus-
ing in more detail on aristocratic and non-noble students, discussing
Göttingen’s role as a centre of european scholarship, and situating
Göttingen in its north German academic context. 

Combining quantitative analysis and a qualitative approach,
oehler provides a ‘collective biography’ of British students at Göt -
tingen, which allows her to profile the entire group of British stu-
dents over a longer period while considering the specificities of indi-
vidual biographies. Some of these are explored in detail, and oehler
shrewdly avoids retelling only the better-known stories of Samuel
Taylor Coleridge, or the three younger sons of George III. Instead,
she highlights the German experiences of John Murray (later 3rd



Duke of atholl) and the Scottish physician andrew Duncan, for
example. British students at Göttingen are thus shown to be a
diverse group, who came from a variety of social backgrounds and
pursued quite different interests. one thing, however, they had all
in common: not only aristocrats, but all British students at Göttingen
were part of well-established networks in Britain, and many had
academic or aristocratic contacts in hanover or other parts of the
Con tinent. 

This was particularly true for the significant group of aristocratic
students who dominated the British contingent in the 1750s. For
these students, Göttingen merely represented one stage of their
Grand Tour. Deliberately avoiding the acquisition of a rather embar-
rassing academic degree, they complemented their networking at
German courts with studies in history and roman law as well as
learning German phrases that might help them in diplomatic post-
ings. The proximity of hanover offered access to the elector–king’s
summer court at herrenhausen, and the sons of Jacobites, such as
John Murray, and disgraced courtiers, such as James Brydges (later
3rd Duke of Chandos) used their stint at Göttingen to re-establish
family links with the hanoverian monarchy. George III famously
never visited his German dominions, but sent his three younger sons
to study at Göttingen in the 1770s, as well as supporting the univer-
sity and its professors in a number of ways, and inviting Göttingen
professors to his court. Spending some time at Göttingen thus
remained attractive for British courtiers who wished to endear them-
selves with the king.

after the Seven Years War, however, a new pattern emerged that
put Göttingen firmly on the map of British scholarship. From the
1770s the number of British ‘middle-class’ students rose steadily, and
by the later eighteenth century the sons of merchants, bankers, and
doctors enrolled in Göttingen’s Faculty of Philosophy to prepare for
a career in business, politics, or the military. Mirroring the pattern of
the Grand Tour on a lesser social level, they focused on acquiring a
wide range of useful knowledge, but unlike the earlier generation of
aristocratic visitors, these students were supervised by a new and
dedicated generation of Göttingen professors (above all the re -
nowned physicist, declared anglophile and wit, Georg Christoph
lichtenberg), who had their own networks in British academia as
well as at the royal court. Yet, as oehler points out, it was ultimately
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a relatively small number of individual intermediaries who built up
contacts and maintained networks across the Channel. apart from
lichtenberg, ludwig von Schrader was crucial here. as a secretary to
Frederick, Prince of Wales, and a correspondent of Göttingen’s star
professor, albrecht von haller, von Schrader inspired several mem-
bers of the court to send their sons to Göttingen.

In addition, Göttingen became a prominent address for students
of medicine, most of whom chose the hanoverian university as a
medical finishing school after obtaining degrees in edinburgh,
Glasgow, or london. John Sibthorp and edward ash received travel
grants, while others, such as andrew Duncan, came at their father’s
expense. In contrast to their well-off peers from aristocratic or busi-
ness backgrounds, these young medics and natural scientists did not
mix with courtiers and aristocrats, but focused on Göttingen’s excel-
lent libraries and top-notch research facilities, as well as on building
up contacts in the world of scholarship the former group shunned.
here oehler convincingly argues that it is difficult to distinguish these
often ‘mature’ students from travelling scholars, who also visited
Germany’s leading university in large numbers. Göttingen’s success
was certainly rooted in the fact that this cosmopolitan university man-
aged to cater for quite different groups of non-German students.

The last chapter contextualizes Göttingen within the wider aca-
demic world by comparing the hanoverian university with a rival
institution. The Collegium Carolinum in the nearby Duchy of
Brunswick had been established in the 1740s as a novel type of col-
lege of further education catering for the rich, and was the second
most popular German destination for British students, even topping
Göttingen for a number of years. oehler’s chapter on this is one of the
best recent accounts of this important educational institution, which
has received far too little scholarly attention. her comparison, more-
over, highlights the underlying prerequisites for all British student
trips to eighteenth-century Germany. The central criterion was the
existence of dynastic links to london (George III’s sister was married
to Duke Carl Wilhelm Ferdinand of Brunswick); the institutions were
run by decidedly anglophile academics who kept up close relations
with British colleagues; they promoted an attractive set of applied
science subjects allowing British students to prepare for a non-aca-
demic career; and they were decidedly ‘elegant’ institutions designed
to attract wealthy students looking for an education in manners as
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well as subjects. needless to say, both Brunswick and hanover were
Protestant. The success of both Göttingen and Brunswick was also
due to the failures of oxford and Cambridge, which experienced
their ‘Great Depression’ (lawrence Stone) in the eighteenth century,
as despite the scholarly merits of individual dons, their curricula
failed to take on board new subjects such as the natural sciences. 

The role Göttingen played as the most important destination for
British students outside the British Isles ended when napoleon’s
occupation of hanover after 1803 and the Continental blockade of
1806—designed to eject Britain from european politics and trade—
interrupted the close exchanges between Britain and hanover. after
napoleon’s defeat, British students returned almost immediately, but
oehler points out that the particular constellation of the later eight -
eenth century could not be revived. The broad education sought by
eighteenth-century students was now increasingly being replaced by
Fachstudien (specialist subjects), and the new Prussian universities of
Berlin and Bonn immediately became attractive for foreign students
after an entire generation of Göttingen’s star professors (from lichten -
berg to Christian Gottlob heyne) had died by 1812. It was not the end
of the anglo-hanoverian Personal Union in 1837 that put an end to
Göttingen’s particular role for British higher education, but napo -
leon’s enforced Brexit of 1806.

apart from university archives in Germany and Britain, oehler
has unearthed a large number of correspondences, diaries, and mem-
oirs, and has followed the traces of Göttingen students to local
archives in Chester and Cornwall, and the huntington library in
California. her book thus brings the personal union to life as a space
of communication that was not restricted to the few courtiers and
diplomats maintaining political relations between london and
hanover, but affected the careers and lives of lawyers and bankers,
officers and medics from london to Scotland and Ireland. how much
did all this, then, contribute to cultural transfer? here oehler pro-
vides a nuanced discussion, admitting that the ‘impact’ of Göttingen
is hard to measure. While some British aristocrats worked hard to
shield themselves from immersion in a German student experience,
others built up long-lasting contacts with German scholars, in partic-
ular, in the natural sciences. This becomes especially clear in the ego
documents, which discuss Göttingen lectures as well as practical
questions of everyday life in a foreign country. 
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The comprehensive list of all British students in the appendix is
particularly useful as oehler for the first time manages to identify the
actual length of time British students spent at Göttingen. In the eight -
eenth century, after all, not all visiting students matriculated proper-
ly—some wanted to save the fees involved, while travelling aristo-
crats sometimes did not bother with the formalities of academic life.

oehler’s book makes an important contribution to scholarship on
eighteenth-century universities and higher education in Britain and
Germany, the Personal Union, and anglo-German relations. It is well
written and makes a potentially dry topic interesting and vivid. The
number of errors (George III was George II’s grandson, not his son,
p. 127, and in chapter VI, the dukes of Brunswick are confusingly
called ‘Fürsten’) is negligible, and oehler’s command of secondary
literature on the monde of eighteenth-century Britain and Germany is
impressive.

This book is part of a veritable wave of publications and events
reconsidering the Personal Union published in the context of the 2014
anniversary, which all seemed to put the old view of Britain’s ‘splen-
did isolation’ in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries to bed
for good. With hindsight, however, this new consensus itself needs to
be re-evaluated (and not just because of the 2016 referendum):
German universities and museums, as well as the GhIl, were much
keener to remember the advent of the house of hanover to the
British throne than British institutions (not to mention the media),
which tended to focus more on the anniversary of the outbreak of the
First World War—a very different chapter in the history of anglo-
German relations.

ThoMaS BISKUP is a lecturer in early Modern history at the Uni -
versity of hull. his publications include Friedrichs Größe: Insze nie -
rungen des Preußenkönigs in Fest und Zeremoniell, 1740–1815 (2012).
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