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Victor DÃÂ¶nninghaus’s Die Deutschen in der
Moskauer Gesellschaft: Symbiose und Konflikte (1494-
1941) fills an important gap in the historiography of Ger-
mans in Russia. Historical attention to the hundreds
of thousands of Germans in Russia has tended to focus
on the Germans who lived in the Volga valley. Indeed,
DÃÂ¶nninghaus himself published a companion study
to the book currently under review entitled Revolution,
Reform und Krieg: Die Deutschen an der Wolga im aus-
gehenden Zarenreich, which had as its emphasis precisely
this community.[1] In comparison to the Volga Germans,
who numbered half a million on the eve of the 1905 rev-
olution, Germans in Moscow comprised a comparatively
small group. At its height in 1912, there were 20,209 Ger-
man speakers in Moscow, or less than 2 percent of the
total population. If absolute numbers are to be the gauge
of historical importance, the Germans in Moscow should
merit little more than a footnote in the historiography
of Germans in Russia. Nonetheless, DÃÂ¶nninghaus
makes a convincing case that the Moscow community
is more deserving of historiographical attention than its
relatively small numbers suggest.

Although his book examines a broad period, the
bulk of DÃÂ¶nninghaus’s study is concentrated on the
decades leading up to the Revolution of 1917, while the
years between 1494 and 1871 are concentrated in one

twenty-page section, and a mere fourteen suffice to de-
scribe the period between the Russian Revolution and
the beginning of World War II. DÃÂ¶nninghaus’s much
more thorough coverage of the intervening years empha-
sizes the organizations that structured the German com-
munity in Moscow. After laying out some of the basic de-
mographic structure of the community, DÃÂ¶nninghaus
turns to churches, schools, and German-speaking orga-
nizations, including everything from religious-oriented
youth groups to the more explicitly political and na-
tionalist organizations founded after the 1905 revolution.
DÃÂ¶nninghaus also includes an informative chapter
which details the difficult experiences of Moscow Ger-
mans during the anti-German persecution of World War
I. The text is clearly laid out (if a bit repetitive at times)
and each chapter helpfully concludeswith a series of one-
or two-sentence conclusions that can be drawn from the
material that he presents. These conclusions are never
less than convincing, if hardly provocative or startlingly
new. Indeed, the same could be said of the study as a
whole. DÃÂ¶nninghaus has provided his readers with
an extremely well-researched study, but he is less inter-
ested in going beyond the minutiae of his evidence to
make larger or more challenging points.

In his demographic and organizational history sec-
tions, DÃÂ¶nninghaus emphasizes the increasingly po-
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litical and national character of these organizations af-
ter approximately 1870. According to DÃÂ¶nninghaus,
this shift was primarily a reaction to Russian resentments
and the increase in Russification from the 1880s onwards.
He notes that these organizations served both an integra-
tive and disintegrative function in Moscow German so-
ciety as a whole, providing a means for the assimilation
of Russian culture, but also a bulwark against complete
assimilation into the much larger Russian community.
These sections will primarily be of interest to specialists.
DÃÂ¶nninghaus exhaustively describes each organiza-
tion, carefully charting its mission and its development
over time.

His discussion of the Moscauer Liedertafel, a singing
society founded in 1861, demonstrates both the bene-
fits and pitfalls of this approach. DÃÂ¶nninghaus pro-
vides not only a discussion of the membership of the
Liedertafel, but also its changing cast of leaders and a
sample of its repertoire. DÃÂ¶nninghaus emphasizes
that while it often employed professional conductors,
Liedertafel singers were ordinary men drawn from a va-
riety of bourgeois professions. The Liedertafel went from
a small group of amateur singers in 1861 to a popular and
important society in 1911 that received a telegram of con-
gratulations on its fiftieth-year jubilee from the czar him-
self. DÃÂ¶nninghaus does a real service to historians by
resurrecting the history of this Liedertafel, but he does
not really investigate its most intriguing aspects. For
example, DÃÂ¶nninghaus notes that the Liedertafel’s
membership was comprised not only of members of dif-
ferent religions, but also those who were Russian cit-
izens and citizens of other German-speaking countries
who happened to live in Moscow. Yet DÃÂ¶nninghaus
does not ask what about this organization allowed it
to transcend these otherwise powerful divisions. What
does it mean that the Liedertafel sang everything from
Wagner to a German translation of “My Old Kentucky
Home” (Mein alt Kentuck’n Heim) (p. 302)? How did the
Liedertafel members relate to the growing nationaliza-
tion of the society around them? On the one hand, their
own publications situated the group within a long tradi-
tion of German nationalist singing societies, but on the
other, they were proud to receive recognition from the
czar. The lyrics of their own songs (referring to “das alte
Vaterland” und “das neue”) point to a high degree of na-
tionalist consciousness, as well as a belief that their Ger-
man and Russian identities were complementary. Most
of the Liedertafel members came from a bourgeois back-
ground. Was class important to them? In what ways
did the 1905 revolution affect their class (and not only

their national) consciousness? As is perhaps to be ex-
pected in such a wide-ranging study, DÃÂ¶nninghaus
does not devote time to such questions, but the very rich-
ness of his subject mattermakes onewish that he had. In-
deed, DÃÂ¶nninghaus might have usefully reorganized
his section on organizations within the German commu-
nity. Instead of cataloguing each organization, he might
have organized these chapters around his conclusions
and demonstrated how the organizations he discusses re-
lated to them. DÃÂ¶nninghaus’s work in this regardwill
hopefully be a spur to further research on many of these
organizations.

In contrast to the almost encyclopedic presentation
of the first three quarters of the book, DÃÂ¶nninghaus’s
chapter on the Moscow Germans during World War I
reads more like a traditional monographic study. In this
chapter, DÃÂ¶nninghaus makes several highly interest-
ing observations, such as his mention that the German
citizenship law of 1913, which allowed more Auslands-
deutsche to claim German citizenship, was seen in Rus-
sia as allowing all Germans to become dual citizens–
thus rendering their loyalty to Russia suspect (p. 368).
The war was a tragedy for the Moscow German com-
munity. Laws forbade the German purchase of property
and placed restrictions on the public use of the German
language and the public expression of German culture
(including German religious activities). Meanwhile, Ger-
mans suffered insults from the press as well as public of-
ficials. In May, 1915, anti-German pogroms in Moscow
devastated the community. DÃÂ¶nninghaus convinc-
ingly argues that these were the result of both the eco-
nomic and political consequences of Russia’s poor con-
duct of the war as well as propaganda painting the Ger-
mans as “internal enemies.” Members of the German
community became scapegoats for economic and social
privation. But here, too, DÃÂ¶nninghaus’s research
inspires several questions: Although DÃÂ¶nninghaus
does not make the comparison, one wonders how the
scapegoating of the German community during World
War I related to anti-Semitic pogroms before and during
the war. In general, how much of the German experi-
ence in Russia was unique? And to what degree does
the German experience shed light on the wider world of
ethnic minorities in Imperial Russia? DÃÂ¶nninghaus
occasionally provides hints at the answers to these ques-
tions, but clearly his interest lies more in the inner work-
ings of the German community itself and its image (at
least during World War I) among the Russian population
of the city and the state authorities.

DÃÂ¶nninghaus’s study is a finely detailed portrait
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of a long-standing but little-known community of Ger-
mans abroad. While he does not probe the potential his-
toriographical implications of the Moscow Germans’ pe-
culiar blend of national, class, and urban identity, this
study is nonetheless a solid contribution to the field.

Note
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