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A Cemit
randiungen

History of the Historians

“Wissenschaftsgeschichte [ist] im Grunde Wis-
senschaftlergeschichte” (“The history of scholarship is
basically the history of scholars”; p. 20). Karl Christ
quotes these words of W. M. Calder III in justifying the
biographical emphasis of this chronological overview of
the study of ancient history, focusing primarily on the
Germanophone world. Christ has previously produced
two volumes of substantial biographical essays on some
of the major figures in this field of research, but in this
book his presentation is necessarily more concise.[1] His
goal, which he certainly achieves, is to situate individual
achievements and scholarly views in their larger histori-
cal and intellectual contexts.

Christ sketches the work of the greats of the nine-
teenth century in chapter 3 (Theodor Mommsen, Johann
Gustav Droysen, and so on) before beginning his main
account in chapter 4 with a description of the situation
within the discipline in the early years of the twentieth
century. The following pages deal with researchers ac-
tive during each of the succeeding epochs of this eventful
century—-the end of the Wilhelmine era and the Weimar
Republic (chapter 5), the years of National Socialism

(chapter 6), the Cold War period (chapters 7-8), and the
pre- and post- Wende (1970-2005; chapter 9).

At varying length, roughly in proportion to the
prominence enjoyed by each, Christ discusses the life and
times of dozens of historians, considering their scholarly
lineages, the stations of their careers, and the most sig-
nificant and characteristic of their publications. The au-
thor’s breadth of knowledge of both classical history and
of university politics in modern Germany stands him in
good stead in this endeavor.

Of course, the elephant in the room in any discus-
sion of personalities active in German intellectual life be-
tween around 1930 and 1970 is their behavior during the
Twelve-Year Reich. Since most professors holding posi-
tions in ancient history during the Nazi period continued
to teach after the war-at least in what became the Fed-
eral Republic-and several indeed came to dominate the
field, little examination of their records preceded Volker
Losemann’s 1975 dissertation.[2] However, with the re-
tirement and passing of the protagonists, this area of in-
quiry has blossomed in recent years.[3]
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Here Christ is as fair as it is probably possible for a
German of his generation to be in his treatment of such
figures as Helmut Berve, Fritz Schachermeyr, Joseph
Vogt, and Fritz Altheim. He stresses that it is necessary
“to differentiate among particular individuals, to evalu-
ate not only writings, but also personal records, and to
judge scholarly contributions as well as political and hu-
man conduct” (p. 58). His general conclusion is that
while certain authors made occasional gestures toward
the Nazi party’s ideology, a convinced National Socialist
would have had reason to be disappointed with the de-
velopment of the study of ancient history after 1933.[4]
Nonetheless, the reaction of the profession to the expul-
sion and persecution of Jewish colleagues was “deeply
disappointing” (p. 94).

The Cold War witnessed divergent and ideologically
conditioned emphases in ancient historical research in
the two Germanys: In the Federal Republic, scholars de-
veloped great interest in the early democratic systems of
Greece, while those working in the GDR concentrated on
the study of slavery in the classical world-that is, when
their leading figures were not busy berating their western
colleagues. With the collapse of the GDR in 1989-1990
came the reorganization of the eastern universities and
scholarly institutions under western hegemony. Christ
comments succinctly: “Already today it is clear that in
the process highly problematic proceedings took place”

(p. 152).

For the most recent years, Christ alters his approach

and organizes his material by institution or by region,
referring the reader to a very interesting chronological
table of the most important publications to appear since
the Second World War. This listing, as well as the detailed
notes to the various chapters, will serve as an excellent
starting point for anyone investigating the course of clas-
sical studies in twentieth-century Germany.
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