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In this broad and lengthy Hamburg disserta‐
tion, Susanne Rau examines the context and nar‐
rative structure of the early modern chronicles in
four Hanseatic cities--Bremen, Breslau, Hamburg
and Cologne. Situating these chronicles within the
framework of the Reformation and confessional‐
ization, Rau asserts that history, though not devel‐
oped into a formal academic discipline until the
end  of  the  seventeenth  century,  nonetheless
played an important role in the debates and dis‐
cussions of the period. She further contends that
these early modern chronicles were important in
the general development of historical writing and
the formation of modern historical thought. 

The  study  employs  a  method  of  narrative
analysis  and  chronicler  biography.  It  examines
the  chronicles  within  a  broad  and  ambitious
range  of  background  material--particularly  the
development,  or  failure,  of  the  reformation  in
each city--and a range of more theoretical studies
related to the nature of history, collective memory
and  collective  identity.  Critically  engaging  the
work  of  Halbwachs,  Nora,  White,  and  Cavalli,
among others,  Rau establishes  an engaging  and
consistent  method of  interpretation.  She consid‐
ers  the  background  and  context  of  individual
chronicles as well as the subjects, internal connec‐
tions and means of presentation within the chron‐
icle narratives. 

Rau asserts that history is power and an im‐
portant expression of city memory. While history
has an entertaining and moralizing function, it is
also a means to create consensus and develop ex‐
ternal and internal boundaries. On the one hand,
Rau cautions that historiography was not the most
powerful medium of cultural construction in ear‐
ly modern Germany. On the other hand, she ar‐
gues that  confessional  historiography was a sig‐
nificant attempt to mediate language and reality.
Rau distinguishes between history and historiog‐
raphy,  and  is  therefore  able  to  assume  that  al‐
though history was not a formal academic disci‐
pline, the histories of the period could be mean‐
ingful  and strategic.  She maintains that  the em‐
phasis  placed on particular events  or personali‐
ties was indicative of the chroniclers' perspectives
as well as of the broader city identity. 

Although she utilizes a methodology of narra‐
tive analysis, Rau backs away from a deconstruc‐
tionist  assumption that  history is  merely a  text.
She asserts instead that history is handed down in
large part through text. This is an important ob‐
servation,  for it  underscores the idea that there
are multiple forms of memory, including written,
oral and pictorial, and it compels Rau to explore
the sources for and reception of the chronicles. A
good deal  of  attention is,  in fact,  given to ques‐
tions such as the background of the chroniclers,
their  education,  and  the  sources  that  they  ac‐



cessed and utilized. Rau concedes that chronicle
passages  are  not  always  representative  of  the
broader society. She also clearly articulates differ‐
ing approaches and selections among the various
chronicles  within the  same cities.  In  addressing
both the creation and reception of the chronicles,
Rau  considers  the  nuances  of  the  concepts  of
"public" and "private" in the early modern period.
She offers a very good discussion of manuscript
copying and the practice of collective readings, re‐
minding  us  that  chroniclers  were  often  writing
for the listener as well as the reader. Nonetheless,
the degree to which we can take these chronicles
as representative of "city memory," suffers from a
certain lack of clarity regarding who, in fact, rep‐
resents or constitutes the city. Rau contends that
identity is a question of orientation. It is precisely
in  this  regard,  however,  that  we  need  to  know
more about whose vision of the past is reflected in
the text. The chronicles might, for example, reflect
particular  groups  within  and  even  beyond  the
city--as in Breslau, where the chronicles were of‐
ten created within a broader regional context. The
reception history provided by Rau does not--and
in  all  fairness  probably  could  not--answer  the
question of how representative the chronicles, or
particular passages, actually are. 

Clearly  the  chronicles  do  reflect,  as  Rau
writes, the beginnings of more thematic organiza‐
tion. Rau's discussion of the early modern devel‐
opment of official collecting, storage and system‐
atization of sources does comport well with other
more general cultural and political developments.
One must ask, however, if this is the result of hu‐
manism,  the  Reformation,  or  more  general
changes? One underlying assumption of the book
is that history often has origins in conflict and cri‐
sis; and in this way, history can be employed as a
means of continuing or challenging tradition. His‐
tory becomes the judge over current affairs and
could be  consciously  shaped by members  of  all
the  confessional  camps.  This  conclusion  is
strengthened by the selection of the cities studied:
Lutheran  Hamburg;  Catholic  Cologne;  Lutheran

and then Reformed Bremen; Re-Catholicized and
then multi-confessional Breslau. In the same way
that she finds reformation festivals as tools to pre‐
serve  confessional  identity  through  social  disci‐
pline, Rau sees in the histories she examines con‐
fessional apologetics and attempts at creating pos‐
itive self-images. Yet, Rau concedes that the earli‐
est reformers had little interest in history per se.
Luther, for example, utilized history as an exam‐
ple and had only an indirect influence on the de‐
velopments  for  which  Rau  argues.  Even
Melanchthon employed history primarily to serve
understanding  of  the  Bible--though  with
Melanchthon, Rau does find an understanding of
history as a melting pot of experiences and an im‐
portant  distinguishing  capacity  between  the  sa‐
cred and the profane. While Rau clearly makes a
good case for the possible uses of history and bor‐
rows from the very significant scholarship of con‐
fessionalization, the two are in the end not weld‐
ed together in a particularly convincing manner.
Both are seen to be contributors to a "moderniz‐
ing thrust," and yet their connection tells us little
more than that they could go hand in hand. 

Despite the inclusion of long, and at times un‐
der-analyzed quotes, and some repetition, this is
overall a very interesting book, with a great deal
of detail and attention to the scholarly literature
and the  sources.  [One  detail:  there  is  a  strange
(backwards  and  reverse)  pagination  between
pages  457  and  508  in  the  copy  reviewed.]  This
book offers an energetic, broad and much needed
look  at  some  of  the  important  early  modern
chronicles.  It  also  raises  anew  some  significant
questions about community, identity and the na‐
ture of historical writing that will continue to oc‐
cupy the attention of  scholars  for  some time to
come. 
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