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Preface

hidden away in the stacks of many western libraries are a range of works 
printed in German blackletter: on Vikings, dead languages, skull shapes 
and runes. There was a time when such writings were considered es-
sential additions to any proper liberal arts collection. They represent the 
remnant of a tradition that is largely now lost, its last memory quickly 
receding. indeed last year the University of Melbourne abolished the 
teaching of Viking Studies, bringing to a close a teaching tradition of 
some 50 fruitful years—the university’s former associations with eu-
genics, Sanskrit and Gothic are even longer forgotten. This book is an 
investigation into that old world of philological and historical study, of 
old literatures, old symbols, pots and bones. once these things were 
especially popular in universities other than just in central europe, and 
they thus represent a key, albeit murky chapter in the history of western 
ideas.

in writing this book i used knowledge that i gained from my Uni-
versity of Melbourne doctoral dissertation on Sinnbildforschung, submit-
ted in 2001. i owe considerable gratitude for the help and guidance of 
my doctoral supervisor Steven r. welch and his associate charles Zika. 
other teachers and colleagues at the University who had considerable 
influence on the current work include Tim Mehigan, ronald T. ridley, 
Mindy Macleod, neile a. kirk and John S. Martin—and i should also 
acknowledge Bernard Muir, w. ann Trindade and the late ian rob-
ertson for their valuable support, encouragement and advice over the 
course of the last ten years or so. The manuscript was also improved 
by the input of three referees who were gracious enough to pass useful 
comment on it: Malachi h. hacohen, Suzanne l. Marchand and Uwe 
Puschner. research for the work was undertaken in Germany, england, 
the United States and australia, and i must also acknowledge here the 
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financial support of the Diebold foundation as well as those who found 
the time to help me with many and varied matters along the way, partic-
ularly reinhold Bollmus, Jutta and klaus Burghard, Thomas l. Mar-
key, Gerd Simon and Maria wilkinson. 

i have recently begun teaching a course in another part of intel-
lectual history—at rMiT University, a place that seems very far away 
from the world of ancient sun symbols and spears investigated in this 
work. Yet the deeper theoretical questions and understandings i devel-
oped while writing this study seem to me still of particular relevance 
to a proper understanding of the key intellectual currents of the previ-
ous century. The broader western intellectual tradition is notoriously 
difficult to navigate where the holocaust and the years of nazi rule in 
central europe are concerned. But this is what makes the area so sharp, 
so fraught and often so crucial too, and the largely forgotten blacklet-
ter culture that informed so much of the intellectual debate of the time 
such an important part of the twentieth-century history of ideas. 

april 2008 Bernard Mees



inTroDUcTion:

“issues concerning the Teutons”

in intellectual history the cranks  
and fools are important too

Martin Green

it is a cool Viennese evening. The trees of the ringstraße are all green 
buds and white flowers, and the setting sun now daubs them in pinks 
and lilacs too. a young doctoral student makes his way to the Universi-
ty—he has been advised to leave behind the heuriger this evening and 
take instead the opportunity to experience a literary event, one not to 
be missed. it is spring 1959 and the young australian has been invited 
to a celebration of the latest work of the Viennese master of his field.

The student converses in the hall a while with a north German 
colleague. The Viennese welcome someone from the new world, but 
Prussians remain a plague. a hush eventually settles among the collec-
tion of students, instructors and professors: the old Germanic master 
has arrived.

The event is managed like an opera; it begins with a sudden hush 
and an expectant silence. The work being launched is on arminius, the 
hero who saved ancient Germany from enslavement by the romans. 
The old master argues to an enraptured audience that the character 
Siegfried, the hero of the Song of the Nibelungs, is a symbolic refigur-
ing, 1,000 years later, of the ancient savior of Germany. it is part of the 
master’s thesis that German “cultural morphologies”—the symbolic 
expressions discernable in national literature—are essentially timeless.1

The atmosphere in the auditorium is electric. it is so charged, the 
young man feels he can almost touch it. But suddenly he realizes that 
this is not a literary occasion; it is a religious event. Billy Graham is 
not here. instead, as thunderous applause breaks out, the young man 
realizes he is in a place of the ancestors. he has joined the antiquarian 
worshippers at the Semnonian grove. 

To a new scene. now it is autumn, 1982, and a group of pro-
fessors have retired to a watering hole in a small resort town in west 
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Germany. They are here participating at a conference entitled “issues 
concerning the Teutons from a contemporary perspective” that every-
one agrees has been a great success.2 The Transatlantic guests seem 
unaware that the conference has occasioned a homecoming for its con-
venor, though; many of his continental contemporaries are well aware 
that he has long been a party to a Teutonic problem of a less antiquar-
ian nature. and after a few drinks the aging professor allows his reserve 
to diminish.

The convenor lets his mind run back to some 40 years before. 
he was something very special then. Politicians had regularly visited 
his archeological digs—in fact the national police minister seemed to 
take a special shine to his work. one of his present-day colleagues—a 
testy chap from frankfurt—had asked that a paper be read at the con-
ference, one that sought to tarnish the memory of this gilded past.3 
our professor instead preferred to reminisce about his halcyon years 
in the convivial company of both his local and foreign colleagues. as 
one of the american participants at the conference subsequently noted 
in his journal, the old professor still seemed proud of his time as an 
academic in the SS, his personal relationship with heinrich himmler, 
and even recounted later that night that he had been a witness to the 
holocaust.4

The professors who feature in these two accounts are no longer 
with us, but in their lifetimes they shared much in common. They were 
both born into communities which are no longer part of Germany; they 
were both brought up in households with politically active fathers; both 
also became university professors who specialized in the study of Ger-
man antiquity; and during the years of the dictatorship they had both 
become members of the nazi Party and also of the SS.

Both professors were also dismissed from their posts in 1945, but 
both equally were subsequently able to reclaim academic positions 
of the highest standing; the first in Munich, then Vienna in the late 
50s, the second at Göttingen, the university of the brothers Grimm. 
Both have been the subject of attacks and apologies in recent times, 
and both evidently not only chose to remain silent, but also to lie after 
the war about the extent of their dealings with the nazis. They were 
both political conservatives and resented the humiliation Germany suf-
fered in 1945. Both had also evidently revelled in their roles as nazi 
academic show ponies. it is hard to see why either should have been 
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allowed a publicly funded teaching post again, let alone command the 
respect and even adulation of a new generation of academic fellows. 
There seems to be something peculiar about the discipline in which 
they made their names: it has an ambiguous, if not uncomfortable, re-
lationship with the nazi past. The years of the national Socialist dic-
tatorship were boom years for these professors and their fellows. This 
book seeks to explain why.

This book is not just about nazi professors though, but also about 
the discipline in which these two men were important figures. it was 
a discipline that bore extraordinary connections with nazism—indeed 
many aspects of national Socialism were clearly influenced by Ger-
man antiquarians. The most emblematic sign of nazism, the swastika, 
is a symbol from the primordial German past; and it was clearly an 
antiquarian understanding that formed the basis upon which the nazi 
adoption of the swastika was built. in 1931 a German antiquarian sug-
gested that the swastika might serve as a guide to an investigation of 
old Germanic culture.5 it also seems a logical place to begin an inves-
tigation of old Germanic studies and its role in the emergence of na-
zism, nazi culture and the intellectual history of the Third reich.

Many of the ideological works produced by right-wing thinkers in 
Germany in the 1920s and up until 1945 are infused with ideas that 
were first produced within German antiquarian studies. The glorious 
past of ancient Germany—represented most strikingly in the defeat of 
three invading roman legions by the ancient Germanic chieftain ar-
minius in a.D. 9—had long been employed as a symbol of the one-
time greatness of the German people. German patriots usually had to 
experience this past through the writings of antiquarians or popular-
izers indebted to antiquarian research. Yet not surprisingly, over the 
decades preceding the nazi accession to power, old Germanic studies 
(ältere Germanistik), or as it was usually styled in German at the time, 
Germanic antiquarian studies (germanische Altertumskunde), had also 
become politically radicalized as nationalistic students gravitated to-
ward the new patriotic disciplines of old Germanic philology, legal his-
tory, linguistics, anthropology, folklore and archeology. ideals usually 
regarded today as generic to fascist belief systems underpinned theo-
ries that were hailed as new conceptual paradigms within Germanic 
antiquarian discourse at the time. notions of cultural renewal, racial 
purity and the fulfillment of destiny in martial struggle are clearly pres-
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ent in the works of German and austrian antiquarian scholars of the 
1920s. Yet most of the new ideals of Germanic antiquarianism were 
not derived directly from contemporary political agendas promoted 
by the radical right. in fact sometimes the direction of influence was 
clearly from academic antiquarian to political discourse. There are 
many specimens of “brown” literature from the 1920s–40s replete with 
new words and new concepts borrowed directly from studies of Ger-
manic antiquity—and the pronouncements of leading nazis from hit-
ler to himmler, r. walther Darré and alfred rosenberg sometimes 
even make deliberate references to the practices of Germanic antiquity 
as revealed through the works of contemporary scholars. This is most 
evident in some of the otherwise symbolically impenetrable practices 
that went on within the SS, many of which were suggested by the find-
ings of contemporary academics. himmler was clearly an enthusiastic 
consumer of antiquarian literature, mirroring the love for antiquity al-
ready shown earlier by rosenberg and the führer himself. old Ger-
manic studies made an essential contribution to the mythoepic core of 
nazism and what, reflecting the model of the racial utopia of ancient 
Germanic times, hitler emphatically hoped to make “a Germanic State 
of the German Nation.”6

Germanic antiquity became in hitler’s Germany what ancient 
rome was to that of Mussolini’s Fascisti (fascismo or fascism proper)—
an image of former national greatness that was called upon to legiti-
mize the aims of the new regime.7 So it is no surprise to find that the 
production of utopian visions of the old Germanic past was seen as 
supportive of nazism. Modern scholarship does not recognize, how-
ever, that much of the vision of antiquity promoted in national Social-
ist circles was identical to that held in some sections of the academic 
community before 1933; not merely in terms of what had happened in 
Germany many hundreds, even thousands of years before, but in what 
lessons the study of the old Germanic past could teach a contemporary 
German society that in the 1920s was widely perceived as racked with 
uncertainty, disharmony and weakness. instead, today these “brown” 
thinkers are usually dismissed as grubstreet cranks—hopeless polem-
icists who understood the past mostly as a treasure chest filled with 
precedents which could be used to force their points home. Yet prom-
inent professional antiquarians were calling for a national reawaken-
ing many years before the nazis came to power, employing the im-
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age of an ancient heroic German golden age, a time when a society of 
warrior peasants rooted to the soil had flourished, one imbued with 
special cultural or racial qualities which had to be rediscovered and 
reclaimed, and one that had once dominated europe culturally and po-
litically, and had set a historical precedent for a fight for living space in 
the Slavic east. national Socialist ideology is often dismissed as a grab 
bag of frequently conflicting ideals; nevertheless, many of these ideals 
achieved their feeling of correctness, interconnectedness and consisten-
cy in the tradition of the works of the popularizers and even scholars of 
Germanic antiquity. This tradition was one in which political ideas of 
an extreme right-wing bent had already taken firm root before it was 
turned to for support by ideologues of a more overtly activist persua-
sion. in fact it was especially in a field of study which had grown up 
about interpretations of the swastika where the influence of reactionary 
thought was most patently reflected in scholarship. within old Ger-
manic studies as a whole, it was in a new field developed from a tra-
dition of swastika studies where the rediscovery of the past was most 
overtly considered a political enterprise—a service to the nation—and 
an enterprise that in 1945 with the downfall of the national Socialist 
regime would also founder.

in the latter half of the nineteenth century, advancements in new 
sciences such as archeology and linguistics first proffered the hope that 
symbolic expressions associated with cultures generally thought to be 
pre-literate might for the first time be understood. it was in reflection 
of this hope that a new field of study consequently developed in Ger-
many in the 1920s that was termed Sinnbildforschung or Sinnbildkunde. 
Quite obscure today, the focus of this study was symbols or rather 
ideographs of German history and prehistory. The rise of ideograph-
ic studies, however, was contemporary with the rise of nazism—and 
strangely enough in 1945 ideographic studies also collapsed just as 
this new political belief did, as if their destinies had somehow become 
linked. ideographic studies became so entwined with national Social-
ism that it shared a similar fate after the German defeat, and today, 
much like neo-nazism, is usually only to be found sporadically and 
then only at the margins of european experience.

Sinnbildforschung encompassed the study of ancient German sym-
bols and written characters: from pictographs of the late Stone age 
to the first alphabetic characters employed in ancient Germany, the 
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Germanic runes. all sorts of symbols came under scrutiny: from those 
found among prehistoric rock carvings, on pottery and other manufac-
tures such as spearheads and jewellery, to traditional medieval designs 
such as the hallmarks of medieval artisans and the traditional familial 
symbols employed in housing designs in rural Germany. To these were 
added the Germanic runes, an alphabetic script whose use had died 
out in Germany in the early Middle ages, and also several apparently 
related characters commonly found in connection with runic inscrip-
tions. The principal aim of ideographic studies was to make these sym-
bols readable, after determining their ideographic values, and thus re-
veal a new set of sources which would lead to a better understanding of 
early German history and prehistory. as such, Sinnbildforschung aimed 
to further the project that medievalists had set out upon in the nine-
teenth century: by rediscovering the content of early ideographic mes-
sages, the readable history of the German people could hopefully be 
traced further back in time, perhaps lengthening the pedigree of what 
could fairly be reconstructed as culturally German as far back even as 
the Stone age.

with the nazi accession to power in 1933, Sinnbildforschung was 
soon supported directly by the state through university appointments 
and the manipulation of streams of research funds. Moreover, in 1935 
an organization was founded within hitler’s bodyguard, the SS, to 
further its study. This organization, the SS-ahnenerbe or ancestral 
inheritance foundation, was officially styled the learned Society for 
intellectual Prehistory (Studiengesellschaft für Geistesurgeschichte). 
Most infamous as the organ through which medical experiments were 
arranged to be performed on the inmates of concentration camps, the 
ahnenerbe was founded as a historical or rather prehistorical research 
institution before it expanded its horizons to medical torture. at first 
glance it seems strange indeed that the police apparatus of the nazi 
state would become involved in archeological digs, historical research 
and museum exhibitions. Yet the national Socialists recognized a need 
actively to support investigations of the ancient Germanic past, bring-
ing resources to bear never before (or since) available for the study of 
early Germanic history and prehistory. amid this new project for the 
uncovering of Germanic antiquity, Sinnbildforschung remained a devel-
opment held in high esteem by the new regime, concerned principally 
as it was with investigating the origin and meaning of symbols such as 
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the swastika and other expressions of early Germany which had be-
come part of the symbolic repertoire of the nazi Party.

The institutional focus brought to bear on the study of Germanic 
antiquity led to the enrollment of German prehistorians, linguists, phi-
lologists, legal historians, folklorists and anthropologists within bodies 
such as the ahnenerbe. These scholars can generally be classed as Ger-
manists—they focused on the study of German culture, especially from 
a historical perspective; hence the two late professors, the Viennese 
philologist and the east Prussian-born archeologist recalled at the out-
set here, both saw themselves as contributors to the same broad field. 
of course Germanists who focused on expressions of antiquity which 
had been adopted by the national Socialists to symbolize aspects of 
their political platform might be expected to have come under special 
attention in nazi Germany and certainly this in part explains why so 
many antiquarian Germanists became so politicized at the time. Yet 
the intellectual origins of Sinnbildforschung predate the formation of the 
nazi Party or its adoption of the swastika. indeed many of its propo-
nents had been associated with the Party long before the nazi acces-
sion to power. But it was not merely openly national Socialist academ-
ics who were attracted to the new science of Sinnbildforschung.

Sinnbildforschung reflected a radical new attitude that had emerged 
in old Germanic studies in hitler’s day. Most attempts by Germanist 
antiquarians to come to terms with the direction their field took dur-
ing the years of national Socialism, however, have been anecdotal and 
bereft of sustained or measured criticism. The past is often still too 
close and too painful for its legacy to be acknowledged properly within 
their field. even when it is, though, the nazi pasts of such individuals 
typically highlight the occasional qualms these scholars had, much as 
several of the nuremberg defendants did. The development and ac-
ceptance of a fascistic form of old Germanic studies during those years 
have proven especially difficult to explain by those who were once its 
practitioners or have an emotional attachment to those who once were. 
Moreover, Sinnbildforschung itself is represented, if at all, merely as a 
product of dilettantes or enthusiastic scholarly over-interpretation.

Suzanne Marchand in her assessment of the career of the austrian 
art historian Josef Strzygowski writes of a radical Grub Street that ex-
isted in the 1910s and 20s, one which obviously fed the superlative 
ideal of Germanness and the aryan shared by hitler and many of his 
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reactionary contemporaries.8 Many of these grubstreet figures were 
seminal contributors to swastika studies. like the grubstreet writers of 
the french revolution, these authors were often the less talented, less 
remarkable counterparts of the ideologues, who in the french instance 
were the great liberal authors—the Voltaires, the Montesquieus—of 
enlightenment france. But in contrast, most of these aryanist grub-
street figures like Strzygowski were academic writers holding publicly 
funded positions—German and austrian university men proved more 
of a muse to the ideologists of nazism than the image of the ivory-
tower scholar might at first suggest. The relationship to the nazis of 
Germanists like those considered in this book was inspirational, useful 
and direct in a way which the figures of robert Darnton’s study of the 
revolutionary french literary underground could only have dreamt.9 
Sinnbildforschung, as the most overtly radicalized development in Ger-
manic antiquarian studies of its day, proved the most useful, the most 
functional channel in which academic theories could contribute to 
nazism. as swastika studies grew to become the new science of Sin-
nbildforschung, the old aryanist Grub Street gave way to a new, more 
sophisticated and established academic tradition in which mainstream 
understandings of the old Germanic past were generated that were 
widely recognized as politically useful contributions to the national 
Socialist present day.
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chaPTer 1. 

The Tradition of Völkisch Germanism

Ohne Juda, Ohne Rom,
Wird erbaut Germanias Dom 

Schönerer

Blue night with mild waves!
in the open country, the cry of the delighted rings,
where still holle’s bushes bloom.
fire shines through the valleys,
like Balder’s monuments,
and from the wheel sparks glow.
let the sun-rune spark,
Swastika radiant in the dark,
Be welcome, exalted Phol!
a thousand standing-stones counsel,
Druidic wisdom, edda, Vedas,
from you, eternal “symbol”!

These are the words of Solstice (Sonnenwende), an anonymous poem 
first published in the German journal Heimdall in 1899.1 it glorifies 
the swastika, an ancient symbol known in an old norse source as the 
sólarhvel (“sun-wheel”). The poem, drawing on a farrago of references 
to German, norse, celtic and indian traditions, is typical of many con-
tributions which appeared in journals from wilhelmine times with titles 
that evoked antiquarian themes—heimdall is the god who guards the 
way to heaven in old norse myth. all of the groups which published 
these journals had one trait in common apart from an interest in an-
tiquity: they were all also devotees of a new movement of the political 
far right that had been christened by an adjective that is not properly 
translatable into english. 

over the course of its long development, German nationalism 
developed an idiosyncratic offshoot described as völkisch by its pro-
ponents. This political tradition is central to an understanding of the 
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politics that gave birth to national Socialism. it is usually not recog-
nized that the völkisch tradition is also essential to the development of 
German antiquarian discourse too, and not merely of the overtly politi-
cized sort represented by journals such as Heimdall.

even before the accession to power of the national Socialists, old 
Germanic studies had developed a range of blatantly political aspects. 
with the development of an extreme form of nationalism bound up in 
a reliance on ideals often thought best represented in the Germany of 
the distant past, it is perhaps not surprising to find that some expres-
sions of German antiquarianism had become infused with extreme na-
tionalist ideas. a völkisch aspect to, and indeed discourse within, old 
Germanic studies developed during the course of the what historians 
now commonly call the long nineteenth century, the period between 
the revolutionary late 1700s and the end of the first world war.2 Sinn-
bildforschung, the form of German antiquarian discourse most radi-
cally influenced by völkisch concerns, was born after this antiquarian 
tradition had mostly reached a mature form. Yet this völkisch form of 
Germanic studies could only have emerged after several other prem-
ises had been built into German antiquarian scholarship. a revolution 
had begun in old Germanic studies in the years before the nazi as-
sumption of power, one that transformed most of the disciplines with-
in the German antiquarian tradition. Most of the different strands of 
old Germanic studies had some influence on the development of Sinn-
bildforschung and the new thinking in the antiquarian discourse of the 
1910s and 20s clearly contributed to the form it took at the time of its 
emergence. The work from 1928 that gave birth to a continuous tradi-
tion of ideographic studies, however, is almost impenetrable outside 
the context of the politically charged world of Germanic antiquarian-
ism of the late 1920s. hence an investigation is required of the völkisch 
tradition of Germanic studies before a proper analysis of Sinnbildfor-
schung can be attempted.

The term Sinnbildforschung, though (which alternated occasionally 
with the style Sinnbildkunde), was coined only as late as the mid-1930s 
to describe the research most closely identified with herman wirth, 
a controversial academic of Dutch extraction who had been active in 
his field for several years before it gained a widely accepted designa-
tion.3 although an expression like swastika studies often seems a more 
appropriate way to describe the field from which wirth’s work most 



1�The Tradition of Völkisch Germanism

obviously emerged, the expression Sinnbildforschung was modelled, 
rather, on Runenforschung or Runenkunde (runic studies or runology), 
a branch of old Germanic studies that held much in common with 
Sinnbildforschung and in fact one upon which ideographic studies was 
fundamentally reliant. The German term Sinnbild is in origin a seven-
teenth-century calque on french emblème, but had been re-analyzed 
by some German thinkers in the nineteenth century as a term closer in 
form and meaning to the Graecisms symbol or ideograph.4 expressions 
such as Zeichenforschung or more commonly Symbolforschung (both lit-
erally “symbol studies”) are normally used in its stead for those Ger-
manophones who study ancient ideographs today. wirth’s contribution 
to the study of ancient ideography is similarly usually ignored in mod-
ern German Symbolforschung. he claimed at the time, however, that 
he was pursuing his ideographic studies in a scholarly tradition that 
reached back into the nineteenth century; and though he pursued and 
expressed his research in an idiosyncratic manner, there certainly was 
an earlier tradition of the study of ancient and prehistoric ideographs 
such as the swastika that he could and did call upon. But ideographic 
study was not consolidated in the form in which it was to be expressed 
during its peak in the years of the national Socialist dictatorship until 
wirth’s particular take on pre-modern ideography appeared in the late 
1920s.

The national Socialists used the term weltanschauung to describe 
the set of political beliefs shared by the complete nazi, an expression 
that was conterminous at the time with what in english is usually de-
scribed as ideology.5 what the nazis called their weltanschauung was 
referred to in their literature as the völkisch ideal or völkisch thought 
(der völkische Gedanke), and it has its origins in a tradition of German 
and austrian experience that dates back to well before the days of 
hitler. The origins of völkisch thought, the place and time of its first 
cultural and political expression, and its status within nazi thinking 
were all to prove important concerns in the growth and acceptance of 
völkisch Germanism and the Sinnbildforschung that developed out of it. 
it seems necessary, therefore, to come to a historical understanding of 
the völkisch ideal before considering the textual and conceptual geneal-
ogy of ideographic studies.

after the war, Baldur von Schirach, the former hitler Youth lead-
er, claimed that the nazi weltanschauung meant different things to 
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different nazi leaders, and there has long been a tradition of treating 
what hitler termed a weltanschauung as only a hodgepodge of beliefs 
which never attained the status of an ideology in the sense of liberal-
ism or Marxism, for example.6 in many ways the national Socialists 
also had an ambiguous relationship with the völkisch tradition: more 
obviously infused with the militarism of the “front generation,” of the 
veterans groups that emerged at the end of the Great war, hitler often 
sought to distance his party from older expressions of the radical right.7 
The adoption of the label völkisch by the nazis was even contested by 
some longer-established radical groups. indeed the national Social-
ists only ever attempted the feat of setting out their party’s program 
once, in the 25 articles of the Party produced by hitler and Gottfried 
feder in 1920; and after 1933, the nazis even chose not to implement 
a number of their 1920 articles.8 hitler was famously opportunistic; he 
was more interested in expediency than dogma—he did not like be tied 
down by programmatic statements.

Mein Kampf, after all, is a rambling work, more like a collection of 
sound bites than an ideological statement—refrains taken from hitler’s 
speeches that were intended to sound profound and to agitate, rather 
than to argue a coherent political platform.9 Statements like “all who 
are not of good race in this world are chaff”10 seemed more important 
than his deliberations on foreign policy or Party organization (which 
even changed over time). hitler’s genius was his understanding of po-
litical demagogy, a gift reflected in his insights on how to win power 
from a base in popular support. he was a practical politician and had 
little interest in, or understanding of, the nuances or complexities of 
ideology.

it is instead in the writings of the völkisch literati that we find more 
deliberate attempts to explain the völkisch ideal under national So-
cialism. The führer’s ideological role seems more to have been that 
of Party arbiter, rather than that of an ideologue in the usual sense. 
There were members of the Party such as alfred rosenberg, the editor 
of the Party’s paper the Völkischer Beobachter, who in effect had been 
deputized as ideologues—hitler even called rosenberg his dogmatist. 
nonetheless there were others, too, who wrote in a similar mode and 
who of course were not personally so close to the führer. although 
many of these völkisch ideologues or literati were inclined to cite pas-
sages from Mein Kampf or one of hitler’s speeches in order to show 
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their unswerving allegiance to the führer, it is perhaps more correct 
to talk of völkisch ideals as the ideologists of nazism tried to enunciate 
their political beliefs in a mode of “working towards the führer”—the 
charismatic figure of their own imaginings, to use ian kershaw’s we-
berian model—rather than the man himself.11 Yet even under a totali-
tarian, völkisch regime, political understandings remained substantially 
bound by tradition, often based in the public perceptions of the ide-
als of the führer rather than those he personally maintained. There is 
a popular perception that nazi ideology was all embracing or mono-
lithic—yet hitler evidently had no desire to describe his party’s ideol-
ogy programmatically. while he had ideologues “working towards the 
führer,” there was no need to produce a program of national Social-
ist political belief. as Martin Broszat has argued, the indolence of the 
dictator and his notion of survival after struggle ensured that the whole 
administrative structure of the national Socialist state was a chaotic, 
lumbering behemoth.12 There is no reason to expect national Socialist 
ideology to be more than a morass of half-formed notions, often still 
evolving and only loosely coordinated by the aim of working towards a 
führer whom few of the völkisch literati personally knew. But the effect 
of the political thought accepted by supporters of nazism could not 
be so incoherent and so fragmented as its weak coordination might at 
first suggest; else the call of national Socialism would never have been 
strong enough to entice a generation of German intellectuals of the 
right, profound thinkers of the calibre of the philosopher Martin hei-
degger or the political scientist carl Schmitt among them. instead, the 
ideologues, political hacks and spruikers of national Socialism worked 
more or less together toward an ideal, one that was incarnated in a 
völkisch messiah who may personally and privately have been a mo-
rass of contradictions, but in the public view was the focus of an ideal 
shaped by notions moulded in a received tradition of völkisch thinkers 
as much as by the public pronouncements of hitler himself.

The völkisch ideal was only ever loosely articulated in terms of a 
platform or program and was flexible enough to tolerate some diver-
gence in interpretation. however, some of the features essential to 
völkisch thought that developed over time—extreme nationalism, fa-
natical activism and renewalistic spirit—are typical of fascist thought 
in general.13 nazism, viewed in comparison to similar movements of 
the radical right, seems to be merely the most extreme historical form 
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of fascism. Yet other, culture-specific aspects of völkisch thought not 
stressed so strongly by other fascist traditions—anti-modernism, anti-
Semitism and Social Darwinism—also make it typically German in 
its expression. culture, as roger Griffin has argued, seems to have a 
primacy in fascisms and nazism certainly has its German particulari-
ties.14 hitler’s last command was for the German people always to pro-
tect their racial integrity—a dictate that is hard to interpret in the light 
only of a generic theory of fascism given racialism seemed of little im-
portance to many other fascist movements.15 But nazi Germany was 
much more than merely a racial state.16 it is factors in its historical 
development, its growth and change, as well as the extreme manner in 
which it was expressed when it emerged in the form of the nazi Party 
that makes the völkisch ideal often seem so difficult to classify or even, 
admittedly, just to pin down as a political expression.

The origins of the notion of the Volk can be traced back to the late 
eighteenth century, to the writings of Johann Gottfried von herder.17  
a lutheran preacher, herder launched a series of attacks on the fran-
cophilia prevalent among the German literati of his day. he was the 
first influential figure to speak of an essential Germanness that he 
wished to see cultivated rather than suppressed as he claimed those 
who looked outside Germany for their culture would and did. herder 
spoke of a national spirit or soul of the Volk, a spirit of Germanness 
that united the German-speaking peoples of central europe—what 
would later be called the German Volksgeist.18 in his day, however, 
there was no German state—the German Volk was not reconciled with 
the idea of nation in the days of herder as, say, the french peuple was 
with the political bounds of Bourbon france.

herder lived at the time of the birth of a new patriotic German 
literature. although there was no German nation, there was a German 
Kulturnation—an elite, at first substantially francophile (and often 
even francophone) literary culture that served as some sort of binding 
agent for the manifold central european, culturally German states.19 
The glue that held the Kulturnation together, however, was shattered 
and then formed anew with the shock of the victories of napoleon’s 
armies—German francophilia was soon transformed into francopho-
bia. Johann Gottfried von fichte’s Addresses to the German Nation (Re-
den an die deutsche Nation) that rang out during what to that time were 
the years of the lowest ebb of German military fortune called on the 
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banishment of all francophilia throughout German-speaking europe 
and the institution of German as the supreme language of central eu-
ropean culture.20

The Kulturnation of fichte’s day produced the most vibrant pe-
riod German literature has seen, the years of the German classical pe-
riod (Deutsche Klassik) and the German romanticism that followed the 
Sturm und Drang of herder’s generation.21 it was the time, too, of the 
rediscovery of earlier German literature and even the period of the ap-
pearance of the first collection of German folk tales, those of the broth-
ers Grimm. it also saw the rise in popularity of a new conceptualization 
of the German nation as the German Volk was elevated to a supreme 
ideal of Germanness and became a central feature of the growing Ger-
man notions of Bildung (cultivation) and Kultur (cultural heritage). all 
manner of thinkers during this time of unprecedented German cultural 
activity—from the brothers Schlegel, the humboldts and Grimms, to 
Goethe and Schiller, in the fine arts, in the universities—all incorporat-
ed some aspect of the notion of the Volk in their works. idealized and 
popularized, herder’s Volksgeist was developed at the time into a pil-
lar of Germanness, of German culture, of German nationalism.22 we 
might note that the very term Germanness (Deutschtum) first appeared 
in the German language in those heady days, if only at first mostly 
ironical in use.23 The surge in the awareness of Germanness manifested 
itself in the frankfurt Diet of 1848 that demanded the establishment of 
a liberal all-German state to reflect the cultural reality expressed by the 
Kulturnation.24 liberal German nationalism failed to win German uni-
fication that day and the cause when taken up again was expressed in 
authoritarian and militaristic terms. Yet clearly, the failed greater Ger-
many of 1848 was founded in notions of herder’s Volksgeist, the notion 
of the cultural and familial unity of the German Volk, and the Volksgeist 
did not vanish after the liberal failure of 1848.

when German unification did come, it was only achieved imper-
fectly—it excluded the German-speaking lands under hapsburg sover-
eignty.25 Prussian–austrian rivalry over who would lead the new Ger-
many was decided on the battlefield at königgrätz in 1866 and led to 
the latter’s exclusion from the new reich. The unified Germany of the 
Prussian “iron” chancellor otto von Bismarck that followed in 1871, 
however, seemed an incomplete achievement for many critics while it 
excluded German austria. in fact even within the new German reich 
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it was felt by some radical thinkers that this Germany was merely a 
political and military construction—that the real struggle to German-
ize the country properly had only just begun. after the founding of 
the Prusso-German reich in 1871 (this time at the military expense of 
france), thought conceptualized around the Volk in Germany became 
focused on other questions: externally in relation to the rights and well-
being of Germans still dwelling outside the bounds of the German em-
pire; and within, the struggle to raise the Volksgeist to a preeminent 
position. nevertheless, it was in austria that the most radical form of 
early völkisch agitation appeared and gave the associated political move-
ment its name. Some austrian Germans continued to clamor for the 
creation of the Greater Germany (Groß-deutschland, or less common-
ly All-Deutschland) seemingly forgone after the war of 1866. it is also 
from this eastern tradition that radical impulses in the development of 
völkisch thought would continue to emanate for the next half a century, 
most prominently of course in the figure of hitler himself.

early activist völkisch politics was epitomized in the leading aus-
trian Pan-Germanist (Alldeutsch) figure of Georg von Schönerer.26 a 
delegate to the austrian parliament, the popular fervor whipped up 
by Schönerer’s group (the Schönerianer, or later the Alldeutsche) in the 
1880s and 90s over local German linguistic and cultural issues received 
great prominence in the Bismarckian reich, and was conterminous if 
not concomitant with the rise of a similar Pan-German league (all-
deutscher Verband) in the German empire.27 Schönerer and his fol-
lowers firmed support for a politics focused on the inalienable superior-
ity of Germanness and the German language, and embraced a vituper-
ous radicalism never before seen in central europe as their preferred 
mode of political expression. Munich-based Heimdall was one of the 
first pan-German politico-cultural journals spawned by this emergent 
völkisch movement. 

it was also in austria that the romance term Nation first most 
clearly developed a different series of connotations to its indigenous 
counterpart Volk in German. although related to the english term folk, 
Volk has come to inhabit a semantic sphere not translatable properly 
into english.28 German speakers in imperial austria saw themselves as 
no less German than those in Prussia, but were instead one of many 
nations within the hapsburg state. The term Volk at the time took on 
a more romantic and ethnic, rather than a liberal and civic tone. all 
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sorts of radical völkisch or “popular” patriotic parties like Schönerer’s 
Pan-Germans emerged in the late nineteenth century. liberalism 
seemed to have failed Germany—in the 1880s a new form of politics 
appeared that rejected liberal mercantilism and arrogated to itself the 
patriotic role that German liberals had once claimed as their own.

Most of those sympathetic to völkisch politics classed themselves 
German national (Deutschnational) rather than pan-Germanist per 
se. nonetheless, for those who prided themselves on being most Ger-
man, patriotism was usually seen to be best expressed in terms of the 
Volk. whatever their background, by the late nineteenth century most 
of those who felt themselves to be strongly German came to express 
their patriotism in a manner that appeared to reflect a völkisch ideal. 
They may not have always been happy with the antics of Schönerer’s 
Pan-Germans or even the curmudgeonly posturing of journals like 
Heimdall. But many German nationals came to associate liberalism 
with its industrialist supporters, not the most essential expressions of 
Germanness—rootedness (Bodenständigkeit), reliability and empathy 
for the countryside. Perhaps the clearest link of völkisch thought with 
the romantic movement, the exaltation of the German landscape and 
the doughty peasantry became essential to völkisch writers—a vision of 
Germanness that seemed incompatible with deruralization, modern in-
dustry and the rise of the big cities.

This dissatisfaction with the realities of industrialization (and the 
politicization of the masses that seemed inexorable with urbanization) 
was soon reflected in a philosophical tradition. literary cultural pes-
simists emerged who bemoaned the impoverished state of the Volk as 
things stood in the new society. The writings of profoundly anti-liberal, 
anti-modern and anti-Socialist thinkers now joined the developing tra-
dition of völkisch thought. The use of the term völkisch to refer to this 
movement is not noted before the 1880s.29 Yet by this date the völkisch 
ideal had already taken on its most obvious characteristics, chief and 
most pointed among which was anti-Semitism. 

immoderate attacks on Jews were one of the features that marked 
out Schönerer most in the early stages of his political career. a grow-
ing tide of criticism of liberalism and its press bastion had led to a new 
form of anti-Semitism that associated Jewry with all the economic and 
social ills of the time. This anti-Semitism developed a picture of euro-
pean Jews as a corrupting people or rather an anti-Volk, not a religious 
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community, stressing the physical features shared by many european 
Jews as a sign that they were a race of parasitic aliens.30 The Jewish 
question to the new breed of anti-Semite was biological as well as mor-
al and religious; assimilation through conversion, once the panacea of 
devotional anti-Semites, could only now be a partial remedy. The Jew-
ish question became one of blood for the more radical anti-Semites. 
for many völkisch thinkers, anti-Semitism proved to be the negative 
side of their idealizing of the Volk—the Volk was everything not Jewish 
within German society, while concomitantly everything Jewish was ir-
redeemably wrong.

The völkisch critique of the political and social order, rather than 
exclusionist and negative, was essentially utopian, however, a feature 
perhaps especially striking in light of how the völkisch politics of men 
like Schönerer was usually practiced.31 The Volk was increasingly to be 
seen to have existed in its ideal form in a lost, innocent, pre-industrial 
past.32 Some nationalists such as felix Dahn expressed their patriotism 
in their increasingly popular fictionalized accounts of ancient and early 
medieval times.33 an even more antique gaze and, moreover, a clearly 
more political and gnostic vision, however, was to be found in the writ-
ings of Paul de lagarde. his essays, collected together as his German 
Writings (Deutsche Schriften) in 1878, engendered an especial political 
importance to Germanic antiquity.34 lagarde was later to be proclaimed 
one of the foundational nazi ideologues and it was in his writings that 
an overtly gnostic aspect to völkisch thought first developed.

lagarde had a much more developed notion of the historicity of 
the Volk than his predecessors. he recognized an original Volksgeist im-
manent among the tales of the old Germanic past, one which, more-
over, included a Germanic spiritualism similar to that seen by some 
Protestant theologians to have emerged in luther’s rejection of rome. 
lagarde thought an equal rejection of the oriental “pollution” he saw 
typified in Pauline dogma would return the German Protestant to a 
state closer to the Volksgeist of old Germanic times. writing in the hey-
day of the new anti-Semitism, lagarde recognized this oriental pollu-
tion most clearly in the excessive ritualism of Judaism. only a rejection 
of catholicism, the Jew and an understanding of old Germanic faith 
could return the modern German to spiritual harmony. for lagarde, 
a spiritual Teutonism must awaken, a positive, German christianity 
stripped of the layers of empty, suffocating ritual.35 
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This gnostic feature of völkisch thought led to the adoption of 
the Los von Rom (Break with rome) movement by Pan-Germans like 
Schönerer in austria.36 The Los von Rom movement saw rejecting the 
catholic church and embracing the faith of luther as a sign of one’s 
uncompromised fidelity to the Protestant Prusso-German empire. But 
the spirituality of German christianity could be taken further—by the 
time of the adoption of the Los von Rom by his Pan-Germans, Schön-
erer had already made contact with the circle of the austrian mystic 
Guido list who had made a more fundamental break with rome.  
at the time of the dawning of modern German occultism, both list’s 
and Schönerer’s Los von Rom included their acceptance of wotanism, 
a neo-paganism based in the writings not of theorists such as lagarde, 
but instead in list’s own interpretation of Germanic antiquity.37 nei-
ther was interested in lutheranism for any truly confessional motive in 
the christian sense: they were lutheran when they were pro-Prussian, 
wotanist when more fundamentally pan-German. Their true religion 
was the greater German Volk.

Much as was the contemporary rise of Druidism in wales, how-
ever, wotanism was clearly a development of the romantic movement, 
and it is in this sense that völkisch often seems closest to “folkish.” list, 
after all, had first become well known through his naturalist essays that 
in 1891 were collected as German Mythological Landscapes (Deutsch-
Mythologische Landschaftsbilder).38 These landscapes also included ru-
ins, medieval and ancient, and list, the leading völkisch mystic of the 
day (and an enthusiastic mountaineer), would later recount he had first 
celebrated his wotanism as early as 1875 in a roman-age ruin out-
side Vienna.39 Yet where romantic artists and antiquarians cherished 
a past lost in time’s mists, some völkisch thinkers came to demand its 
recreation in varying measures of actuality. authors such as Bernhard 
von cotta stressed the influence of landscape in the creation of the 
Volksgeist—the criterion of blood came to be amplified by soil.40 as the 
influence of the German cult of nature grew, one first realized in the 
philhellenism of the Sturm und Drang, a naturalist reform movement 
had arisen in German-speaking europe.

The notion of reform appeared in several expressions of Ger-
man and austrian society at the end of the nineteenth century, and 
was often not seen only in terms of the new politics that idolized the 
Volk. among the young it was manifested in the Youth Movement, a 
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loose back-to-nature organization that would go on to inspire the Brit-
ish Scouting movement.41 There was also the life reform Movement, 
whose followers participated in athletic events and reformed their di-
ets.42 like Schönerer before him, hitler was a vegetarian43—many as-
pects of nazism grew out of the ideals of these movements of social cri-
tique and so did much of its imagery. Participation in the Youth Move-
ment gave its members a feeling of esprit de corps, for instance, later glo-
rified as a bündisch (corporate or fraternal) ideal, as well as closeness to 
the natural world.44 a fascination with symbols from the ancient Ger-
manic past, perhaps most notably the swastika, was also prevalent in 
such groups—and the books of radical reformists such as list soon be-
came influential in Youth Movement and life reform circles. in fact, 
like list, many of the leading early völkisch figures had similarly been 
devotees of the German reformatory and back-to-nature craze.

The anti-modern völkisch emphasis on naturalism was also to have 
its effect in the development of German art and design. after all, an 
emphasis on the medieval German past had become an official motif 
of Bismarckian art, especially in the philhellene historicist tradition of 
the German art establishment. where a specifically völkisch approach 
differed was a rejection of the mere preservationist social agenda of 
the conservatives and a focus on recapturing a specifically Germanic 
antiquity. in a manner influenced by the naturalism of the Jugendstil 
(art nouveau), but perhaps showing a deeper connection with the Pre-
raphaelites, from the 1890s hugo höppener, a Youth Movement art-
ist who called himself fidus (i.e. “trusty”), developed a folksy, wood-
cut-emulating style that seemed to capture the spirit of the Vikings, 
the woodcuts of the reformation and the cultural otherworldliness 
of the runes.45 More völkisch artists soon appeared, their book art ap-
pearing most commonly in journals like Heimdall, and led to the de-
velopment of a dense German archaizing aesthetic or kitsch. Some 
members of the developing German graphic design industry adopted 
a völkisch Teutonic style which favored the use of a woodcut sensibility 
and heavy Fraktur (German Gothic or Blackletter) type, one that by 
the time of the first world war was considered respectably German 
enough to appear in government posters. adolf reinecke, the editor 
of Heimdall, was a particular critic of the growing dominance of inter-
national roman (plain or antiqua) type and by the 1920s Fraktur had 
come to be championed even in mainstream German typography jour-



��The Tradition of Völkisch Germanism

nals as a somehow organic expression of Germanness.46 This penchant 
for a woodcut feeling in type was extended by some völkisch design-
ers to the use of rune-like type or even runes themselves. a catalogue 
of runic jewellery tailored for the völkisch market had also appeared 
by 1917.47 instead of ancient Greece and rome, a mythologized anti-
quarian Germany of warriors and runes supplied the vision of antiquity 
which served as a model for the project of völkisch reform.

The preeminent form of exposure to the new political thinking in 
respectable German society at the time, however, was in the operas 
of richard wagner.48 wagner had had great success when he put a 
medieval German tale to music in his Tannhäuser of 1844 and again 
with Lohengrin four years later. instead of merely dabbling in motifs 
from the German literary past as had Mozart in his Magic Flute, how-
ever, wagner soon came to appreciate more fully the Germanness in 
medieval German literature. he reached a height with his four-part 
Ring of the Nibelungs (1853–74) and Parsifal (1882) where the medi-
eval German tales, the anonymous Song of the Nibelungs and wolfram 
von eschenbach’s much-embellished retelling of the legend of Sir Per-
cival, are reworked into sweeping allegorical commentaries on the fate 
of Germany and her christian racial mission.49

wagner also incorporated a new form of political understanding 
in his operas as well as his writings that was similarly to become an es-
sential pillar of the völkisch ideal. in a culturally pessimistic work typi-
cal of the period, in the 1850s a french nobleman, arthur, count de 
Gobineau, had ascribed the malaise of his times to racial miscegena-
tion.50 Taking in a long tradition of french anthropological theoriz-
ing, Gobineau blamed the ills of his day on bad blood; he extended 
class prejudice (a family of bad blood) to racial prejudice (a race of the 
same). Mostly ignored in france, his writings nevertheless eventually 
gained him many converts in Germany: cultural pessimists, anti-Sem-
ites and national xenophobes could all see their agendas explained in 
terms of the new racial thinking that began with Gobineau. Moreover, 
as Darwin’s theory of evolution became more accepted in the course of 
the 1870s, especially in the form promoted by the German naturalist 
ernst haeckel, biology, race and blood seemed to become an espe-
cially important concern to those who pined for national renewal not 
to mention those who had turned anti-Semitic prejudice into a form of 
patriotism.51 The new racial science and its attendant Social Darwin-
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ism were to grow in standing, discussed and promulgated in a growing 
body of Social Darwinist publications which in the spirit of völkisch re-
newal came to call for a racial as well as cultural hygiene. in the 1890s 
the french thinker Georges Vacher de lapouge firmly linked the ary-
an with the new race-based politics.52 But the most developed form of 
political racialism came in the new century with the studies of hans 
f.k. Günther (nicknamed Rassen-Günther) who gave the new thinking 
a new designation: the racialist völkisch ideal would become the nordic 
ideal (nordische Gedanke).53 To the new thinkers it was the racial purity 
of the Germans stressed by the first-century roman historian Tacitus 
that seemed to explain the most laudable features of the Volk. in fact 
by the turn of the new century, for many völkisch theorists the racialist 
thinking that began with Gobineau seemed to have become the sci-
entific glue that held the rest of their thought together—which is, no 
doubt, why hitler’s ideas seem most coherent when he opines on the 
question of race.54

Much as with anti-Semitism, however, racialist thinking was not 
essential to the concept of the Volk. it seemed that an extremely na-
tionalistic focus on antiquity could hold völkisch thought together with-
out its attendant sciences of prejudice. while pan-Germanists were 
generally anti-Semitic and accepted racialist thought, there were still 
many notable examples of those who classed themselves German na-
tional who did not subscribe to the full-blown form of the new völkisch 
ideal—and it is evident that many German nationals thought their 
rune-fancying and race-obsessed radical rightwing brethren ridiculous. 
There were even aborted attempts in late wilhelmine times to devel-
op a left-wing form of völkisch politics similar to that which arose in 
Sweden (which has its own völkisch or rather folklig tradition), e.g. the 
Bavarian anarchist Gustav landauer’s völkisch socialism.55 in general, 
though, völkisch politics readily became both anti-Semitic and racialist. 
racialism seemed to feed off anti-Semitism, and hatred of Jews—the 
anti-Volk—increasingly appeared to be a necessary part of German pa-
triotism. in fact, acceptance of völkisch or fascist thought often led to 
anti-Semitism and racism even outside Germany: both oswald Mos-
ley’s British Union of fascists and even Mussolini’s Fascisti became 
increasingly anti-Semitic over time.

There was one more ingredient to be added to the development of 
völkisch thought, however, that also seemed to be essential. from the 
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1880s völkisch discourse, like most radical movements of the day, also 
became infused with the ideas of wagner’s former disciple friedrich 
nietzsche.56 Under the influence of nietzsche, völkisch thought devel-
oped aspects which led to a further radicalizing of the nationalist vision.

Völkisch thought took on several of nietzsche’s main themes. first, 
it became Dionysian—it became increasingly impatient of received tra-
dition and glorified knowledge derived from inspiration and intuition—
much as nietzsche had prescribed in his earlier works.57 nietzsche’s 
investigations of social and political inequality also influenced much of 
the language of the racialist, Social Darwinist theorizing of later writ-
ers. Most palpably, nietzsche’s ideals of a Herrenvolk (master race) 
and a Herrenethik (masterly moral) came to resonate widely in völkisch 
thought.58 Völkisch thinking after nietzsche also came to bathe in the 
aura of his Übermensch, the creative genius and enlightened superman.59 
indeed not only did they share nietzsche’s focus on inequality, his 
concept of will to power was soon bowdlerized by some of his völkisch 
interpreters to the point where it became a call only for single-minded, 
fanatical action.60 after nietzsche, völkisch writers adopted much of his 
language and thematics, even if they did not share his humanism and 
insight. nevertheless, it was the promise that the Volksgeist would from 
time-to-time be epitomized in a certain reforming Übermensch that be-
came the most seductive element of völkisch thought after nietzsche. 
The German-national “conservative revolutionary” arthur Moeller 
van den Bruck summed up this messianic vision most influentially in 
1923 in his prophetic The Third Reich (Das Dritte Reich).61 even carl 
Jung seemed to accept the notion of a völkisch superman—hitler, the 
personification of the German Volksgeist.62 The Volk after nietzsche in-
creasingly seemed to be framed in terms more of the sword of armin-
ius than of the pen of herder. But the völkisch reception of nietzsche 
had decked out the radical German ideal in a resplendent new linguis-
tic, zealous and visionary garb nonetheless.

one of Schönerer’s pan-German mottos was “Germania’s cathe-
dral will be built without Judah, without rome.” This temple of the 
Volk, described by the roman description for ancient Germany, had 
changed since his day to encompass more of the antiquarian romanti-
cism clear in the pan-German poem Solstice, but also in other ways too. 
The völkisch critique of the political and social order had led to the rise 
of a movement whose principal pillar was a demand for social renewal, 
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one which idealized pre-industrial Germany, but increasingly saw that 
the true German golden age had been in pre-christian times.63 This 
ancient Germany had long been seen as a time of racial purity. it con-
sequently allowed the aim of renewal, legitimized in an ideal past, to 
dovetail with the new Social Darwinism and the reformatory notion of 
racial purity first extolled in the late nineteenth century. The calls for 
social renewal and racial hygiene met at the barriers of the new anti-
Semitism, and after being infused with an uncompromising nietzsche-
anism, the völkisch critique also became increasingly radical. German 
society had to be transformed, rid of its undesirable elements and re-
made according to the splendid ideal of ancient Germany. its negative 
side seems now to many critics to define the new politics, but Schö-
nerer and his latter-day followers were most interested in building, not 
destroying, although many maintained that along the way some radical 
racial and cultural surgery might be necessary to achieve their ultimate 
goal.
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chaPTer 2. 

history and intuition

Lies Tacitus, da findest du ihren Charakter
 ... da ward in Norden neuer Mensch gebohren

herder 

The development of völkisch politics was also contemporary with a  
substantial change in the focus of German academic culture. in the 
mid-nineteenth century, German universities were particularly focused 
on philhellenism and the classics—something superlative in the Greek 
spirit seemed to accord particularly well with German hopes and iden-
tity at the time. Thus latin and especially ancient Greek studies were 
disciplines held in the highest regard, and the study of ancient Greek 
philosophy and culture was considered the most favored avenue to ed-
ucation and understanding.1 By the time of the nazi assumption of 
power, however, university classicism was on the wane, largely at the 
expense of the study of modern languages and literatures as well as the 
physical sciences, but also of a growing and confident, if not mature 
field of Germanic antiquarian studies. The popularity of the old Ger-
manic past had come to threaten to surpass that of Greece and rome 
in terms of university courses, enrollments, publications and eventually 
state funding too. a growing public fascination with German antiquity 
was reflected in a new development in the universities that threatened 
to eclipse its elder classicist antiquarian sibling. 

The old Germanic past could only be accessed, however, through  
a complex, fragmentary and often indirect record, one which was much 
less readily accessible than that of Greco-roman antiquity. The medi-
eval Germanic equivalent to homer was not even written in German, 
and what could be rescued from early native literature often seemed a 
poor cousin to the better-known latin, french or Scandinavian works. 
Much patient empirical groundwork was required to assemble the evi-
dence required to reach an understanding of old Germanic culture and 
the ancient German soul. The difficult nature of the record of German-
ic antiquity also made it an area where historical imagination seemed 
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particularly necessary, and its rescuing and understanding a project 
that lent itself particularly well to becoming subservient to other, less 
purely antiquarian concerns.

nonetheless it is clear that the Germanism of those early cultural 
warriors, wagner, lagarde and other thinkers and writers who would 
come to be seminal sources for later generations of völkisch enthusiasts, 
was derived from notions of the past which ultimately stemmed from 
a tradition of German antiquarian study. as much as for any academic 
working at the same time, the views of antiquity formed by these men 
were the reflection of a scholarly tradition of a lengthy pedigree. But it 
was a tradition of discontinuity and rupture, although it clearly went 
back as far as 1473, the year of the first German printing of the Ger-
mania, the ethnographical study of ancient Germany by Tacitus.2 

Tacitus’ Germania is a moral study that favorably contrasts ancient Ger-
manic simplicity with roman degeneracy. it rapidly became a golden book 
after its German rediscovery, however, and was soon complemented by 
the publication of a number of other relevant classical works.3 an age of 
humanist Germanomania ensued in which ancient German figures were 
hailed in poems, dramatic works and songs.4 Yet by the early 1700s, inter-
est in this German antiquity had given way to classicism and the domi-
nance of french verse and fashion.5

The renaissance had seen the rebirth of all sorts of classical learn-
ing. The first German humanists, though, also had to contend with 
the italian notion that all things out of the north were barbaric. The 
ancient Goths had sacked rome twice in late antiquity and the label 
Gothic had long been applied by italian writers to anything that had 
followed them out of the north—even the great tradition of medieval 
northern european architecture was derogated as “Gothic” by italian 
humanists. Yet with the decline of italy, German minds no longer felt 
the need to extol ancient Germany, but instead had become more in-
terested in Greco-roman antiquity than the Tacitean German past. 

nonetheless at a time of pronounced francophilia, this focus on 
classical learning eventually led to the emergence of a similar interest in 
German literature. The first steps toward a tradition of the study of the 
belles lettres of the German nation appeared at the same time as french 
style and even language first began to be adopted in German high so-
ciety.6 although this Germanistic study did not achieve the status of a 
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discrete discipline in universities until the next century, it clearly laid the 
groundwork for the first surveys of German literary history and critique 
of the late 1700s.7 Moreover, in the shadow of classical philology, the 
study of German literature came to be styled Germanistik (as opposed to 
Romanistik) seen at the time as a suitably grandiose, latinate title, even 
though the literature was more properly deutsch.8 Such coins reflected a 
linguistic confusion that is still especially evident in english today.

The term German is first recorded in the sixteenth century where it is 
obviously a loan from latin.9 it and the adjective germanisch (Germanic), 
however, have otherwise achieved a quite separate meaning in modern 
German. Germanisch is more properly ‘old German’—it describes the 
Germany of ancient times. Yet the Germans of Tacitus are also ancestors 
not only of the modern austrians, Swiss and Germans, but also the mod-
ern Scandinavians, Dutch and anglo-Saxons. hence english (historically 
and linguistically) is properly equally as Germanic as German is. Yet the 
former homonymy in German where the latinate term was felt to be a 
prestige form of the native one is clearly the reason why the German na-
tional Museum at nuremberg is styled the Germanisches Museum and 
Germanistik refers to what at school level is merely termed Deutsch.

almost the reverse development has taken place in english where 
the term German stands for deutsch and Germany for Deutschland. in 
contrast, the distinction between the ancient Germans and ancient 
Germany that in German today is reserved to the terms Germanen and 
Germanien has no unambiguous counterpart in english. for a time the 
ancient Germans were called Teutons, repeating the error of medieval 
scribes who associated Deutsch with an early wandering northern tribe 
called the Teutones. nonetheless, under the influence of German lin-
guistics the language associated with the inhabitants of ancient Germany 
has come to be called Germanic (formerly Teutonic). Thus despite the 
similarity of this term to the adjective Germanic (meaning ‘German’), 
it has become customary to refer to the ancient Germans as Germanic 
peoples in english. Teutonic is also often used in english today for an 
attribution ‘German,’ much as Gallic (i.e. Gaulish) is used for ‘french.’ 
But German should be recognized as separate from the antiquarian and 
linguistic identity which is Germanic (germanisch), even though in com-
mon usage these terms might easily be regarded almost as synonymous.

Samuel Johnson refers to english in his Dictionary, however, as both 
Teutonic and a Gothonic tongue; by his day Germanic antiquarianism had 
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been reborn in the light of the full flowering of european Gothicism.10 The 
picture of the Goths in Gothicism was not the negative stereotype of the 
italian humanists, though, but presented the Goths of ancient times, in-
stead, in an idealized manner.11 in Spain this Gothicism was a Visigothi-
cism that looked back to the early Middle ages of Visigothic christian rule 
before the conquest of the Moors in the early eighth century.12 in france 
the Goths were romanticized by authors such as Montesquieu as the liber-
ators of western europe from the tyranny of imperial rome.13 in Sweden, 
however, the connection was stronger: there the Goths were claimed to be 
the greatest of the early Scandinavians to mark their place in history.14

a connection of the Goths with Scandinavia is recounted by the 
sixth-century ostrogothic historian Jordanes.15 The Goths had also been 
a popular subject among German humanists;16 but it was the representa-
tion of the Goths as ancient Scandinavians in the works of the Swedish 
humanists Johannes and olaus Magnus that had the most lasting influ-
ence in the north.17 antiquarianism soon became a pan-Scandinavian 
concern and when the Danish antiquarian Peder resen discovered a 
number of manuscripts preserving medieval icelandic literature, a new 
chapter in Scandinavian antiquarian interest began.18 with resen’s pub-
lication of the Prose Edda, a tradition of old norse studies was born.

The publication of the Prose Edda had an immediate impact on an-
tiquarian studies outside Scandinavia. The highpoint of Scandinavian 
Gothicism was reached soon thereafter with the four-volume Atlantica 
(Atland eller Manheim) of olof rudbeck the elder, a celebrated study in 
which the author sought to link Scandinavia, Jordanes’ vagina nationum 
(womb of nations), with the mythical atlantis of Plato.19 Yet it is clear 
that far more important for the reception of the fruits of Gothicism out-
side Scandinavia was the appearance of the works of the Genevan Paul 
henri Mallet.20 This one-time pupil of Montesquieu introduced the new 
nordic component of Gothicism to a popular, europe-wide audience 
and inaugurated the interest in Scandinavian antiquity to Germany.

The translation of the Prose Edda in Mallet’s Northern Antiquities (Intro-
duction à l’Histoire de Dannemarc) was clearly the source of inspiration that 
in 1771 led the German poet friedrich Gottlieb klopstock to reject classi-
cism and embrace Gothicism in its stead; upon acquaintance with Mallet, 
klopstock’s subject matter became norse, or as he rediscovered the Ger-
many of caesar and Tacitus, ancient Germanic personages.21 klopstock’s 
metrical innovations inaugurated a new German poetry, no longer straight-
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jacketed by classicist forms; coupled with his adoption of Gothicism and 
calling also on contemporary “bardic” celticism, klopstock’s new German 
poetry led straight to the romantic naturalism exemplified in the Sturm und 
Drang and the ardent Germanism of its herald, herder.

The foremost example of the new treasuring of ancient Germany 
at the time is the 1808 Battle of Hermann (Hermannsschlacht) of hein-
rich von kleist. Penned in response to the seeming inability of austria 
and Prussia to launch a concerted resistance against napoleon, instead 
of a contemporary or classical figure, kleist focused on arminius, who 
as head of a combined army of ancient Germany had routed three ro-
man legions invading from Gaul.22 kleist’s play re-established the es-
sential Germanness of arminius—his Battle of Hermann refocused at-
tention on ancient Germany. German antiquarianism was reinvigorat-
ed in light of the nationalist response to napoleon.

Most of the figures associated with the German classical period, al-
though essentially often philhellenes, nevertheless wrote about the an-
cient Germans. herder’s remark that “a new man had been born in the 
north” was to be the touchstone of nineteenth-century German nation-
alism.23 The German antiquarian tradition was reborn during the time of 
herder, and for many of its figures, shadowing his call, the rediscovery 
of Germanic antiquity became a patriotic duty. a German who read the 
antiquarian works which followed herder did not always find a consid-
ered picture of the old Germanic past. as often as not, national chauvin-
ism dictated the picture of Germanic antiquity even in the works of the 
most respectable antiquarians writing before the days of Schönerer.

old Germanic philology, the part of Germanistik that deals with early Ger-
man (and increasingly norse, Gothic and old english) literature, was seen 
as a lesser cousin to the study of the great latin and Greek writers in the 
early nineteenth century. But the emerging discipline brought a new na-
tionalistic aspect to philological work. linguistics was also born in Germa-
ny at the same time as a rapid growth in Germanic philology and history. 
Yet despite the illusion of scientification that the discipline often suggests, 
nineteenth-century German linguistics also harbored a deep chauvinism 
that also affected the development of Germanic antiquarianism.

in 1808, the Berlin orientalist friedrich Schlegel had pointed out the 
statement made by Sir william Jones, the President of the royal asiatic 
Society of Bengal, in which the welshman had expressed the opinion that 
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Sanskrit, the ancient language of the writings of the indian Brahmans, 
must surely be genetically related to a number of european languages, 
citing in this connection Greek, latin, celtic and Gothic.24 Schlegel’s stu-
dent franz Bopp sought to investigate Jones’s claim and went to Paris to 
study Sanskrit, a language that had only recently become noted in europe 
with the first translations of the hindu epics.25 Bopp returned to Berlin 
to publish his proof in 1816, his Conjugation System, the foundation work 
of modern linguistics.26 Similar investigations of northern european lan-
guages had been inaugurated with the publication in 1665 of the Gothic 
translation of the Bible attributed to the fourth-century Visigothic bishop 
wulfila. a tradition of scholars from franciscus Junius, George hickes 
and even to Samuel Johnson stated that Gothic was the oldest of the 
Teutonic (or ‘Gothonic’) languages.27 The wider positioning of Teutonic 
within europe, however, was not well understood until the appearance of 
the seminal study of the Göttingen philologist Jacob Grimm who with his 
four-volume Deutsche Grammatik of 1819–37 produced the twin to Bopp’s 
Conjugation System, the foundation work of historical linguistics.28 

at the same time as Bopp and Grimm were involved in their empirical 
studies, however, wilhelm von humboldt, the rector of the University of 
Berlin, was building upon the tradition of herder, klopstock and the Sturm 
und Drang, and researching language as an expression of culture.29 observ-
ing that language is a creation of people, humboldt thought to see in lan-
guage the essential representation of culture and nation. in a cross-linguistic 
or what would now be termed a typological approach, he noted an apparent 
link between the level of the complexity of the verbal and nominal systems 
of a language and the level of civilization or culture enjoyed by its speakers. 
he explained this in terms of a Sprachgeist: primitive languages were spoken 
by primitive minds, whereas complex languages such as German were the 
product of and represented complex cultures.30 This of course represented 
a eurocentricism and was essentially false. But based in part on herder’s 
idea of a Volksgeist, it also represented the evolution of an ideal of the study 
of language as an expression of German patriotism.

in his grammar Jacob Grimm set out in a formal manner the pho-
nological relationships between each of the related Germanic languages. 
Grimm was the first to formulate regular sound laws and indeed one of 
these laws still bears his name today. Unfortunately, he also indulged in 
a deliberate display of patriotism in the title of his Deutsche Grammatik as 
clearly it was not a German grammar that he had produced, but a Ger-
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manic (germanisch) one. Grimm rejected the terms Gothonic, Teutonic or 
Germanic which had been proposed by other investigators of the correct 
relationship between these languages. Deutsch, he claimed, was the only 
indigenous term that had once designated all of these languages.31 But 
deutsch was ‘German’ and was not accepted by other linguists, not even in 
Germany. Yet when Jacob and his brother wilhelm came to publish less 
linguistically based works, they retained the term deutsch, although few 
could be seen as German in the usual nineteenth-century sense.32 

The formalist tradition of linguistics represented by Grimm’s concept of 
a sound law and the culture-bound tradition represented by humboldt, 
the father of the German research-oriented university tradition, were to 
continue on side-by-side throughout the nineteenth century. on the oth-
er hand as the nineteenth century progressed, the literary philologists, 
now increasingly separated from the pure linguists, continued the project 
launched by the Gothicists. editions of medieval German works such as 
what would become the national epic, the anonymous Song of the Nibe-
lungs, and the compositions of medieval court poets such as walther von 
der Vogelweide and wolfram von eschenbach were prepared by contem-
poraries of the Grimms—a new wave of experts in old Germanic litera-
tures appeared, the most famous of whom was probably karl lachmann, 
the inaugurator of philology’s text-critical method.33 along with increas-
ingly sophisticated editions of the old Germanic classics, throughout 
the century lesser-known Greco-roman and northern works continued 
to appear under both German and Scandinavian imprimaturs. indeed 
a monographic series had even been launched in 1826 whose aim was 
to provide accessible editions of all manuscripts of historical interest to 
Germans and Germany. This Monumenta Germaniae historica comprised 
the best editions of classics such as the works of Jordanes, but also the 
writings of medieval epistlers and legists, and the annals kept by medi-
eval clerics.34 The appearance of the Monumenta signalled the beginning 
of an enormous increase in the production of historical and philological 
study. in fact soon the first academic journals dedicated to German an-
tiquity appeared, the most prominent being Moritz haupt’s Zeitschrift für 
deutsches Alterthum (Journal of German Antiquity, ZfdA) of 1841ff., which 
unlike many others of contemporary provenance such as franz Pfeiffer’s 
Germania (1856–92) continues to this day.35 The launch of haupt’s ZfdA 
marks the beginning of a new period in German scholarship—previously 
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the journals of institutions such as those of the Göttingen academy of 
Sciences and literary magazines had been the main organs for the prom-
ulgation of philological scholarship. Soon after the appearance of the 
ZfdA, however, came adalbert kuhn’s Zeitschrift für vergleichende Sprach-
forschung (Journal of Comparative Language Research, KZ) of 1852ff.,36 
followed by heinrich von Sybel’s Historische Zeitschrift of 1859ff., which is 
now the premier German history journal.37 The middle of the nineteenth 
century was the age of the new German academic periodical. Yet by the 
time of the establishment of the German empire in 1871, the ZfdA had 
become but one in a sea of competing publications. after German unifi-
cation, it seemed to become the patriotic duty of every historical society 
and foundation to produce its own journal, and amateur historians and 
philologists clamored to contribute to the more prestigious titles.38 Many 
were rebuffed. But it is clear that the patriotic surge among the broader 
public of the time came to influence some writings of academic origin. 
The enormous growth in the amount and range of editions and critical 
scholarship had now made old Germanic studies a field that demanded 
considerable erudition of those who wished to engage with the main-
stream of antiquarian philological discourse. nonetheless leopold von 
ranke’s famous dictum that historians should attempt to reconstruct the 
past “as it actually was” was soon compromised by the growing numbers 
of enthusiasts who flocked to the study of historical disciplines—philol-
ogy, linguistics, anthropology, antiquarianism and history proper itself—
many of whom did not display the patience, let alone learning, that the 
empirical tradition of the Grimms, lachmann and haupt demanded.

it was during the period of this explosion in academic Germanic stud-
ies and its growing popular reception that wagner adopted his spiritual 
Teutonism.39 wagner’s position in the evolution of the new notion of 
the Volk is much more pronounced than any other figure of the German 
arts, even more than the national conservative literati who emerged at the 
time such as Julius langbehn, Gustav freytag and felix Dahn. it was 
with wagner that Germanic medievalism was first linked strongly to ra-
cialism and the destiny of the German nation. This spirituality is termed 
Teutonic in english today and reflected a form of neoconservatism that 
had particular resonance in the völkisch movement.

one of the features of wagner’s approach to the past was his in-
corporation of non-German elements into his work. it did not at all 



�1History and Intuition

concern him that most of the major motifs in his Ring were borrowed 
not from the old German epic it is ostensibly based upon, but rather a 
medieval norse retelling. he even added the nordic ragnarok to the 
tale in the form of the Götterdämmerung (Twilight of the Gods) of the last 
cycle, although such a motif is unknown from German sources and is 
not at all linked with the norse tale of the downfall of the house of the 
nibelungs.40 wagner adopted ideas which klopstock and the Grimms 
had brought to philological study—that medieval Scandinavian literature 
could be claimed as German. Yet he managed to bring Germanic antiq-
uity to an audience that scholars had not been able to access and did so 
in a manner which included elements of the broader Germanic identity 
that had developed in academic circles, but in this case also rather more 
clearly under the influence of völkisch thought.

wagner’s thought was deeply political and not merely nationalistic. 
he had distilled much of his politics from a range of contemporary philos-
ophers, in fact from doyens of the völkisch ideal: from the German chris-
tianity of lagarde, the racialism of Gobineau and the cultural ennui of 
arthur Schopenhauer.41 The concerns of these three writers had become 
the intellectual pillars of the respectable neoconservatism of the time that 
disdained democracy and came to see parliament as squabbling and un-
German. classing themselves as German national rather than völkisch per 
se, these neoconservatives were also members of a respectable elite, not 
the crass populists typical of early Pan-Germanism. nevertheless, in his 
political writings and even in his later operatic works wagner extolled the 
vision of his own version of the völkisch ideal, marrying others’ notions 
with his own understanding of medieval German and norse literature. 
it is difficult to gauge precisely how influential the racial aspect wagner 
brought to his Teutonism was outside the group of sycophants that gath-
ered around him and after his death his widow cosima in Bayreuth.42 
nevertheless, wagnerian symbolism and themes became widespread in 
the völkisch press at the time. for many of its proponents, the new con-
servatism seemed too genteel to become involved in the antics of Schö-
nerer and his anti-Semitic fellows in the German empire. Yet wagnerian 
Teutonism invoked a spirit that reflected an extreme, all-or-nothing ideal, 
reflecting wagner’s notion of “total art.”43 wagnerian clubs soon became 
hotbeds for völkisch political enthusiasm and Schönerer for one periodi-
cally used wagnerian soirées as launching places for political demonstra-
tions. The Bayreuther Blätter (Bayreuth Pages, 1878–1938), a journal set 
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up by patrons of the wagnerian festival at Bayreuth, did much to expand 
upon the themes of The Ring and Parsifal, and wagnerian concerns often 
came to be reflected in the more overtly political journals of the time.44 
The boundary between the new conservatism of the cultured, opera-go-
ing elites and the völkisch radicalism of the crasser, populist anti-Semitic 
agitators (and their excitable counterparts among the student fraternities) 
was all-too easily crossed—indeed some proponents of the new, reac-
tionary right did not recognize any such boundary at all. radical student 
fraternities, so important to the rise of the austrian Pan-Germans, often 
took wagnerian names, as did leading völkisch journals such as Heimdall 
(1896–1932) and Hammer (1902–1940).45 This identification with wag-
nerian expressions of the Germanic past was eventually reflected in the 
völkisch political clubs of the 1910s and 20s such as the Germanic orders 
(Germanenorden) and Munich’s Thule Society. after wagner and his 
spiritual Teutonism, Germanic antiquity was cemented in the minds of 
champions of the völkisch ideal as the preeminent path to the rediscovery 
of the untrammelled, untainted Germany. Many respectable neoconserva-
tives like those of the Bayreuth circle disliked the radicalism of the Pan-
Germans and the other anti-Semitic, völkisch agitators—the coarseness of 
men like Schönerer offended elite sensibilities.46 nevertheless figures such 
as wagner ensured conservative thought would maintain a notion of Ger-
manism in common with their more radical brethren, and the respectable 
and the common came to enjoy a synergy as the new century dawned. in 
contrast to their austrian fellows, both expressions of the new right were 
represented among the Pan-Germans within the German empire. Yet 
many German-national neoconservatives maintained their distance from 
the more activist radical right well into the 1920s. for some it was not un-
til the nazi accession to power that neoconservative reserve and distance 
from the broader völkisch movement was surrendered altogether.

The most articulate exponent of the Teutonism and neoconservatism 
that began with lagarde and wagner, and a leading historian of a new 
type that emerged in the later nineteenth century, was an englishman 
who had become a devoted Germanophile and wagnerite (and eventually 
wagner’s son-in-law), but had moved away from a focus solely on ideas 
stemming from Bayreuth. houston chamberlain, a biologist by training, 
had achieved some status as a dilettante by 1896 when he was asked to 
write a reflective study to be published in the last year of the 1800s.47 
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Published as the Foundations of the Nineteenth Century (Grundlagen des 
neunzehnten Jahrhunderts), this account immediately became a bestseller 
upon its appearance in 1899.48 writing in Vienna, which had been his 
home for most of the decade, chamberlain had aimed to capture the es-
sence of the nineteenth century, and for him the emergent racialism was 
the most fundamental feature of that essence. chamberlain’s work was 
read and accepted by a large conservative audience—although Schöner-
er and his fellows in Vienna made no approaches to him, the German 
emperor wilhelm ii proclaimed the Foundations his favorite book and 
was given to reading out passages from it to acquaintances.49 chamber-
lain had managed to popularize much of the racialist thought of wagner 
that went back to Gobineau, but more importantly first encapsulated a 
neoconservative view of world history, one which, as a Germanophile, 
stressed the centrality of the cultural mission of the German Volk.

The standing of chamberlain among the German right was to be-
come great enough for hitler to attend his funeral in 1927. The erstwhile 
Briton had become for hitler the successor to wagner as bearer of the 
“spiritual sword” of the new German right, forged in the fire of wagner-
ism.50 chamberlain had become one of the principal early upper-class 
proponents of the nazi Party; the divide between neoconservative reserve 
and völkisch radicalism was not the only thing that had begun to blur.

in austria, the threat to Germanness was palpable with the rise of 
national consciousness among the Slavs and other nations of the haps-
burg patrimony—Schönerer had consequently won electoral support from 
all manner of German nationalists. in the German empire, in contrast, 
völkisch politics had never been successfully promoted as a broad parlia-
mentary movement. The early anti-Semitic parties formed after the stock 
market collapse in 1873 proved failures in the reichstag—they had all but 
disappeared in terms of parliamentary representation by the early 1900s.51 
Thereafter, anti-Semites and other radical right-wing groups instead came 
to favor a different approach to activism. Many leading völkisch thinkers 
at the time formed clubs and established journals in which to debate if 
not promulgate their views. The leading anti-Semite Theodor fritsch, 
for example, had set up the publishing house hammer in 1887 to pub-
lish his Anti-Semitic Catechism (Antisemitische Katechismus); from 1907 it 
would subsequently appear as the infamous Handbook of the Jewish Ques-
tion (Handbuch der Judenfrage).52 Moreover, whereas his earlier Antisemi-
tische Korrespondenz (1885–1903) eventually failed, from 1902 fritsch’s 
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publishing house produced an eponymous journal that survived for some 
forty years.53 a similar periodical was begun by the Social Darwinist lud-
wig woltmann that year, suitably entitled the Politisch-Anthropologische 
Revue.54 Both Hammer and the Revue soon became favored by all man-
ner of völkisch thinkers. Heimdall was also founded in this period by the 
pan-German agitator adolf reinecke as the bulletin of a radical splinter 
from the General German language association (allgemeiner Deutscher 
Sprachverein). The association had been formed in 1885 to protect the 
German mother tongue from foreign influence; yet its policies had proved 
not radical enough for patriots like reinecke. in 1898 reinecke’s splinter 
would become the Pan-German language and writing association (all-
deutscher Sprach und Schriftverein), a promoter of “pan-Germanism and 
pure Germanness.” 55 newspapers with clearly völkisch sympathies also 
soon appeared as did all manner of mystical and life reform journals which 
stressed antiquarian and racialist themes. another leading and more es-
tablished figure was eugen Diederichs, sometime editor of the respected 
literary journal Die Tat (1909–39), who published many radical works 
from his publishing house in Jena.56 Diederichs, however, was closer to 
the right-wing austrian and German cultural societies which reflected a 
longer tradition than those of their völkisch counterparts, one stretching 
back to the 1870s and groups such as the German language societies. The 
later years of the century had similarly seen the emergence of nationalistic 
lobby groups like the navy league and the Pan-German league in the 
German empire.57 But new, more radical groups had emerged with the 
new century. fritsch, for example, was also a leading figure in the found-
ing of the imperial hammer league (reichshammerbund) in 1912, an 
umbrella organization for völkisch groups who were associated with his 
journal Hammer.58 Moreover, the same year the secretive Germanic or-
ders emerged from these Hammer groups: modelled upon the lodges of 
freemasonry, many of their rituals were founded in those of the teach-
ings of the austrian mystic list and his wotanism.59 one of these groups, 
which came to operate under the aegis Thule Society, began the journal 
Runen (Runes) in 1918—the leader of the Thule Society, rudolf von 
Sebottendorff, even bought the eher publishing house (whose lead title 
would become the Völkischer Beobachter) before selling it to the nazis in 
1922.60 in 1924 a similar journal for ‘nordic life and ideology’ entitled 
Die Sonne (The Sun) was begun by a political group in weimar dedicated 
to the ideas of list whose publishing mark was the asterisk-like Scandi-
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navian h-rune (h). and not only did the nazi Party develop out of this 
völkisch milieu, national Socialist understandings of history were largely 
influenced by the new historical discourses that developed in these publi-
cations of the völkisch Grub Street.61

for most of the early adherents to völkisch belief the picture of Ger-
manic antiquity represented in schoolbooks and historical novels that ul-
timately went back to academic titles was clearly sufficient. Yet from the 
late 1880s, as part of the explosion in historical societies and the gen-
eral wave of production of enthusiastic accounts of Germanic antiquity, 
some völkisch thinkers began to produce some such works of their own. 
at first outside the academic and popular mainstream, their contribu-
tions soon began to appear in journals that were not principally völkisch. 
at a similar time, however, völkisch thought had already entered aca-
demia: although it was often hidden under the guise of neoconservatism, 
the dilettantes of the völkisch Grub Street had found academic counter-
parts, many of whom were university Germanists. Several academic Ger-
manists began careers of reinterpreting Germanic antiquity from what 
was increasingly to be a clearly völkisch perspective at the time. Both the 
dilettantes and their counterparts within academia became fundamental 
figures in a völkisch antiquarian project that developed in earnest, espe-
cially from the second decade of the new century.

chamberlain, however, relied on more mainstream sources—with 
the addition, of course, of the principal neoconservative authorities. his 
work was decried by professionals as loose with historical facts, misrep-
resentative of the authors he cited, opinionated and indeed quite woolly 
intellectually—the englishman had often seemed more interested in turn 
of phrase than in intellectual consistency.62 nevertheless, his approach to 
Germanic antiquity became important to the völkisch Germanists of the 
following years, much as would his penchant for grandiloquence. The most 
powerful image of the Foundations was his portrayal of the ancient Ger-
mans in his sixth chapter ‘The entry of the Teutons into world history’ 
as the racial prophets who cleansed the multiethnic travesty of late imperial 
rome, destroying the empire and replacing it with the medieval nation-
states. whereas edward Gibbon had seen the decline of rome in terms of 
the moral debasement bemoaned of by roman authors as early as Tacitus, 
chamberlain explained this decline in terms of miscegenation.63

as Gobineau and wagner had before him, chamberlain thought 
that miscegenation was the prime factor in the ruination of civiliza-
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tions, but that, nevertheless, only two races had remained unadulterated 
throughout world history: Germans and Jews. The Germans were the 
racial elite of europe, the Jews a force for corruption. Yet physical an-
thropology had developed far enough by chamberlain’s time that skull 
shapes and other physical features could be shown to be quite transient 
features. in order to explain away the scientific evidence that ran counter 
to his essentially racist view of history, chamberlain made a logical leap 
of a type that was to become common in later völkisch histories. Unlike 
some later authors, however, chamberlain did bother to explain how 
science could be ignored when it did not accord with his basic views:64

The hieroglyphs of nature’s language are in fact not so logically mathemati-
cal, so mechanically explicable as many an investigator likes to fancy ... very 
small children, especially girls, frequently have a marked instinct for race. it 
frequently happens that children ... begin to cry as soon as a genuine Jew or 
Jewess comes near to them! The learned can frequently not tell a Jew from a 
non-Jew; the child that scarcely knows how to speak notices the difference. 
is not that worth something? To me it seems worth as much as a whole an-
thropological congress ... There is still something in the world besides com-
pass and yardmeasure. where the expert fails with his artificial construc-
tions, one single unbiased glance can illuminate the truth like a sunbeam.

Yet in his glorification of intuition, chamberlain was not alone. By the 
time he set about writing his Foundations in 1896, the empiricist tradition 
epitomized by ranke had already come to be considered passé by Ger-
man theorists of history. in 1883 wilhelm Dilthey had brought positivist 
history under the fire of kantian thought, rejecting the notion that history 
was concerned only with the acts of politicians, diplomats and the will of 
God.65 The new German historical school that followed aimed to investi-
gate historical consciousness in terms of experience and intuitive under-
standing, and moved subtly away from an empirical epistemology.66 The 
neo-idealist school that developed in the 1880s and 90s, however, was 
soon bowdlerized by popularizers. historical understanding became an 
intuition for the past and popular historians could defend their intuitive 
histories in terms of a cheapened version of contemporary historical the-
ory. Popularists like chamberlain glorified their dilettantism as a holistic 
remedy to the accelerating fragmentation of knowledge. objectivity was 
now a sham, interpretation was all and understanding was guided through 
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historical intuition, a gut feeling about what was essentially right about 
the past.67 Thus it is no surprise to find chamberlain expressing that his 
Foundations derived from an understanding of what is “experienced”:68

Though many factual statements may be old mistakes, though many 
judgements may arise from prejudice ... nothing is totally false ... a single 
thought can be without content, the error of an isolated individual, but a 
deep conviction is rooted in something outside and above the individual 
... it must contain at its core a living truth.

chamberlain had turned a philosophy of history into a justification for 
the dominance of ideology. he had transcended mere bias, dismissed 
the aim of impartiality and helped inaugurate a new form of history—
völkisch history—one in which an undisguised prejudice was upheld as 
a leading virtue. his approach was quickly adopted by his fellow grub-
street dilettantes and eventually even by some of the less reticent aca-
demic investigators of the past.

Bias of course became a patriotic duty of German academics after 
the nazi accession to power, but it had already been a feature of earlier 
years, especially in German antiquarianism which itself had a political 
dimension of lengthy pedigree. The entire German antiquarian project, 
whether philological, linguistic or more properly historical, was riddled 
with political agendas even before it was joined by authors of an actively 
völkisch persuasion. it was at first anti-italian, then it was anti-french. 
after 1871 in some expressions it turned on German society itself. for 
writers like chamberlain the antiquarian tradition became racialist, pan-
Germanist, anti-Semitic and anti-modern. Moreover, chamberlain, 
with his cheapened form of neo-idealism, had opened up the path to 
an ever more subjective manner in which to rescue the German past—a 
third way, between the rigors of empirically based academic discourse 
and the intuitive obscurantism of romantic origin. This third way was 
not held by its historians to be less valid than that of the academy, how-
ever. indeed many expressed feelings of superiority in their work, as 
if they held a key to historical understanding that was not available to 
professional scholars. apparently this new history was more essential 
than that produced in the academies as it was closer to an understand-
ing of the Volksgeist first hailed by herder, one that, seemingly, only 
those who felt most German truly experienced, only those who carried 
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a particular concern for the Volk deep in their hearts. By the end of the 
nineteenth century the völkisch movement had now added its own form 
of history to its art, poetry and political theory. it was a history distinct 
from that written by professionals and one that often railed against the 
offerings of the academic establishment. The ideological foundations of 
völkisch belief had been firmly established. But the new century was to 
add new interpretations of other traditional disciplines to this völkisch 
history, which in turn would lead to new developments in the evolving 
manner in which the völkisch ideal was expressed.
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chaPTer 3. 

The origins of ideographic Studies

Was euch nicht angehört,
Müsset ihr meiden;

Was euch das Inn’re stört,
Dürft ihr nicht leiden!

Goethe

ostensibly, ideographic studies developed out of runology and investi-
gations of the history of the alphabet, matters which traditionally had 
been concerns of linguistic-philological inquiry. in the second half of 
the nineteenth century, however, early writing systems had also come 
under scrutiny from literary philologists, art historians, archeologists, 
anthropologists and those scholars who in the German tradition are 
classed folklorists. all these disciplines were also notable for their 
struggles with empiricism: most were founded as antiquarian fields 
that relied on common, christian sense for their argument; some were, 
in consequence, slower than others to develop an elaborate evidential 
rather than generally philosophical basis. others already carried with 
them a significant amount of romantic or speculative baggage long be-
fore they were subjected to the new intuitive idealism of chamberlain’s 
generation or had otherwise been seen more publicly to be of national 
concern. all in their Germanophone expressions eventually became 
riddled with clearly völkisch agendas too, but it is not always a sim-
ple matter to disentangle these later political concerns from issues of a 
more longstanding nature in these disciplines.

runiC stuDies

runology is the scientific study of runic inscriptions. it has its foun-
dations in the seventeenth century in the form of two publications by 
the Danish polymath ole worm,1 although the plates of rune-stones 
prepared by the Swedish antiquarian Johan Bure perhaps make him 
the first runic scholar.2 The development of runic studies in Scandi-
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navia was clearly linked to the growth of Gothicism, and the Magnus 
brothers, the Swedish founders of this tradition, even called the runes 
Gothic. Yet with the growth in linguistic-philological studies towards 
the end of the eighteenth century, runic studies was brought within the 
sphere of Germanic philology, an increasingly predominantly German 
field of study. in fact among the first properly philological studies of 
the runes were those of wilhelm Grimm.3 runology soon came to be 
seen as a preserve of linguists.

The runic script or futhark is the ancient alphabet of the Germanic 
tribes: the old norse, anglo-Saxons, frisians, Dutch, franks, Ger-
mans, lombards, Burgundians and Goths. inscriptions in runic char-
acters are known from throughout most of europe, in fact almost wher-
ever Germanic peoples wandered: from ireland to italy and Greece to 
russia. The great majority are found in Scandinavia, where runic was 
a living alphabet down to modern times. Yet until the middle of the 
nineteenth century, no runic inscriptions had yet been found that were 
recognized as such on the continent. nevertheless in 1856 a runic in-
scription was noted on a brooch excavated from charnay in Burgun-
dy and soon more continental runic finds were uncovered; the first in 
German territory was found near Dahmsdorf, south of Berlin, during 
railway works in 1865 and similar discoveries were unearthed in the 
next years in franconia, Thuringia, Bavaria and Swabia.4 Most of the 
continental finds had been discovered through archeology, although as 
the language of the runic inscriptions was not immediately transparent, 
philology remained the main interpretative discipline. runology is still 
practiced today principally as a branch of historical linguistics.

Yet studies of runic finds in Germany were soon linked with other 
concerns. The first of all such discoveries, on the Dahmsdorf spear-
head, also featured non-runic signs: a circle, a crescent and a magi-
cal symbol of Bosporan origin (a tamga) appear on the obverse, and a 
triskelion and a swastika appear on the reverse. The discovery of these 
non-alphabetic signs in connection with runes was one of the develop-
ments which came to link runology with non-linguistic disciplines in 
Germany in the later nineteenth century.

it is clear from the works of nineteenth-century scholars, howev-
er, that little about these inscriptions, especially the earliest ones, was 
properly understood until the advent of the publications of the Danish 
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linguist ludvig wimmer. over a period of years, wimmer came to put 
on firm ground the correct reading of previously obscure runes such as 
z (M) and in many cases provided the first reasonably accurate readings 
of the great majority of the oldest inscriptions. Yet Sinnbildforschung 
has its origins in a time before runology had actually developed a firm 
linguistic basis.

it is also clear, though, that German runic studies was an enter-
prise heavily dependent on works from Scandinavia. The contributions 
of the early, nineteenth-century proponents of German runology pale 
into insignificance before those of the leading Scandinavian authorities 
such as wimmer. runology in Germany was a branch of nordic stud-
ies in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and Scandinavian 
authors were generally regarded as the masters of the field. runic stud-
ies was not a discourse that developed out of the nineteenth-century 
linguistic tradition, but was rather a development of Scandinavian anti-
quarianism that developed a strong linguistic focus.

the iDeographiC thesis

The intellectual origins of the central premise of the Sinnbildforschung 
that emerged in 1928 can be traced back to the late eighteenth century. 
one of the first questions asked by early Scandinavian antiquarians was 
where the runes had come from. at first scholars such as worm linked 
the runes with hebrew, agreeing with the prevailing interpretation of 
the biblical story of the Tower of Babel that all languages and scripts 
derived from that of the ancient israelites.5 in 1770, however, the en-
lightened Swedish antiquarian Johan ihre linked the question of the 
origin of the runes to the runic alphabet most commonly used in häls-
ingland, Sweden, now often known as staveless runes.6 These runes are 
so unlike any of the Mediterranean scripts that ihre sought an indige-
nous origin for them, reasoning with the great, often Deluvial antiquity 
assumed for the earliest inscriptions at the time that other variants of 
the runic script only became more like the Mediterranean alphabets 
through later development or contact. The hälsing runes seemed to 
show little or no connection with any known southern tradition.
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This observation was repeated by another Swede, Johan liljegren, 
in a work from 1832 that appeared in a German edition sixteen years 
later, an edition that was destined to become more important to later 
German understandings of the runes than the immediate impact of its 
scholarship might at first seem to warrant.7 This German edition of 
liljegren’s Runic Learning (Run-Lära) was reviewed by the kiel philol-
ogist rochus von liliencron and the review together with some more 
observations from his fellow kiel professor, the renowned antiquarian 
karl Müllenhoff, appeared as a book in 1852 entitled On Runic Learn-
ing (Zur Runenlehre).8 in this work liljegren’s suggestion that the runes 
might be an autochthonous creation of the north was developed into 
a thesis, later called the hieroglyphic or Urschrift (proto-script) thesis, 
one that would continue to win German converts long after Scandi-
navian scholars had ruled out the possibility of an indigenous origin. 
The weight of Müllenhoff’s word was especially important as he soon 
became the most outstanding figure in Germanic antiquarian studies of 
the late nineteenth century. indeed wilhelm Grimm also seemed to of-
fer support for this interpretation: he had dismissed attempts to prove 
a Greek or latin origin for the Germanic script as fruitless, compared 
the runes to egyptian hieroglyphs and suggested that all european 
scripts had developed from a common source.9 consequently, many 
German scholars continued to voice the opinion that the runes were 
an indigenous creation until as late as the 1890s when wimmer’s semi-
nal The Runic Script’s Origin and Development in the North (Runeskriftens 
Oprindelse og Udvikling i Norden), especially in its revised German edi-
tion The Runic Script (Die Runenschrift) of 1887, seemed to have finally 
laid the autochthonous theory of the origin of the runes to rest.10

Von liliencron and Müllenhoff had developed a complex theory, 
based on liljegren’s observations, that was developed further by the 
Germanists friedrich losch and richard M. Meyer some decades 
later.11 The theory focused on the use of runes as ideographs and a 
passage from Tacitus’ Germania.12 it is evident from medieval sources 
that unlike the case in Greek or latin, the names of the runic letters 
are meaningful, and thus can be and were used logographically—i.e. a 
rune could be used to represent its name without spelling it out alpha-
betically. Thus, much as the hieroglyphs of the near eastern cultures 
eventually came to represent only their initial sound, a similar process 
was imagined in the evolution of the runes. The runes must then have 
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developed out of the assortment of pre- (or in the thesis proto-) runic 
ideographs known from rock carvings and prehistorical manufactures, 
among them the swastika and less infamous symbols such as the triske-
lion ( ) and the fulmen (c).

The end of the autochthonous theory in Scandinavian scholarship 
came with the pioneering work of wimmer. wimmer had given sense 
to the bewildering array of runic variants and linked them chronologi-
cally, showing that the hälsing runes were a late development of a tra-
dition that went back to a script now known as the elder futhark or 
common Germanic runes. over time the runes had become less and 
less like the oldest forms and consequently increasingly unlike the pro-
totype upon which they were based—latin according to wimmer. it 
was now quite clear that the original shape of the hälsing rune º was F, 
and as the phonological value of this rune was f in both cases, this ru-
nic f could hardly be disassociated from Mediterranean letters such as 
latin f. wimmer’s Runic Script demolished the case for an autochtho-
nous origin of the runes and the hieroglyph-like explanation that had 
developed alongside it. or at least it should have.

swastika mystiCism

of all of the pre-runic symbols, the swastika has always been the most 
popular among scholars. it is found in Bronze age contexts not just in 
northern europe, but also as far south as north africa, and east as far 
as india, china and Japan. in fact the term swastika itself is of indian 
derivation, although in German it is instead called the Hakenkreuz, the 
‘hooked cross,’ a calque on the description croix gammé (gamma cross 
or gammadion) favored by some nineteenth-century french orientalists.

The origin of swastika studies must be traced to the excitement 
generated by the archeological finds of heinrich Schliemann at Troy. 
Schliemann’s discovery of scores of swastikas employed in decorations 
among these earliest of Greek remains soon inaugurated a tradition of 
swastika scholarship.13 Major studies were presented by ludvig Mül-
ler, Michael von Zmigrodski, eugène, count Goblet d’alviella, Thom-
as wilson, oscar Montelius and Joseph Déchelette, none of whom, of 
course, were Germans.14 Müller theorized that the swastika must have 
been a religious expression of the ancient indo-european peoples, i.e. 
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the symbol of a sun god; Von Zmigrodski claimed it was a particular 
symbol, a coat-of-arms of the aryan race. Despite Goblet d’alviella’s 
revelation that the swastika was known in many cultures other than in-
dian or european (including, as wilson noted, those of many american 
indian tribes), the notion that the swastika was a symbol of the pre-
historic aryans consequently entered academic prehistorical discourse, 
and thence anthropology, art history and German folklore as well.15

Sir william Jones’s connection of ancient indic to early european 
languages had become associated with the notion of an indo-euro-
pean people and a homeland—at first an indian one, as most of the 
early nineteenth-century experts claimed. while the indo-europeans 
remained geographically more firmly indian than european, though, 
the swastika could not be seen as particularly German. it was, after 
all, known to orientalists as a lucky charm still in use among the mod-
ern hindus.16 nevertheless, in a climate of european fascination with 
all things indian, the russian mystic Madame Blavatsky had adopted 
the swastika as the crest of the emblem for her Theosophical Society; 
in Britain under the name fylfot the symbol had become popular as a 
lucky charm, even appearing at one time in a Scout badge.17 arche-
ologists began to make it clear, however, that a significant number of 
ancient swastikas seemed to be of european origin. But while the indo-
european identity remained oriental it could be of little use to those 
who mythologized the German Volk.

Yet archeology also showed that the swastika continued to be used 
in northern europe well into the historical period. Most of the other 
cultures had forgotten it by the time of the dawning of their respective 
iron ages. it remained in use in the north down to medieval times 
where it is recorded in old norse as a ‘sun-wheel’; and although it 
became confused with the Thor’s hammer in Scandinavian folklore, it 
seems to symbolize the sun rolling across the heavens.

in 1883, however, an austrian schoolmaster, the gymnasium pro-
fessor carl Penka, published a monograph that made the claim that the 
indo-europeans were indigenous to europe and had expanded into the 
orient by conquest.18 This notion of indigeneity soon began to receive 
support from German academics and by the turn of the century had 
achieved some level of academic respectability. The early proponents 
of an indo-european origin in Germany clearly fed off anthropological 
speculation; yet they were also obviously arguing a national question. 
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Very soon the connection between German, Germanic and indo-euro-
pean (the latter identity still to this day usually termed indogermanisch, 
i.e. indo-Germanic, in German) was also to become a mainstay of 
völkisch thought too.

with the siting of the aryan homeland in the German north, the 
aryan identity received new importance.19 chamberlain, after all, had 
bound classical antiquity and ancient Germany together as chapters in 
an aryan antiquity. he had used the term aryan only in its anthropo-
logical sense (which is more clearly described as nordic or caucasian), 
but as the realization of the implications of indo-european linguistics 
entered anthropological and archeological discourse in the later de-
cades of the nineteenth century, the anthropological identity aryan had 
become fused with the linguistic one. aryan only properly designates 
the indo-european peoples of india and iran (and indeed the latter 
place-name derives from ‘aryan’).20 Yet when Schliemann discovered 
symbols identical to hindu swastikas among his much-publicized dis-
coveries at Troy, swastikas became the symbols of an occidental aryan 
identity. The Greeks of homer, no longer the mythical figures they had 
once seemed, now represented the oldest of occidental indo-european 
cultures, one even as old as ancient india and Persia. as an occiden-
tal hallmark of aryan culture, Schliemann’s swastika soon also came 
to penetrate völkisch literature: the connection between aryan (indo-
Germanic) and Teuton (Germanic) had achieved a physical, concrete 
and easily recognizable symbol. Goblet d’alviella’s study was also em-
ployed to show that although the swastika was widely known through-
out the world’s cultures, the earliest examples of the symbol were at-
tested only in central europe. D’alviella’s diagrammatic depiction of 
the distribution of swastikas in europe and asia became a mainstay 
of both academic and völkisch interpretations of the origin and nature 
of the swastika. The swastika became the symbol par excellence of the 
aryan, or in anthropological terms, the white race.

By the 1920s swastika studies had developed a number of theo-
ries about the swastika and what were thought to be related prehistori-
cal symbols: the circle, the circle-cross and the cross itself (which ac-
cording to Montelius had been adopted by the church from prehistoric 
practice).21 The connection of the sun with these symbols also led to 
the notion of primitive aryan sun worship, a cult which in description 
was clearly monotheistic. an influence of the swastika came to be seen 
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in the development of the Mediterranean alphabets and primitive no-
tions of cosmology; swastika studies had produced an academic swas-
tika mania.22 Perhaps the most extreme example was erwin richter’s 
1931 article “The swastika as guide (führer) to old Germanic culture.” 
although at first glance this title might be mistakenly thought to head 
an article calling upon German academics to follow hitler, the paper 
in fact aims to be a serious empirical study, discovering the swastika or 
its arms in the designs of old Germanic brooches, decorations such as 
spirals and meanders, military salutes and even Scottish dancing.

The connection between völkisch thought and the swastika, how-
ever, took another vital step forward in 1907. after reading the German 
translation of Blavatsky’s Secret Doctrine, the Viennese mystic Guido 
list found that his visions began to take on a more recognizable, Theo-
sophical form.23 he had already been fascinated by the swastika, but 
now also by what he believed were the uniquely Germanic reflexes of 
the aryan symbol: the runes. Blinded for most of 1902 by an operation 
to remove cataracts, the next year the first of his purely occult studies 
appeared in the obscurantist journal Gnosis.24 Soon his mystical teach-
ing would crystallize into a more-or-less coherent doctrine. in 1907 as 
Guido von list he published his account of the mystical powers of the 
Germanic-aryan runes and single-handedly founded runic mysticism.25

Völkisch alphabet history

list’s Secret of the Runes (Das Geheimnis der Runen), became the foun-
dation work for a brand of runic mysticism he called armanism;26 and 
as armanism developed, list’s version of Theosophy, Germanicized 
and indeed aryanized, became ariosophy. after list, the runes were 
bound up with the racialism of the völkisch movement (which had al-
ready adopted the swastika of course). not surprisingly, a distinctly 
völkisch brand of runic learning also developed over the next few de-
cades, one based in the writings of list.27

apart from its influence in the development of the autochthonous 
thesis in German scholarship, the German edition of liljegren’s Runic 
Learning also became the guide for this new development in the Ger-
man understanding of the runes. in preparing his Secret of the Runes 
and its sequels, list did not use the work of wimmer, but relied in-
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stead on the works of popularizers who were indebted to Grimm, 
liljegren and von liliencron and Müllenhoff. reflecting the state of 
runic scholarship before wimmer, list chose the younger Scandina-
vian runic alphabet as the basis for his armanen runes. furthermore, 
list, inspired by the eighteen runic songs described in the gnomic 
old norse lay The Sayings of the High One (Hávamál),28 thought that 
the sixteen-letter younger runes were incomplete, so he took the lib-
erty of adding two more staves to his younger model: his e-rune (æ), 
named eh, and his g-rune ( ) which he named Gibur. This last rune 
he claimed to be a substitute for the swastika, “intentionally incom-
plete.”29 list’s armanen runes thus represent only a pseudo-alphabet 
and the inclusion of his pseudo-runes is a telltale sign of the influence 
of list in the works of later runic enthusiasts.

Many of the elements that would later appear in Sinnbildforschung 
are also present in list’s work. list supported the notion that the runes 
“in distant days of yore, had the function of a syllabic script” and were 
“word-symbols of the prehistoric age.”30 he also saw runic symbols 
continued on in an ideographic form in many aspects of German rep-
resentation: from designs in Gothic architecture, German heraldry, the 
symbols of the German legal tradition and even the traditional shapes 
of German breads and cakes. his ideas, however, are always couched 
in the terminology of his mystical systems: most commonly his “trifid-
ic-triune triad”—the runes bore an immediate (prosaic) form, an exo-
teric form (an outward religious meaning) and an esoteric message (a 
secret mystical truth), and the esoteric meaning itself often bore a tri-
ple message based in the eternal trifidic-triune triadic semantic spheres 
of arising, being and passing-away. list’s interpretations relied on a 
multiplicity of meaning produced by naive etymological and seman-
tic fancies, guided by his occult insight. The secret of the runes for 
list was that through knowledge of their (multiple) meanings based in 
the shapes of his eighteen-character runic alphabet, all sorts of prosaic 
and often everyday German symbols and forms could be read for their 
deeper exoteric and esoteric meanings.

The enthusiasm for Germanic (and aryan) antiquity generated by 
the völkisch movement in the 1890s saw the swastika and the runes 
become the clearest, most essential symbols of the new German and 
austrian radical far right. list’s books on runes were bought widely 
by members of the völkisch politico-cultural groups which had devel-
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oped out of the fraternities and language and cultural societies of the 
previous decades; listian rune-lore rapidly spread throughout völkisch 
circles.31 as symbols of Germanic antiquity, though, the runes had al-
ready been adopted by völkisch groups before 1907 as had the swas-
tika. Heimdall, for example, had its pan-Germanist motto written in a 
strange form of younger nordic runes, and the swastika appeared in all 
sorts of völkisch contexts, from poems, to mastheads, to the paintings 
of fidus. Yet in the wake of list’s Secret of the Runes, even people not 
prone to the most overt obscurantism of his circle soon began to take 
on elements of his runic learning. hence just as the ideographic thesis 
was losing credibility in academic circles, a new discourse arose that 
could only support an overweeningly chauvinistic interpretation of the 
origin and nature of the runes. 

nonetheless in the same decade as richard M. Meyer, a Jewish profes-
sor at Berlin, made the last contribution to the old ideographic thesis, 
a new form of it had already emerged. a self-declared völkisch thinker 
and anti-Semite, the physician and amateur antiquarian ludwig wilser 
began to support the Urschrift thesis, unaware at first of the previous 
contributions of von liliencron, Müllenhoff and losch.32 although he 
seemed a lone voice in the early years, wilser was to spend the rest 
of his life promoting this theory, publishing scores of reviews, essays 
and even books promoting his view that the runes were a creation of 
primordial Germanic antiquity. his views were ridiculed by most of 
his academic counterparts. By the 1920s, however, he was to seem a 
pioneer to a new generation of runic enthusiasts.

wilser began his career as a popularizer of Germanic antiquity in 
1885.33 at the time he was a member of the karlsruhe antiquarian So-
ciety (karlsruher altertumsverein) and his extreme, Germanomaniacal 
portraits of antiquity did not receive much comment among the aca-
demic community. By the 1890s, however, he had made himself some-
thing of an expert in things runic and had begun contributing reviews 
of runological works to respected anthropological periodicals such as 
the German anthropological Society’s review journal, the Zentralblatt 
für Anthropologie. he also became involved with the völkisch press, most 
notably woltmann’s Politisch-Anthropologische Revue, and though he at-
tained a large following for many of his views, his publishing career 
never truly moved out of the twilight völkisch world that developed be-



��The Origins of Ideographic Studies

tween right-wing extremist politics and regular academic discourse at 
the time.

as a member of respected organizations such as the German Soci-
ety for anthropology, ethnology and Prehistory (Deutsche Gesellschaft 
für anthropologie, ethnologie und Urgeschichte), wilser was known 
personally to many German and austrian academics.34 in fact his stud-
ies on racial anthropology which emerged in the early 1900s were often 
well received. But his principal concern was the runes and their ori-
gin. indeed he is by far the most prolific of all producers of papers on 
the subject, although few of his essays are any more than repetitions of 
views he first put together most completely in 1895.35

wilser called for a nationalistic interpretation of the question of the 
origin of the runes. citing a range of authors who had been equally as 
patriotic in their interpretations, wilser called for a renaissance in anti-
quarian studies, clearly with the fantastic Gothicism of rudbeck’s time 
in mind.36 This attitude to scholarship in which patriotism could over-
ride the need for empirical objectivity riddled his work for the rest of his 
lifetime. like chamberlain, wilser was a neo-idealist and a post-empiri-
cist, a völkisch antiquarian grubstreet post-empiricist. Yet in spite of the 
glaring flaws in his scholarship, his obviously patriotic approach some-
times led to the promotion of his ideas by more respectable scholars.

after stating his basic principles in 1895, the rest of wilser’s mus-
ings on the subject of runic origins are essentially reactions to the works 
of other authors. he clearly saw himself as an expert, in a sense like 
chamberlain with his cavalier approach to evidentiality, and was con-
fident his understanding was superior to that of the professors. wilser 
ignored the careful arguments of his academic critics, railed against 
their judgement and supported his often-fabulous claims with lists of 
authors he admired like count Gobineau, even if their opinions were 
quite irrelevant.37 a penchant for name-dropping and a stubborn refus-
al to accept criticism did not win him academic acceptance, however. 
few bothered to enter into exchanges with him—instead, he increas-
ingly became an object of academic scorn.

wilser, however, seemed to think that the views of professional 
runologists required correcting. for instance his short 1905 mono-
graph On Runology (Zur Runenkunde) is mostly an attack on the Swed-
ish scholar otto von friesen’s seminal On the Origin of the Runes (Om 
runeskriftens härkomst) which inaugurated the thesis of a Bosporan 



�� The Science of the Swastika

Greek origin of the runic script (one that would subsequently feature in 
encyclopedias such as the Brittanica).38 wilser’s book provoked several 
caustic reviews, bringing the further development of the hieroglyphic 
thesis to the attention of serious runologists.39 But wilser remained 
undaunted.

a quite different attitude was held by some other academics to the 
work of dilettantes like wilser though.  a revealing case was that of the 
1911 publication of the Brünn (Brno) schoolmaster karl Schirmeisen’s 
long paper on the origin of the runes by Gustaf kossinna, the editor 
of the archeological journal Mannus.40 knowing little about runology, 
kossinna had sent Schirmeisen’s manuscript to the Swedish archeolo-
gist Bernhard Salin for comment, as Salin had written on runes in his 
seminal study Old Germanic Zoomorphism (Die altgermanische Thierorna-
mentik).41 Salin duly replied to kossinna that:42

Schirmeisen’s study is absolutely worthless; [he is] one of the wildest of 
dilettantes. it is in this area of scholarship, where the ground is still im-
perfectly prepared, that the worst weeds develop. Men like Schirmeisen 
and wilsner [sic] believe that one can throw any old facts together ... 

after some delay, in 1911 kossinna published Schirmeisen’s contribu-
tion regardless as a long article in Mannus. he did write an editorial 
introduction, however, referring to some of the points raised by Salin 
and the long genesis of the article.43 kossinna evidently liked the direc-
tion of Schirmeisen’s research and, moreover, came to publish even 
more of this type of speculation in his journal. Schirmeisen’s paper was 
clearly the most fantastic of all the variations on the Urschrift thesis to 
have appeared to that date, but the next year saw a similar article ap-
pear in Mannus by reinhold, Baron von lichtenberg, along with, of 
course, wilser’s seemingly obligatory reply.44

academic authors specializing in fields such as archeology, fine arts, 
anthropology and folkloric studies continued to produce variations on 
the hieroglyphic thesis, often under the influence of swastika studies, 
but often also in ignorance of recent developments in alphabet history 
itself. Building on a preliminary work from 1913, hermann Schneider, 
a professor of philosophy at leipzig (and who is not to be confused 
with his Germanist contemporary at Tübingen), produced a long study 



��The Origins of Ideographic Studies

of this type in 1924, where the runes are portrayed as a development of 
cretan hieroglyphs, but still, nonetheless, the root of all aryan alpha-
bets.45 in the same year the königsberg-based orientalist ferdinand 
Bork had even tried to link the runic alphabet with the representation 
of the zodiac, basing his argument in an earlier tradition of alphabet-
historical speculation and swastika mania.46 all manner of speculation 
about ideographs, swastikas and runes moved in and out of academic 
discourse at the time. nevertheless this discourse did not become con-
tinuous until the Urschrift thesis and the question of the nature of Ger-
manic and aryan ideographs was brought squarely back into the main-
stream of academic and dilettantish discourse in a spectacular manner 
in 1928.

Before 1928, however, swastika studies and the question of the 
origin of the runes had developed into a discourse only at the margin 
of alphabet history and runic studies proper. it was supported most of 
all by professional archeologists and anthropologists, scholars from dis-
ciplines where the structuralist principles common in linguistic schol-
arship were not so commonly to be found. The interest in these signs 
and symbols of Germanic and aryan antiquity was also informed by 
political matters, both overtly obscurantist as in the case of the follow-
ers of list, but also by those of a more mundanely völkisch mien. few 
of the speculative studies published at the time were developed in an 
atmosphere discrete from the dictates of the political agenda so bla-
tantly represented in the works of the völkisch antiquarian fringe. Yet 
German antiquarianism already harbored a tradition of some pedigree 
of overvaluing the accomplishments of their ancestors without the need 
for the intrusion of the radicalism of völkisch grubstreet thinkers such 
as wilser. Some senior scholars also lent their names to this new devel-
opment in German antiquarianism, and when Sinnbildforschung proper 
emerged after 1928, many reviewers linked the inauguration of the tra-
dition of investigation into the ideographs of Germanic and aryan pre-
history with established academics like kossinna and Montelius. De-
spite the intrusions of the lists and the wilsers, the nascent Sinnbild-
forschung of the latter part of the nineteenth century and the early de-
cades of the twentieth was clearly substantially an academic discourse, 
though already one quite separate from the philological mainstream of 
old Germanic studies in general.
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Germanic resurgence

Das höchste Gut des Mannes ist sein Volk,
Das höchste Gut des Volkes ist sein Recht.

Des Volkes Seele lebt in seiner Sprache
Dem Volk, dem Recht, und unsrer Sprache treu,

Fand uns der Tag, wird Tag jeder uns finden.
felix Dahn

The most acclaimed summation of Germanic antiquity in the late nine-
teenth century was karl Müllenhoff’s magisterial Study of German An-
tiquity (Deutsche Altertumskunde).1 The rune-fancying Müllenhoff was 
held in similar esteem to the Grimms in his lifetime, and students of 
the old Germanic past flocked to him and his lectures at the Universi-
ty of Berlin (where he had been called in 1858). Müllenhoff inculcated 
in many of his students a mixture of philological rigor and nationalism 
that is not so evident in earlier works. The third Grimm saw all philo-
logical study as an avenue to better understanding the roots of the Ger-
man nation and made his guiding political principles quite explicit in 
his publications.

Müllenhoff’s magnum opus, however, is essentially classicist. his 
main sources, unlike the Grimms, were classical commentators on the 
early Germanic tribes, though he was clearly the first to bring together 
the many hundreds of classical references to early Germanic civiliza-
tion and history in a masterly way.2 Müllenhoff also taught early Ger-
manic languages, but he was essentially teaching a German outgrowth 
of classical philology. The classics-dominated form of Germanic an-
tiquarian studies of his time would give way to a vastly different ap-
proach to the old Germanic past in the new century. in fact it was one 
that can already be seen in the posthumously published fifth volume 
of his masterwork from 1900 which contains notes on the old norse 
poem the Seeress’s Prophecy (Völuspá), perhaps the richest mythological 
piece from the Poetic Edda and the inspiration for wagner’s Twilight of 
the Gods. 
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Yet the nationalist Germanophilia of Müllenhoff’s day had become 
partnered by something altogether different in the new century. The 
rise of Schönerer and the Pan-Germans of austria and Germany, and 
the antiquarian-enthusing völkisch movement had lent a new radicalism 
to antiquarian Germanistic discourse. Many university scholars were 
supporters of pan-Germanism and the new politics which grew up in 
Schönerer’s wake. They may not have become contributors to journals 
like Heimdall and Hammer, but found other outlets in which to express 
their patriotism instead.

The development and acceptance of Sinnbildforschung within 
German academic discourse was a natural progression in part for in-
dividuals relying on the theoretical premises of several German and 
austrian schools of thought in archeology, philology and linguistics 
that developed between the time of Müllenhoff’s death in 1884 and 
the late 1920s. Some changed the disciplines in which they developed 
fundamentally; all represented new directions in the understanding of 
Germanic antiquity. These developments also hold one other thing in 
common: clearly völkisch sensibilities informed them. for some schol-
ars, however, it was not even a subtle, but rather an explicit acceptance 
of völkisch thinking in academic discourse.

The clearest early example of völkisch thought at play within one 
of these schools was in the methodology stressed by Berlin’s kossinna 
or settlement school of archeology. Gustaf kossinna and his pupils not 
only served to validate some marginal notions raised by völkisch ama-
teurs, they promoted ideas that became an essential plank for the theo-
retical framework accepted within ideographic studies. The influence 
of the east Prussian-born kossinna was so strong that German arche-
ology was severely compromised by political concerns over the course 
of the weimar republic and the nazi dictatorship. kossinna’s most 
firmly held thesis, his rejection of foreign influence in the prehistorical 
roots of Germanic culture, however, was founded in a quite developed 
discourse. his work also had both a powerful influence on the develop-
ment of Sinnbildforschung and played a seminal role in the growth of 
the aryanist Grub Street.

at the same time a contemporary of kossinna at the University 
of Berlin, the Swiss philologist andreas heusler, also set out upon a 
comparable though less overtly völkisch mission. a German-national 
conservative, heusler focused on early Germanic literature and in his 
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studies attempted to distill the heroic Germanicness of the past, one 
he and his followers maintained was a tragic loss in spirit compared to 
that which prevailed in contemporary German society. his concept of 
Germanicness became a new paradigm in Germanic antiquarian stud-
ies: in fact it heralded the emergence of a new Germanic studies, one 
that would fundamentally transform academic approaches to the old 
Germanic past. Much as with the concepts developed by kossinna, 
heusler’s notion of Germanicness became dominant in the new dis-
courses emerging within Germanic antiquarianism at the time.

a comparable conservative influence can be seen at work in the 
new school of historical religious studies inaugurated in 1913 by the 
University of Marburg Germanist karl helm that tied in to the idea 
of German christianity promoted by lagarde. helm’s new historicist 
understanding would lead to the development of a new way of study-
ing cult and mythology. The most remarkable offshoot of this new ap-
proach, however, was centred about the Viennese Germanist rudolf 
Much and his students. The Much school produced the most radical 
branch of völkisch Germanism at the time and by the 1930s began to 
influence the manner in which other schools of thought developed. in 
fact the most mature form of the theories of the Much school almost 
developed as a rival to ideographic studies. nonetheless Sinnbildfor-
schung might not have become so influential without helm staking out 
this new direction in the study of pre-christian religion.

at a similar time as the kossinna school was developing in Ber-
lin, another group of thinkers were developing a school of historical 
semantic scholarship in austria that would also serve to ready Ger-
manophonic academic discourse for the arrival of ideographic stud-
ies. linked to the Much school, this development of linguistics, the 
Wörter und Sachen (“words and things”) movement was heavily influ-
enced by völkisch thought, its main proponents often being outspoken 
nazis. in its most developed and radical form, the Wörter und Sachen 
movement became associated with the emergent neo-humboldtian 
school whose proponents sought to investigate language in terms of a 
chauvinistic mystique that idolized the German mother tongue. Unlike 
the neo-humboldtians proper, however, the Wörter und Sachen move-
ment eventually became allied with ideographic studies in a concrete 
sense when in the late 1930s Wörter und Sachen studies were coordinat-
ed along with Sinnbildforschung under the umbrella of the SS. Yet the 
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first Germanistic antiquarian field to succumb to the lure of völkisch 
thought was German archeology. 

arCheology anD language

The contribution of nationalistic discourse to nineteenth-century phi-
lology was a touchstone for later German authors. in archeology, how-
ever, the entire discipline as it was practiced in Germany had become 
so influenced by nationalistic concerns that völkisch influence in early-
twentieth-century German archeology was not only patent in publica-
tions of the time but often ubiquitous. nevertheless, archeology was 
hardly a developed discipline in Germany until the close of the nine-
teenth century. Most German and austrian archeology had not yet 
risen far above the level of near eastern tomb-robbing at the time and 
the study of antiquities from central europe had yet to be put on any 
firm empirical basis. instead, the development of a scientific archeol-
ogy was mainly a Scandinavian phenomenon. 

The growth of the discipline of prehistory in Germany is princi-
pally to be ascribed to the achievement of Gustaf kossinna. kossinna 
was a philologist by training, however, and soon came to apply notions 
current in linguistic theory at the time in his work.3 This included the 
notion developed by humboldt that language was the most highly de-
veloped expression of an ethnic culture (or as felix Dahn put it, “the 
soul of the people lives in its language”). when kossinna applied a 
similar reasoning to archeological material, he managed to transform 
the study of Germanic antiquities into a fundamentally nationalistic 
enterprise, one firmly focused on the recovery of Germanness from the 
soil. although archeology was a quite immature science in wilhelmine 
Germany and, as with runology, had mostly been adopted from Scan-
dinavian works, it soon became entwined in a broader self-consciously 
German antiquarian endeavor that with kossinna would ultimately 
lead to the development of a völkisch form of archeology.

The antiquarian excitement surrounding indigenous archeological 
discoveries at the time of the Grimms was not at first shared in the 
broader community. Most German antiquarian works of the time were 
little more than collections of ceramic oddities, “thunder stones” (mi-
croliths) and bronze manufactures of rather poor workmanship—obvi-
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ously the work of uncultured heathens.4 They were, consequently, little 
valued. Such was not the case in Scandinavia, however.

The state antiquarians in Scandinavia, first appointed with the full 
blooming of Gothicism in the seventeenth century, had been given a 
mission to preserve and study the ancient monuments of the north. 
The earliest antiquarians such as Bure began with runic monuments; 
Denmark’s worm similarly formed a collection of antiquities (and nat-
ural oddities), which upon his death was opened as the first public mu-
seum.5 The study of physical antiquities was soon to become termed 
archeology (as archeo literally means ‘archaic’), although it was not yet 
at that time principally a matter of digging up the past. That was a 
development of the enlightenment with the excavation of sites such 
as the burial mounds of Uppsala (to discover if they really were the 
homes of elves) and the megalith graves previously associated with gi-
ants. Still, no systematic archeology existed until the early 1800s when 
the Danish archeologist christian Jurgensen Thomsen arranged ac-
cording to type of material the collection of the royal committee for 
the Preservation and collection of national antiquities of Denmark 
(founded in 1806). Thomson’s three materials-cum-age periodization 
(Stone age, Bronze age, iron age) was the first step in the establish-
ment of prehistoric chronology.6

The first displays of the Danish commission for antiquities (old-
sags kommissionen) were so successful that a permanent place for their 
display was soon created, the result being the founding of the Danish 
national Museum (nationalmuseet) in copenhagen in 1819. Yet it is 
quite clear that archeology in Denmark was no mere bourgeois form of 
entertainment: it was a public, patrimonial and national archeology.7 
This growing concern was recognized as one of national importance 
and in 1855 the first european chair in archeology was created at the 
University of copenhagen. The empirical Scandinavian endeavor of 
the mapping out of Germanic prehistory then began in earnest.

although German archeologists had received the permission of the 
Turkish Sultan to pillage sites in the near east, in the mid-nineteenth 
century central european archeology of an indigenous nature was still 
in its infancy. The findings of the scientific expedition sent by napo-
leon to egypt in 1798, published as Description de l’Egypte (1809–22),8 
had inaugurated an industry of antiquarian pillage, however—an in-
dustry represented perhaps most controversially by the marbles taken 
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down from the acropolis by lord elgin in 1802. This interest in ori-
ental and classical antiquities, however, eventually led to the appear-
ance of museums of locally discovered archeological finds too—after 
all, most of europe held a tradition of roman patrimony in common. 
an interest in Germano-roman remains was kindled by the establish-
ment of local museums in austria, the southern German states and 
in the rhineland. Yet influential early German establishments such as 
the romano-Germanic central Museum in Mainz (römisch–Germani-
sches Zentralmuseum Mainz), founded in 1852, were interested only 
in the archeology of the local roman provinces, those which coincided 
with the modern geographical bounds of Germany. The rest of Ger-
many, called free Germany (Germania libera) by the romans, was of 
little interest to archeology as practiced by the nineteenth-century Ger-
man establishment.

kossinna, the arminius of the archeology of free Germany, had 
published several articles on ancient Germanic history before taking 
up prehistory in earnest. To that time his field had seemed mainly the 
interest only of dilettante enthusiasts. in fact one of these amateurs, 
ludwig wilser, had become quite successful in kossinna’s day, by ap-
plying an overweeningly chauvinistic approach to all things Germanic, 
from runes to weapons and european origins. More established fig-
ures such as rudolf Virchow, the leading name in German archeol-
ogy at the time, had publicly chided wilser for allowing patriotism to 
dictate all his findings.9 But rather than rebuff wilser’s contribution, 
kossinna soon came to complement it. he applied the same unabash-
edly chauvinistic approach as did wilser, but kossinna was better able 
to enunciate his nationalism in a manner he deemed suitable of seri-
ous study. 

where indigenous archeology came into play in broader nine-
teenth-century German discourse was on the question of the origins 
of europe. Before the time of kossinna the origin of european cul-
ture had usually been discussed exclusively in anthropological terms, 
i.e. as a matter of explaining the superlative achievements of the white 
race. The question of european origins, however, also led to develop-
ments in linguistic and archeological theory which would later be used, 
as léon Poliakov has dubbed them, as a “tyranny” in anthropological 
thought.10
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Sir william Jones’s observation that the languages spoken by a 
number of geographically widespread eurasian communities were re-
lated led to the construction of a linguistic identity, the indo-european 
or aryan identity. initially it was dominated by Sanskrit, the “exqui-
sitely refined” language of ancient india according to Jones,11 much 
as that of Germanic had formerly been by Gothic. indeed at the same 
time, in a climate of growing fascination with all things indian, a form 
of (indo-)aryanism had arisen in europe.12

friedrich Schlegel’s 1808 study On the Language and Wisdom of the 
Indians (Über die Sprache und Weisheit der Indier) firmly accredited to 
india the origin of european language and indeed civilization.13 in the 
1830s Schlegel’s supporter august friedrich Pott went further, howev-
er, when he inaugurated “linguistic paleontology,” i.e. the notion that 
the etymological prehistory of words could be studied as the bones of 
a prehistoric language (indo-european) and that these bones in turn 
reflected the culture that had spawned this language.14 By the end of 
the 1850s, the frenchman adolphe Pictet had further developed this 
notion in a two-volume Essai de paléontologie linguistique where he de-
scribed the indo-european or primitive aryan culture, one that with its 
common words for ‘horse,’ ‘cart’ and ‘copper’ or ‘bronze’ could now 
be matched with the findings of archeology.15

The first notable German-speaking author to attempt to do so was 
the Viennese antiquarian Matthäus Much, a sometime member of the 
austrian Diet and an associate of Schönerer.16 an autodidact holding 
a doctorate in law, Much has been described as the “nestor of aus-
trian prehistory”; independently wealthy, he directed several impor-
tant excavations in cisleithian austria.17 he also prepared a handful 
of studies of Bronze age discoveries from central and eastern europe, 
studying them in terms of the indo-european/aryan identity promoted 
by contemporary linguists.18 Matthäus Much’s contribution to völkisch 
antiquarianism is perhaps overshadowed by that of his son rudolf, but 
the elder Much’s studies were valued much more highly in his day than 
were those of authors like wilser and Penka. nor had anthropological 
sceptics such as robert latham or Theodor Poesche made much of 
an impression among prehistorians when they had claimed the aryans 
were indigenous to europe.19 nevertheless as Much could plainly see, 
archeology did not reveal any influx of indo-european speakers into 
central europe at the time estimated by linguists such as Pictet: the 
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archeological record as the late Stone age moved into the Bronze age 
seemed to show continuity, not rupture. Thus Much concluded that 
the aryans were indigenous to central europe. for those who agreed, 
archeology and linguistics could now bolster the aryan myth, and as 
racialist explanation entered völkisch discourse with the followers of 
Gobineau, archeology and linguistics became avenues for racialist dis-
course and thus völkisch concerns of a fundamental nature.

it was at this point, when the racial imperative had first come to be 
applied to the aryan question, that kossinna appeared on the scene. 
as the Danish archeologist Jakob worsaae had observed, though, the 
collections of the German archeological museums were disorganized 
and it would take someone with immense fortitude and patience to 
put together a principled examination of all their holdings.20 in 1895 
kossinna took up this challenge and began a new chapter in German 
archeology with the appearance of his study “on the prehistoric spread 
of the Germanic peoples in Germany.”21 Due to his diligence, ener-
gy and care, he soon surpassed Much as the leading Germanophonic 
voice in the study of Germanic and aryan prehistory. 

kossinna, however, saw his archeology in terms of the Volk; his 
method relied on the notion of culture embodied in language that he 
had learned from the linguistic pronouncements of humboldt. he 
thought that sharp distinctions in the archeological record could be 
equated with the limits of settlement areas of different ethnic groups. 
in short he extended humboldtian thought to archeology—his “settle-
ment method” stressed the Germanness of prehistorical artifacts; they 
were concrete expressions of the roots of German civilization. 

Much has been written on settlement archeology and the 
“kossinnism” or “kossinna syndrome” that kossinna inaugurated 
and which continued to permeate German archeology after his death 
in 1931.22 kossinna had become a giant. his students evangelized 
his thought throughout the profession in the 1930s and 40s, and the 
völkisch implications of his and their work on a purely indigenous ar-
cheology were eventually recognized through the financial and institu-
tional support of the national Socialist government.

kossinna also thought that with his archeological method he could 
demonstrate the prehistoric movements of peoples in central europe 
and he soon began to make a number of pronouncements on the pre-
history of Germany that agreed with theories that had already been 
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proposed by the völkisch Grub Street. wilser, for instance, thought 
he had demonstrated a continuous tradition of Germanness in race 
and archeological finds reaching back to the Stone age. increasingly 
for wilser the continuity of Germanness was guaranteed not only by 
the appearance of symbols of the Volk, such as swastikas, among finds 
from the German Stone age, but also by his racial theories—by the 
early 1900s he had published dozens of studies on racial typology and 
diffusion.23 wilser claimed to have originally decided upon a central 
european homeland for the indo-europeans already by 1881, two 
years before the publication of Penka’s Origines Ariacae.24 Yet in 1904 
kossinna himself dismissed wilser’s arguments as “groundless” and 
bemoaned that:25

it was a peculiarly unlucky star for this idea of a northern european origin 
of the indo-europeans ... that it was first founded so superficially and was 
developed in the wilderness of blind-alley dilettantism ... which was the 
case with wilser then and still is now.

wilser, however, would soon seem like a visionary.
in a famous article from 1902, kossinna set out to prove essen-

tially the same thesis as wilser had promulgated in 1899 and as had 
been adumbrated by Penka in 1883 and Matthäus Much in 1886.26 
Using his settlement method, kossinna located the various archeologi-
cal complexes required to show immigrations of the indo-europeans 
from Germany into the south and east. with kossinna, an essentially 
anthropological theory which stated that the Germans were the para-
gons of the white race was granted a new archeological foundation. 

But kossinna’s contribution did not end with his conversion to 
aryanism, and he was not at first successful in convincing many of his 
peers of the wisdom of his method. even before he proclaimed his new 
approach to archeological description, he had already fallen afoul of a 
number of senior academics for his chauvinistic approach to proto- and 
prehistory. after falling out with Virchow, he launched a splinter to the 
German Society for anthropology, ethnography and Prehistory. his 
publications also became more personalized at the time: he increasingly 
came to see archeology as a battleground and himself as the champion 
of indigenous prehistory.



�� The Science of the Swastika

kossinna was also concerned about the future of Germany and be-
came active in national politics at the time. his review of wilser’s The 
Germanic Peoples (Die Germanen) had even appeared in one of the new 
political-anthropological journals of the day and he soon became as-
sociated with other völkisch publications such as the armanen press’s 
Die Sonne as well as conservative groups such as the Gobineau Society. 
his own journal, Mannus, increasingly also became an organ for the 
promotion of völkisch antiquarianism. his attitude to politics and pre-
history, though, is exemplified in his famous 1912 monograph German 
Prehistory: A Pre-eminently National Science (Die deutsche Vorgeschichte: 
Eine hervorragend nationale Wissenschaft), a popular archeology with 
each chapter headed by a quotation from a figure from the German 
nationalist tradition.27 The preface to the second (1914) edition even 
begins with a quotation from lagarde and another is discussed within 
it: “Germanness does not lie in the blood, rather in character.”28 Yet 
kossinna quotes this most gnostic of the early völkisch sources here 
only to correct him: “Today we know otherwise and confess aloud: 
blood makes character first.”29 By this date kossinna’s settlement 
method had also come to entail an acceptance of the new racialist 
thinking too.

in the introduction to his German Prehistory kossinna also spelled 
out a rejection of a paradigm that at the time dominated european ar-
cheology, an idea summarized by the latin phrase ex Oriente lux, “light 
comes from the east.” kossinna rejected the notion that technological 
and cultural innovation diffused to the north from the South and ul-
timately from the east. according to kossina the notion of ex Oriente 
lux was a “baseless fantasy.”30 against most of the opinion of Scandi-
navian, french and english archeologists, some of whom he counted 
as friends, kossinna rejected the notion that much of the culture of the 
north was dependent on that of the classical South. 

in a sense this bombast was a rejection of extremist diffusionist 
claims that the root of all civilization could be found in the near east 
and usually principally in egypt. after all, by the 1890s several lead-
ing prehistorians had come to rail against the overuse of the ex Oriente 
lux in archeological argument. The french archeologist, Salomon re-
inach, had inaugurated the attack on “le mirage oriental” in 1893 and 
Much had written a monograph under a similar title in 1907.31 Under 
kossinna’s influence, however, the expression ex Oriente lux came to 
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be used derisively in German archeological discourse—it indicated the 
contempt of the author for an outmoded perception of Germanic cul-
ture. rejection of the ex Oriente was a radical new development in Ger-
manic antiquarian thought, one that by the 1930s would also make its 
presence felt in philology.32

kossinna’s proof of the fallacy of such a position was, of course, 
his evidence first published in 1902 that the indo-europeans were in-
digenous to Germany and therefore that the Mediterranean civiliza-
tions, as indo-european, in fact physically stemmed from the north. 
if culture was only to be measured by blood, the South instead was 
dependent on the north. centuries of prejudice from authors in a line 
from Greek or roman antiquity and through the italian renaissance 
could now be swept away. This rejection, however, also paved the way 
for its reverse, a veritable ex Septentrione lux. The seventeenth-century 
Gothicist rudbeck in his fantastic Atlantica had already spoken of a lux 
in tenebris Cimmeriis (“light in the cimmerian darkness”); by the 1910s 
all manner of völkisch enthusiasts were hailing this new nationalist ap-
proach.33 They held quite different statuses in the academic commu-
nity, but wilser and kossinna had clearly come to enjoy a synergy by 
the end of wilhelmine times. wilser accepted and championed the ex 
Septentrione lux of kossinna in his works and kossinna, obviously re-
specting wilser’s patriotic drive, came to support wilser’s right to have 
his speculation promulgated in academic channels. Despite his earlier 
criticism of wilser’s “wilderness of blind-alley dilletantism,” kossinna 
duly came to support wilser’s ideographic theory for the origin of the 
runes and, as we have seen, allowed wilser and other dilettantes a plat-
form to promote this ideographic theory in his increasingly radical pre-
historical journal Mannus.

kossinna had not just rescued indigenous German archeology 
from Scandinavian dominance, he had nationalized it so thoroughly 
that it became a discourse for völkisch agitation. consequently, he was 
duly recognized after his death in 1931 as a champion of the völkisch 
movement.34 Members of the kossinna school were also to have a pro-
nounced influence on archeology in nazi Germany. kossinna’s great-
est achievement was to develop the archeology of non-roman Germa-
ny, but in his day his more broadly recognized achievement was his 
solidifying of the picture of the Germans as the original aryans and 
his development of this aryanism to a level such that the ancient Ger-
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mans could be seen as the prehistoric culture-bringing people par excel-
lence. Moreover, in fulfillment of this vision he had also encouraged 
radical amateur reflections on prehistory, allowing even the most ludi-
crous theories space in his journal Mannus. The legacy of the arminius 
of German archeology was as much that of German racism or even 
richter’s aryan swastika dance as it was the development of a proper 
national tradition of indigenous archeology.

from germanness to germaniCness

a further influence in the establishment of the new Germanic antiquar-
ian studies that arose in the wilhelmine and weimar years was more 
clearly philological. kossinna himself did much to instill in younger 
generations of academics how important an understanding of the an-
cient past was in achieving a proper cognizance of the Germany of the 
present-day. Yet a greater role in the development of this new attitude 
to Germanic antiquity was surely played by the man who has proven to 
be the most important Germanophonic figure in old Germanic stud-
ies of the twentieth century, the Swiss-born Berlin lecturer in German 
language and ultimately professor of nordic studies from 1894–1919, 
andreas heusler.

heusler’s contribution to our understanding of the literary aspect 
of Germanic antiquity is immense. he has even been compared in this 
respect to the Grimm brothers.35 Most of his major monographs were 
reissued unaltered after the war and have never been properly super-
ceded. his Old Germanic Poetry (Die altgermanische Dichtung) of 1923 
and History of German Verse (Deutsche Versgeschichte) of 1925–29, writ-
ten after he had returned home to Switzerland, remain fundamental 
works in the study of old Germanic literatures.36 in fact he is credited 
by the leading German philologist heinrich Beck as the first scholar 
properly to define old Germanic studies as a self-contained discipline: 
linguists, archeologists or historians could never fully understand the 
culture of Germanic antiquity—only a student dedicated to old Ger-
manic literatures could.37 Moreover, old Germanic studies itself was 
dedicated to the study of a defined cultural entity. in 1908 in his in-
duction address to the Prussian academy of Sciences heusler defined 
old Germanic culture as:38
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[the] civilization of the Germanic peoples, that comes before the conver-
sion, the literate age, the towns and feudalism; that which slowly retreats 
before the christian-roman culture and through battle and exchange 
with this superior power produces an idiosyncratic spirit that continues 
into the later feudal period.

heusler called this spirit “Germanicness” (Germanentum), and al-
though a similar notion of a unitary old Germanic culture had long 
been shared by völkisch enthusiasts and was accepted in varying de-
grees by many nineteenth-century philologists and historians, the main 
object of heusler’s scholarship came to be the Germanicness of norse 
heroic mythological literature, not some ancient German study. This 
appropriation of old norse literature in the form of a Germanic inheri-
tance was in fact a Germanizing of the nordic sagas. wagner had done 
much the same in the previous century but to rather less effect in the 
scholarly community. heusler was more persuasive. he wove a web of 
argument that tied nordic literature into a history of German culture 
in a novel manner, one that was subtle and ultimately for many aca-
demics, one that was very convincing.

heusler saw that old norse verse could be construed as represen-
tative of a form that had mostly been lost in Germany during the early 
Middle ages—most of the early German works that had been rescued by 
lachmann and others were expressions of the french tradition of courtly 
love or tales of arthurian knights. instead, early German verse of a more 
clearly indigenous nature is more similar metrically and thematically to 
that of the Scandinavian eddas; hence norse heroic verse could be seen 
as representative of a poorly or even largely unattested early German 
heroic tradition. Both his renowned study of the Song of the Nibelungs 
and his metrical histories from the 1920s focused squarely on this shared 
Germanicness.39 Yet heusler could move even beyond meter and genre 
in his appropriation of the medieval icelandic tradition. 

not only are there norse versions of the German Song of the Ni-
belungs, heusler thought to trace in these works what he held were 
common Germanic motifs. in his later scholarship he even became 
influenced by nietzsche and discovered in his norse sources what he 
claimed were pan-Germanic themes such as the struggle between the 
law of the jungle and that of society.40 when it came to issues of Ger-
manic sensibility he readily admitted: “we rely on the people of the 
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icelandic sagas for help”41—Germanicness could not be reconstructed 
from the surviving literature of medieval Germany, but only through an 
appreciation of nordic sources. Yet in heusler’s opinion “the thought 
that [the Scandinavian] eddas have a common Germanic background 
no longer excites nordic hearts and minds.”42 for him, evidently, a 
true awareness of Germanicness lived on only in the German-speak-
ing lands. heusler came to see that the very essence of the social and 
cultural condition of ancient and early medieval Germany could be re-
discovered in old norse literature: in effect he called for the recogni-
tion of what the medievalists of the annales school might have called a 
mentalité of Germanicness. Very little of pre-christian German thought 
had survived in medieval German literature. Yet with heusler, heroic 
tales of Vikings had come to be held to exhibit the same Volksgeist as 
that which was presumed to have existed in early Germany. The study 
of norse literature became a surrogate for the study of a mostly lost 
German tradition.

a sign of the new attitude to old norse literature at the time was 
the project begun by the nordicist felix niedner to have all the best of 
the old norse tales translated into German. This project took the form 
of the monograph series Thule published by eugen Diederichs.43 Die-
derichs was a leading publisher of völkisch works and had adopted the 
promotion of old nordic culture as part of his new romanticism, a re-
vival of the ethos of the first German romantic period—romantic and 
nationalist.44 his publishing house soon came to be the most impor-
tant of all the conservative publishers in terms of völkisch antiquarian-
ism. By 1933, sales of the translations in the Thule series had reached 
98,000 volumes. now all sorts of amateur and professional antiquar-
ians had access to a treasure trove of literature that they believed was 
seminal to an understanding of ancient Germany and Germanicness.45

in 1926 heusler contributed an essay to a work that aimed to tap 
this popular audience. edited by herman nollau, it had the grand, al-
though völkisch-sounding title Germanic Resurgence (Germanische Wie-
dererstehung), and its subtitle “a work on the Germanic foundations 
of our civilization” presages much of the attitude taken to the sources 
it interprets.46 like heusler, most of the contributors to Germanic Re-
surgence were political conservatives, early academic supporters of the 
nazi Party who were alarmed at what had become of German society 
after the loss of the Great war. a cultural pessimist, heusler marked 
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out the way for many of his contemporaries and successors to become 
more surely enthralled by an interpretation of history in terms of the 
Volk and inaugurated a discourse in which those with more overt po-
litical leanings could feel justified in advancing their patriotic views of 
the soul of the Germanic past.  

But German national as he was, heusler was no kossinna and 
often privately expressed his dislike of his Berlin colleague. he also was 
aware of, and bemoaned the encroachments on his field by the völkisch 
right, especially the more fantastic studies of grubstreet interpreters of 
nordic antiquity such as willy Pastor.47 The excitement that ushered 
in heusler’s “nietzschean winter” of 1932/33 would soon fade as the 
realities of a nazi dictatorship became clearer to him, his relationships 
with Diederichs and other acquaintances from Berlin becoming in-
creasingly strained. Yet he did little to make his disenchantment clear 
as his name increasingly became attached to all manner of forms of 
radical antiquarianism as the 1930s marched on.

Much of heusler’s vision of Germanicness is to be found set out in 
a collection of essays first published under his name in 1934 but some 
of which ranged back as far as 1921. The timing for the publication of 
this collection could not have been better. heusler had already been 
recognized by this stage as one of the greatest of all contributors to the 
understanding of the Germanic past. in 1936 hans Taeger gave an ad-
dress to the national Socialist Teachers’ federation (nationalsozialist-
ischer lehrerbund) in which he acknowledged:48

heusler has given us an appreciation of the artistic quality of the eddas, 
of characteristically Germanic art and Germanic humanity, and in sym-
pathy with nietzsche’s moral challenge has forged a bridge from the past 
to the present.

in 1925 heusler had summarized Germanic mores up into a number 
of characteristics of Germanicness and Taeger went on and repeated 
them. But by the mid-1930s heusler’s studies were clearly beginning 
to affect more than just academic perceptions of the past.

The influence of heusler on the image of the old Germanic past 
and its importance in the present-day can most clearly be seen by the 
spread of the word Germanentum itself.49 as heusler had reflected, 
German historians had long seen that Germanicness and romanness 
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had come into contact at the end of antiquity and by their interaction 
had produced medieval culture.50 one of the main questions, especially 
for German historians, had traditionally been to what extent medieval 
culture was Germanic and what part was roman. Yet rather than de-
fine Germanicness in an oppositional manner, heusler was influenced 
by leo Berg’s use of the word in attempting to explain why the norwe-
gian playwright henrik ibsen’s realism appealed so much to Germans: 
Berg considered that ibsen’s works drew on a shared Germanic experi-
ence.51 with its adoption by heusler, however, the term suddenly ex-
ploded in use and it soon became ubiquitous in old Germanic studies.

By 1944, heusler’s concept of Germanicness had even become 
part of the weltanschauung promoted in nazi literature. The nazi po-
litical scientist friedrich alfred Beck in his meandering Rise of the Ger-
manic World-Age (Der Aufgang des germanischen Weltalters) wrote that 
year:52

German Germanicness is a metaphysical form of character, derived from 
a nordic racial essence, which reveals itself in a creative power based on 
a heroic attitude located in the personality as the unique representation 
of the völkisch organic existence, in order, while transcending that state of 
being which is conditioned by space–time and causality, but still within 
that state of being, to achieve an infinite, eternal and free life as a perfect 
organic unity between the nation’s conception of its essence and the form 
taken by the reality of the people within the order of the reich.

This passage is deeply influenced by the heuslerian view of antiquity. 
not only in Taeger’s view had heusler “forged a bridge from past to 
present.” as the influential University of Tübingen Germanist her-
mann Schneider, himself the author of a work on Germanic heroic lit-
erature (and a good friend of heusler’s), reflected in 1939:53

The year 1933 witnessed the victory of an attitude towards the history of 
the culture of Germany which gave the Germanic element of all that is 
German a significance previously unthought of. “The best of what is Ger-
man,” it was declared, “is Germanic and must be found in purer form in 
early Germanic times.”
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heusler’s Germanicness was reworked by later scholars to incorporate 
the racial identity that became wedded to Germanicness as part of the 
nordic ideal. The entry of racial discourse to old Germanic studies, 
though, is bemoaned by heusler in his letters and was never part of his 
own formulation.54 for many, Germanicness readily became a descrip-
tion of race as well as Geist. in fact by the 1940s, Germanicness seemed 
even to have eclipsed aryanness in some nazi publications (compare 
the combination of “nordic racial essence” and “German Germanic-
ness” by the nazi theorist Beck). There was not a marked radicaliza-
tion of the concept of Germanicness only in 1933; it had been develop-
ing over the course of the 1920s. and when a younger generation of 
philologists were to work towards a further politicization of their field, 
by the 1930s much as young archeologists could point to kossinna, so 
philologists could and did cite the approach of their hero heusler, even 
as the expression of their research increasingly seemed to become no 
more than völkisch propaganda. But there were other fields to which 
the völkisch approach to antiquity could now be applied, perhaps most 
obviously and most radically in understandings of the religion of the 
pagan ancestors.

religion anD Cult

in a review article published in the Zeitschrift für Deutschkunde in 1938, 
the German philologist Jost Trier noted that a significant change of 
emphasis had occurred in the interpretation of Germanic mythology in 
the past generation.55 The occasion of the review was the appearance of 
a monograph on Germanic mythology by the Dutch nordicist Jan de 
Vries.56 De Vries had been hailed in 1930 by Gustav neckel, heusler’s 
successor in Berlin, for a Dutch-language work he had written as an 
example of what could be achieved when the notion of Germanicness 
was applied properly to antiquarian study.57 De Vries’s new work did 
not represent merely an advancement on heusler’s Germanicness to 
Trier, however, but instead was a culmination in another development 
in the study of the old Germanic past whose genesis Trier traces to the 
first installment of karl helm’s History of Old Germanic Religion (Alt-
germanische Religionsgeschichte) from 1913.58 De Vries’s book was pub-
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lished as part of an encyclopedic monograph series and had replaced an 
earlier work on the subject of Germanic mythology contributed by the 
German scholar eugen Mogk.59 Trier noted that while Mogk’s work 
discussed the general form of the myths (genre, manner) and some of 
the aspects of Germanic belief that they reveal (magic, sacrifice etc.), 
they did little to locate Germanic mythology within the development 
of Germanness: they lacked any sense of the now. De Vries’s evidently 
more suitable work situated Germanic myth within its indo-european 
context and related modern Germanness to its Germanic pedigree. in 
effect, he historicized it.

helm was the first German scholar to seek to explain Germanic 
mythology in terms of the development of German religiosity: thus 
History of Religion not Mythology. Jacob Grimm and his contemporaries 
had spoken of history of religion, but had not been properly historicist 
or developmental in their approach. helm, though, was merely apply-
ing an approach that had begun to be used in studies of classical re-
ligion and was far from prolific. Vilhelm Grønbech, a Danish literary 
philosopher, had similarly had a transforming effect on mythological 
scholarship with his emphasis on what old norse literature could re-
veal about the personal spirituality of the medieval norse in his Culture 
of the Teutons (Vor Folkeæt i Oldtiden) of 1909–12.60 nevertheless, it 
was clearly helm who inaugurated a revolution in the way old Ger-
manic religiosity was assessed at the time. helm was one of the many 
antiquarians who added their names to 1933’s Vow of Allegiance of the 
Professors of German Universities and High-Schools to Adolf Hitler,61 but 
was more famous in his day for developing a new way in which Ger-
manic literature could be interpreted in terms of the Volk. Moreover, 
his new approach was to have an especially pronounced effect most of 
all in the field of Volkskunde.

Volkskunde is literally the study of the German Volk, and although orig-
inally modelled on British folklore studies, Volkskunde is not adequately 
translated by the english expression ‘folklore.’ in a sense Volkskunde is 
closer to ethnology (Völkerkunde) or anthropology, but with its singular 
focus upon Volkstümer (national traditions), i.e. the traditional cultural 
expressions of the German Volk, it is a field of study that cannot be 
easily compared with folklore or ethnology as they are practiced in an-
other national tradition.
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when the Grimms were collecting their famous fairy tales, they did 
so in the hope of preserving some vestiges of the ancient stories that 
they had focused upon in their more textual philological works. Ger-
man Volkskunde has always had a penchant, though, of not only study-
ing fairy and folk tales, but just about any aspect of the entire Germanic 
antiquarian tradition that might conceivably be open to cultural analy-
sis. By the 1920s, Volkskunde was thus merely what it literally means, 
study of the Volk, using just about any expression conceivable. 

Sinnbildforschung can thus be described as Volkskunde, more read-
ily, perhaps, than it can be classed as philological, archeological or his-
torical. The developments in Volkskunde at the time, then, would seem 
even more important than those in literary philology and archeology, 
and perhaps even separate from them. Yet contemporary Volkskunde 
was dominated by notions current in archeology and philology. and as 
hannjost lixfeld points out, by 1920 Volkskunde had already produced 
its equivalent to nollau’s Germanic Resurgence in the form of German 
Custom (Deutsche Sitte), a popular work by the respected German folk-
lorist otto lauffer (another signatory to the 1933 Vow of Allegiance).62 

Perhaps the most infamous school of Volkskunde of the early twen-
tieth century, however, is the Viennese school named for rudolf Much. 
The son of the archeologist Matthäus, the younger Much was brought 
up in Vienna in an atmosphere of völkisch agitation and was no less 
political than his father. a philologist by training, Much is recorded 
preaching the religion of the Greater German nation at academic con-
ferences, in his published works and in his classes. from his desk at the 
University of Vienna hundreds of pages of studies of ancient Germany 
flowed, all characterized by one mission: to demonstrate the glory of 
the Germanic ancestors.

hermann Schneider’s 1939 review surveys the burgeoning old 
Germanic studies of the first five years of the dictatorship. he notes 
the growth in publications on new areas such as runology as well as lit-
erary studies. But the author he singles out most for comment is Much 
and the controversial publications of his students which had appeared 
in recent times:63

it is here that excess of zeal and of penetration admittedly find their most 
fertile field; the tendency to discern Germanic elements in the present 
often leads to the envisaging of the present as a function of the Germanic 
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past and thus to arbitrary standards of judgement. excellent examples of 
a bold advance into new land are provided above all by r[udolf] Much’s 
school …

although he taught old norse, in his research Much was faithful to 
the classicistic tradition of Müllenhoff, maintaining his principal focus 
on the Germanic past of roman times. More overtly politicized than 
Müllenhoff, however, Much had become associated with pan-German-
ism from an early stage in his career, although it was only relatively 
late in his life that he began to declare his political affiliations brazenly. 
in 1925 he plagiarized chamberlain’s chapter title “The entry of the 
Teutons into world history” to head a tendentious study which at-
tempted to prove the existence of Germanic tribes in the alps as early 
as the fifth century B.c., some four centuries earlier than had been 
accepted before.64 The influence of his politics was not limited only 
to the direction and manner of his research, however. not only had 
he made a confessional Los von Rom, in 1929 he went as far as to pen 
a fourth verse for the Deutschlandlied (Deutschland über Alles), the na-
tional anthem of Germany, and presented it to a meeting in Vienna 
of the German women Teachers’ association (Deutsche lehrerinnen 
Verein):65

in the lap of the mother country
return there austria,
only in the league of brother tribes
freedom calls us, happiness blooms!
from the banks of the Danube it also sounds
like an oath to the firmament:
Germany, Germany above all else ...

Much’s approach to old Germanic culture was less obviously struc-
tured than most of his linguistic contemporaries and tended all too 
readily to descend into speculative, nationalist fantasy. already in 
1896, the leading German linguist herman hirt had felt the need to 
chastise Much for relying on arrant etymologies “built upon preju-
dices of the worst sort.”66 intellectually, however, Much recognized 
kossinna as a like spirit, for example supporting kossinna in a long-
standing exchange with the french celticist henri d’arbois de Jubain-
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ville.67 Going somewhat further than his father had, he even supported 
kossinna’s new paradigm of ex Septentrione lux, in 1928 even attack-
ing Theodor Mommsen, the celebrated nineteenth-century historian of 
rome, for his depiction of the ancient Germans as uncouth barbar-
ians.68 a radical pan-Germanist and antiquarian fantasist, Much died 
in 1936, only two short years before hitler made his dream of Anschluß 
a reality.

nevertheless, the main influence of Much after his death was in 
austrian Volkskunde, two schools of which had developed during his 
time at the University of Vienna. one group, the “mythologist” school 
studied old Germanic mythology and its effects on folk traditions; the 
other, the Much school, saw mythology instead as a reflection of so-
cial belief.69 neither school was strictly dealing with folklore per se. 
instead, in Vienna the study of old Germanic mythology had come to 
be seen as the best avenue to the exploration of folk dance, folk music 
and other such traditions. These Germanists interpreted German folk 
culture as a means to rescuing the core of ancient Germanic culture 
while demonstrating the continued old Germanic legacy in the folk 
beliefs of the present-day. in fact as the new form of Volkskunde be-
came accepted more generally, a new attitude arose in German and 
austrian folkloric study: christianity was increasingly to be denigrated 
as a foreign imposition that had usurped native traditions or remade 
them in a bastardized form. This new, often anti-christian Volkskunde 
also enjoyed a clear political aspect and in many ways was the logical 
conclusion of a völkisch history of religion.

Much’s student lily weiser inaugurated a new form of historical 
investigation with her 1927 study of Old Germanic Juvenile Devotions 
and Men’s Leagues (Altgermanische Jünglingsweihen und Männerbünde), 
one that would prove to have particular resonance after 1933.70 her 
sources were the usual stuff of old Germanic studies: Tacitus and the 
eddas. it seems fairly clear, however, that ideas stemming from the 
Youth Movement at the time tacitly influenced her thought, especially 
in her notion of juvenile devotions within the context of a Bund. The 
Bund had become one of the planks of the völkisch conception of Ger-
man community and by the early 1920s the völkisch construction of 
the Bund had even developed its own genre of bündisch thought.71 The 
importance of the notion of the Bund to the later national Socialist re-
gime can be seen semantically in the number of German professional, 
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social and cultural associations and federations that were replaced by 
Party organizations termed Bünde. The same construction also seems 
to have influenced Much’s students to develop a bündisch form of Ger-
manic philology that revolved around the continuity of the Männerbund 
as a social expression throughout German and Germanic history.72

ostensibly the idea of ancient Germanic fraternities stems from 
classical descriptions of some early Germanic tribes, perhaps most no-
tably that of the harii in Tacitus’ Germania. The harii are described 
by the roman as exponents of a rather exotic, almost shamanistic war-
rior cult:73

They black their shields and dye their bodies, and choose pitch-dark 
nights for their battles. The shadowy, awe-inspiring appearance of such a 
ghoulish army inspires mortal panic; for no enemy can endure a sight so 
strange and hellish. Defeat in battle always starts with the eyes.

in 1902 heinrich Schurtz, a German ethnologist, had focused on 
Männerbünde and secret societies in a seminal work on the develop-
ment of modern society. citing descriptions of groups like the harii, 
Much’s pupils thought they had discovered the description of an im-
portant early social group in old Germanic times.74 The harii seem to 
have been an ancient warrior retinue that had broken away from the 
usual kinship-based group and it might be reasonable to assume that 
a group of Germanic bachelors might also develop their own notion 
of cult and honor. But the political resonances were so patent that by 
the 1930s weiser’s description of the old Germanic Männerbund had 
become one of the models for the SS. helm’s notion of development 
in Germanic and German religiosity had been transformed by Much’s 
students. Their investigations of putatively ancient and medieval Män-
nerbünde created an old Germanic pedigree for the modern Bünde—it 
served to validate contemporary völkisch theories of masculinity as well 
as validating the existence of nazi paramilitary groups by demonstrat-
ing their rootedness in ancient traditions.

other members of the Much school who focused on more tradi-
tional folkloric concerns such as richard wolfram and robert Stumpfl 
had come to see the influence of these secret pagan cultic societies in 
folk dances and festivals.75 Yet himmler is known to have been espe-
cially fascinated by the Männerbund theories of otto höfler, a particu-
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larly ambitious scholar who by the 1930s had become the most influ-
ential and adventurous of Much’s students.76 höfler had completed his 
professional thesis in Vienna in 1931 and had had it published in 1934 
as Secret Cultic Leagues of the Germanic Peoples (Kultische Geheimbünde 
der Germanen), the same year he took up a position at the University of 
kiel (with himmler’s help).77 it was published by Moritz Diesterweg’s, 
frankfurt, who by this time had become involved with the armanen 
press, a leading publisher of völkisch works.78 Stressing the demonic as-
pect of these leagues such as Tacitus appears to describe so vividly for 
the harii, höfler concluded that “this demonic aspect has been a force 
throughout [German] history.”79 The impressionistic manner in which 
Much’s students approached their leagues has continued among some 
less than reputable philology even until today.80 at the time, however, 
the notion that the legacy of barbarian military societies could still be 
felt (and treasured) in the present-day was immediately seized upon by 
völkisch groups. höfler’s thesis was considered by many a breakthrough 
work at the time and became one of the favorite books of the reichs-
führer-SS.

reviews of höfler’s Secret Cultic Leagues by members of the aca-
demic community were mixed. Some senior Germanists were wary or 
even dismissive of an interpretation that linked a bevy of cultural ex-
pressions from different eras and places, and attempted to link them 
genetically.81 The German folklorist, friedrich von der leyen, noting 
höfler’s interpretation of the old norse einherjar (the troop of the 
souls of slain warriors) as a mythologized celestial cultic league, even 
ironically suggested:

if the Einherjar derive from a secret cultic league, then the Valkyries are 
similarly in reality a secret cultic league of Germanic girls and the precur-
sors to the BDM.

The Much school had wedded heusler’s norse-based Germanicness 
to bündisch thought and now Germanic social and political expres-
sions could be added to the list of elements of present-day culture 
that could be construed to be essentially and originally Germanic. in 
the late 1930s höfler became even more adventurous, expanding on 
his themes in respected journals, eliciting further accolades and at the 
same time criticisms from more senior researchers in his field.82 his 
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new method even inspired a Swedish scholar with fascist leanings, Stig 
wikander, to attempt to do for indo-iranian sources what höfler had 
done for the Germanic in his 1938 study The Aryan Men’s League (Der 
arische Männerbund).83 höfler’s clearly völkisch continuity theories were 
inspired by helm’s historicist approach to Germanic religion and both 
the new and old concepts of Germanicness viewed through the tinted 
lenses of völkisch politics. his theories seemed to capture the radical 
political spirit of nazi Germany and helped make him one of the most 
influential Germanists in the Third reich.84

höfler continued to extol the need for Volkskunde to be useful 
throughout the years of the dictatorship. in 1942 in a paper given to 
the SS in light of German “political contact” with Scandinavia after 
the invasions of 1940, he attacked “‘harmless Volkskunde,’ that which 
opines on the ‘nature’ of the nordic phases of the moon, happiness 
or whatever.”85 for him Volkskunde needed to concern itself with big-
ger, more relevant questions such as “what is it that always makes the  
nordic race the bearer of political power?”; or in 1944, what “the ori-
gins of the Germanic propensity for state-building” were.86 This legacy 
of the ancient Germanic tribes also fascinated contemporary German 
archeologists—from those like wilhelm Unverzagt who deliberated on 
how an early Germanic ethnic stratum had taught the Slavs how to 
build their first fortified dwellings,87 to the new obsession that prehis-
torians like höfler’s SS colleague at kiel, herbert Jankuhn developed 
on social formation and hierarchy among the early Germanic tribes at 
the time.88 höfler’s postwar deliberations on “cultural morphology,” a 
notion derived from oswald Spengler’s neoconservative classic The De-
cline of the West (Der Untergang des Abendlandes), continued this project 
in an unapologetic, although less abjectly nazified form down to the 
time of his celebrated arminius oration in 1959.89

The methodological problem with the Much school, however, was rec-
ognized by critics such as Schneider:90

existing interest in the study of the Germanic past reaches its highest 
point where it touches upon the spiritual life of the early Germans, their 
conceptions of a higher being, in a word, upon their religion in the wid-
est sense. naturally it is in this sphere that the danger of distortion, of 
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overestimation of more recent documents, and of interpolation in place of 
interpretation is greatest.

in light of Schneider’s earlier hailing of the “victory” of 1933, this 
warning seems quite schizophrenic and underlines an important feature 
of the new paradigms. on the one hand less overtly political German-
ists such as hermann Schneider hailed the new era in Germanic stud-
ies ushered in by the nazi accession to power.91 Yet at the same time 
they were critical of the approach of those who were patently interpret-
ing Germanic antiquity in terms which ultimately reflected a völkisch 
tradition, those who sought to rescue the Geist of old Germany in order 
better to seek a renewal of this Geist in their own day. like other com-
mentators Schneider could recognize that some of his contemporaries 
had begun to be affected by the Germanomaniacal mood of the times, 
and many disdained the basely völkisch. But Schneider was so heavily 
steeped in theory that had arisen among Germanophiliacally minded 
scholars in previous decades, he could not articulate clearly what it was 
that the new academically trained Germanomaniacs were doing wrong. 
worse still, Germanists like Schneider often could not see völkisch 
themes present in their own publications.

helm’s developmental approach to the study of old Germanic 
belief had become an important new paradigm in the old Germanic 
studies of the weimar period. in Vienna it was reflected in its most 
radical form in the continuity theories of the Much school. The Much 
school, however, was infested with völkisch thought to such a degree 
that the continuities promoted by its members were not only obviously 
specious, but blatantly völkisch continuities to boot, ones which dove-
tailed all too neatly with contemporary political concerns. The Much 
school was recognized as the most extreme expression of academic 
Germanomania at the time by critics such as Schneider. But a völkisch 
influence in the study of Germanic religion and cult had already be-
come ubiquitous in old Germanic studies by the time. heusler’s man-
ufactured concept of Germanicness was applied to the belief systems 
of ancient Germany, a process in which as it became more radicalized, 
by the 1930s had reached the logical extreme: it claimed that the Geist 
of ancient Germany was the most essential representation of German-
ness. academic thought had come to legitimize völkisch theory; it was 
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as if lagarde had joined herder and the Grimms as a seminal theorist 
in the understanding of the old Germanic past.

wörter unD saChen

The last major intellectual development to have an important effect in 
Germanist circles in the 1920s and 30s was probably the most com-
plex. This time it came from the heart of the discipline that had pro-
vided the humanities with structuralist thought; in fact it emerged just 
as structuralism was first making substantial inroads upon traditional 
language studies. 

linguistic structuralism was a development of the neogrammarian 
school of the 1870s, a group of (mostly) German linguists who were 
particularly antipathetic to the thought of humboldt and his emphasis 
on the cultural element in language.92 The neogrammarians instead 
stressed the mechanistic nature of language and language change, an 
idea which reached full bloom under the influence of ferdinand de 
Saussure’s posthumously published Course in General Linguistics (Cours 
de lingustique générale) from 1916.93 at first the neogrammarians (Jung-
grammatiker) were only successful in convincing a collection of (mostly) 
young scholars who were centered about Jena and leipzig, and the fig-
ure of Saussure’s teacher eduard Sievers. nevertheless, the humboldt-
ian tradition of language lived on after the neogrammarian revolution, 
albeit in a somewhat changed form.

The neogrammarians rigidly refrained from speculating on aspects 
of language that their mechanistic method could not establish. Before 
their day, however, language had been seen, prevailingly, as organ-
ic—a living, growing and sometimes dying entity.  The neogrammar-
ians dismissed this organicist principle; yet the approach to language 
of humboldt had survived. in the 1850s heymann (haim) Steinthal 
inaugurated a psychological approach to language that was continued 
by wilhelm wundt in the first part of his influential Collective Psychology 
(Völkerpsychologie) at the close of the century.94 where neogrammarian 
thought reduced language to its structural essences, wundt and others 
continued to view language in terms of culture, mass psychology and 
nation.
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The burgeoning new linguistics inspired by Saussure’s Course in the 
1920s and 30s was not accepted by many scholars in Germany. none-
theless, the Wörter und Sachen or historical semantics approach repre-
sented an area where Saussure’s ideas would eventually have quite an 
obvious influence, even though in origin it has more patent connections 
with the work of the psychological linguists such as Steinthal as well as 
the tradition of linguistic paleontology founded by Pott and Pictet.

inaugurated in the first decade of the 1900s by hugo Schuchardt 
and rudolf Meringer, the culture-focused Wörter und Sachen approach 
saw words as the building blocks of language (representing the culture 
they describe). Wörter und Sachen linguistics is often claimed to be a res-
urrection of the etymological studies of Jacob Grimm, but it reached new 
heights in the 1930s and 40s and led to the production of several linguis-
tic classics. Jost Trier was a leading member of this school and was par-
ticularly well known for his structuralist Wörter und Sachen studies. 

Schuchardt and Meringer both taught in austria and developed the 
Wörter und Sachen method in a climate of rejection of the rigidity of 
their neogrammarian forebears. witnessing recent work on dialectology 
(predominantly of German, french and italian dialects) they sought to 
return to linguistic scholarship the cultural aspect that the dry formulae 
of the grammars of the neogrammarians lacked. The new area of study 
focused around terms that described culture (Kulturwörter), for example 
the terminology of kinship or color, and in an approach that is almost 
anthropological, investigated what these terms could reveal about the 
collective psychology or semiotic particularities that they described. 

Meringer founded a journal to promote the new field of research. 
called Wörter und Sachen (a coin of Meringer’s)95 it aimed to promote 
the investigation of indo-european culture and society through linguis-
tic means. But Wörter und Sachen also had a clear political edge; not 
only was rudolf Much a foundation member of the editorial board of 
Wörter und Sachen, as hermann Güntert would write in 1927: “lan-
guage history is a type of intellectual history as changes in language 
can only occur upon a change in the intellectual understanding of the 
linguistic community.”96 Moreover, after succeding Meringer as edito-
rial director of Wörter und Sachen (now the “Journal for indo-european 
linguistics, ethnology and cultural history”) Güntert explained more 
expansively in 1938:97
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... a language brings together, indeed facilitates in a certain sense, all hu-
man cultural achievement ... as language facilitates, so in a reverse man-
ner the culture of a language community always works back on the lan-
guage and forms it ... what a decline it is from the intellectual sum-hold-
ing of the conception of language of a herder, humboldt or Grimm to 
the insipidity of Paul’s Principles ... “Phonological laws” operate some-
where in an empty space, a knitted jumble of thousands and ever more 
thousands of “analogical forms” spanning over the great line of evolu-
tion of linguistic development. General “driving forces” stand firm in the 
comparison of all that is comparable without reflection upon specific eth-
nic and temporal-cultural conditions and historical rootedness. a type of 
general language mathematics remains with the illusion and tacit premise 
of a generally valid, universal concept of language ...

Güntert understood that the new general linguistics had its origin in 
the works of neogrammarians like hermann Paul rather than Sau-
ssure. (he singles out Paul’s Principles of Historical Linguistics [Prinzip-
ien der Sprachgeschichte] here, one of the most important theoretical 
tracts of the neogrammarians.98) Güntert evidently also saw a need for 
a revival of the original spirit of German linguistic enquiry. he did not 
bemoan the practical consequences of the neogrammarian revolution; 
as antoine Meillet had observed in 1905: “these scholars are only sep-
arated by nuances; all agree on fundamental principles, all argue in the 
same way.”99 Güntert merely attacked the notion that the abstract laws 
of neogrammarian theory reflected an underlying reality and hence ac-
tually explained linguistic phenomena. he had already speculated that 
the most distinctive sound laws of the Germanic languages represented 
the “result of a particularly energetic colonization activity”100 and the 
Wörter und Sachen movement clearly grew out of the recognition that 
neogrammarian principles could not explain behavior directly attested 
in the here-and-now studies of dialectologists.101 Güntert was rearticu-
lating the argument of Schuchardt and Meringer that the neogram-
marians had gone too far in their abstraction and had neglected seman-
tic and dialectal concerns. his criticism reflected the general mood of 
Germanic studies at the time:102

Specifically, indo-european linguistics investigates the character, fate and 
history of our aryan inheritance; it labors above all on the developmental 



��Germanic Resurgence

history of the Germanic and German language as a reflection of the grow-
ing together and development of the Germanic peoples and of German 
ethnicity ... from there the individual studies, original researches and ex-
positions of scholars should ... join themselves together in the sense of the 
great national-political tasks of the present day under the common motto: 
service to our people.

although he became an outspoken nazi, Güntert remained suspicious 
of the claims of kossinna and others of an aryan homeland in central 
europe.103 he also singled out Schirmeisen’s paper from kossinna’s 
journal Mannus as “absurd” and was sceptical of the Urschrift theory 
of the origin of the runes.104 a Party member, he was a supporter of 
some aspects of radical antiquarianism. Yet his modus operandi was 
clear and consistent: he was a sober, empirical searcher for truth in the 
service of the Volk.

The implications of the Wörter und Sachen approach to völkisch 
Germanists were obvious: it was a German approach to linguistics that 
rejected the cosmopolitan general linguistics hailed at the time else-
where in europe, and being culture-bound it served to further the work 
of both German and old Germanic studies. Wörter und Sachen studies 
seemed to return linguistic enquiry to the nationalistic discourse it had 
been in the time of the Grimms. it was also a theoretically progressive 
discipline, however, and made a lasting contribution to both historical 
linguistics as well as linguistic semantics.

This mixture of chauvinism and innovation is especially clear in 
the work of the leading Wörter und Sachen semantician Trier. Trier’s 
work revolved around describing Kulturwörter within sprachliche Felder 
(semantic fields).105 his work on semantic fields was a major break-
through at the time and launched a new Wörter und Sachen wrapped up 
in its own structuralist semantic jargon. his studies from the national 
Socialist period, however, nearly all focus on practices from antiquity 
that he thought to reconstruct from the development of vocabulary. his 
investigations of the semantics of the Germanic Thing or tribal meet-
ing place were published at a time when himmler’s SS were setting up 
Thing-places throughout Germany in the hope the SS could revive the 
custom described in the norse sagas of tribal assemblies in hallowed 
Things.106 Similarly, his 1943 attempt to prove that the German term 
Reich was not a loan word from celtic (as the vocalism clearly shows) 
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was patently specious and reveals again the chauvinistic nature of his 
semantic work.107 clearly, although many of the theoretical postulates 
of Trier remain valid for any type of historical semantic study, his fo-
cus was decidedly völkisch: for Trier his studies of historical seman-
tics were not merely of linguistic or historical interest, they served to 
demonstrate the continuity of Germanness from antiquity into modern 
times by means of rescuing heretofore obscure patterns in language that 
represented a superlative inherited patrimony. his project was just like 
that of the Much school, but followed a more proper (and theoretically 
progressive) linguistic method. in fact Trier’s investigations of the se-
mantic fields of German community and rulership from the early 1940s 
were clearly influenced by höfler and his focus on Germanic political 
thought and expression. although not as outspoken, like Güntert, Trier 
had also answered the völkisch call and became a Party member (al-
though not until 1937, after the restrictions on new members that had 
been imposed in the middle of 1933 were briefly relaxed).108 But it is 
in the work of Trier that Wörter und Sachen most clearly reveals itself as 
deeply völkisch in its focus: the raison d’être of Wörter und Sachen studies 
was to recover the culture, if not the Volksgeist, of the ancient Germanic 
past as it was expressed linguistically. Trier was not alone in his mixture 
of progress and regression, however: a similar figure to Trier was the 
even more famous Wörter und Sachen linguist leo weisgerber who is 
also hailed today as a leading figure in German structuralism.

a celticist by training, weisgerber joined Güntert as an editor at 
Meringer’s Wörter und Sachen in 1933 and his contributions dominated 
the journal in the early 1930s.109 his oeuvre was different to that of 
Trier and most clearly represents a sophisticated form of what chris-
topher hutton has rather unfortunately described as “mother-tongue 
fascism.”110 weisgerber achieved fame in the 1950s as the leading 
neo-humboldtian in west Germany, a development that makes him 
appear rather unrepentant in light of the development of “mother 
tongue” ideology in general. in the 1920s he had become caught up in 
the mother-tongue (Muttersprache) movement within German linguis-
tics, a movement expressed in its most chauvinistic form in a work by 
Georg Schmidt-rohr published by Diederichs in 1932 as Language as 
the Educator of Peoples (Die Sprache als Bildnerin der Völker, retitled Mut-
ter Sprache in its 1933 edition).111 a form of mother-tongue ideology 
can be traced back to the German language societies of the sixteenth 
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century, through herder, humboldt and then to the General Ger-
man language association.112 The association had become involved 
in pan-Germanism from the 1880s (and in fact had renamed its jour-
nal Muttersprache in the 1920s).113 Mother-tongue ideology had thus 
readily been caught up by völkisch thought—the German language was 
their weapon as Schmidt-rohr had put it in 1917.114 Under Schmidt-
rohr and his contemporaries a whole genre of apparently progressive 
linguistic theory developed (progressive in that it was inspired in part 
by the new linguistic paradigm associated with the appearance of Sau-
ssure’s Course), but that in fact represented an overwhelmingly chau-
vinistic approach to language that championed German and German-
ness above all else. weisgerber, the Wörter und Sachen theorist, was one 
of the leading exponents of this mother-tongue scholarship, focussing 
on the peculiarities of the development of German terms, for instance, 
for the senses, color and taste.115 he claimed he was especially focused 
on the “intellectual interstice” (geistliche Zwischenwelt) between the out-
ward expression of the German language and the speaker’s perception. 
But his approach to language can be summed up by its logical extreme: 
as weisgerber opined in 1933, a true bilingual is a sort of cultural crip-
ple—as one cannot be fully at home in two cultures, a bilingual cannot 
master the cultural core of either language.116 it is no surprise to see 
weisgerber penning books on völkisch concerns under the dictatorship 
such as the origin and meaning of the term deutsch and treating lan-
guage as cultural consciousness.117 like Güntert, the mother-tongue 
linguists rejected a cosmopolitan approach and focused instead on 
the “wholeness” of language—on the cultural aspects of language, not 
merely the soulless abstractions beloved by linguistic generalists. But 
this wholeness was only ever applied to German as foreign languages 
were not the concern of mother-tongue theorists.118 it is scarcely sur-
prising then to discover that weisgerber was employed as a propagan-
dist by the SS during the war.119 like the Wörter und Sachen movement 
in general, weisgerber represents both the continuity of humboldtian 
thought in German linguistics and how völkisch sentiment could pen-
etrate even to the core of the discipline that gave the humanities the 
new structuralism. 

a series of new ideas had entered the discourse of old Germanic stud-
ies in wilhelmine and weimar times. The kossinna school, echoing 
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the call of völkisch enthusiasts such as Penka and wilser, rejected the 
consensus view of the world of archeology that civilization in terms of 
technology and most aspects of material life had diffused from the east 
into the north and turned this argument on its head. with their re-
assignment of the aryan homeland to north-central europe, euro-
pean civilization was now a culture-bringing, indigenous aryan one, 
and all sorts of items, practices and indeed ideas once thought to have 
been egyptian, Semitic or Greco-roman in origin might now well be 
thought to have originated instead in the north. Many philologists and 
linguists, too, directed their energies towards properly patriotically cen-
tered assessments of language and literature, developing new jargon 
and concepts with which to cloak the main concern of their research: 
the study of language and culture as a key to an understanding of the 
time-transcending semiotics, psychology and consciousness of the Ger-
man Volk. heusler’s Germanicness and nollau’s Germanic Resurgence 
are the clearest signs that a völkisch project in Germanic philology was 
already well underway before 1933. in Vienna, even the fundamental 
principles of linguistic and literary study were surrendered in favor of a 
nebulous Volkskunde where only the concept of the Volk mattered: the 
laws of linguistics and empirical logic could comfortably be violated 
when the concern was driven by a völkisch sentiment. language, race 
and religion were the three key themes stressed by the völkisch move-
ment according to Uwe Puschner120—and each of these concerns was 
reflected by the new paradigms in old Germanic studies: in archeology, 
literary philology, Volkskunde and linguistics. even among the struc-
turalist linguists whose concern for evidentiality and method seemed 
to be stronger, the general cultural focus of their research, their neo-
humboldtian approach, was dominated by völkisch concerns. it was 
much more than poor or misguided scholarship. historical intuition 
had come to be accepted in old Germanic studies cloaked in the man-
tle of academic respectability and girded by a tradition of nationalist 
sophistry. Germanic archeology and philologically based studies had 
developed radical nationalist schools of interpretation in both Germany 
and in austria by the late 1920s, ones which were all too ready to serve 
the völkisch resurgence which was to overwhelm German and austrian 
democracy in the 1930s and reject the liberal tradition of the Grimms 
in which the respective Germanistic antiquarian disciplines had been 
founded.
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chaPTer 5. 

national Socialism and antiquity

Der Jude kann mit Mythus und Symbol
nichts beginnen

alfred rosenberg

Despite the many and varied expressions of völkisch thought in the 
years leading up to 1933, it is usual—given the absolute authority of 
hitler and his chief cronies after the nazi assumption of power—to 
concentrate on what each held to be völkisch and how each respond-
ed to the developments of the period.1 The actual thoughts of hitler 
and other senior nazis on the antiquarian activities of völkisch enthu-
siasts and other antiquarians who came under the influence of völkisch 
thought might not seem so important when one places their researches 
and claims in the context of “working towards the führer.” Yet hitler, 
and especially a number of his lieutenants, had a special fascination 
for the ancient past and expressed that fascination not just verbally but 
with financial and institutional aid as well. The merits of the new study 
of ancient ideographs were also considered by senior nazi Party mem-
bers and a fascination with runes and the like penetrated the upper 
echelons of the Party.

The two major supporters of antiquarian discourse from within 
the Party were rosenberg and himmler. hitler himself did not both-
er much with the enthusiasts and scholars of Germanic antiquity—he 
was more interested in ancient Greek and roman culture.2 rosenberg 
and himmler, both of whom considered themselves to be ideologues, 
however, clearly had other ideas. Both saw Germanic antiquity as im-
portant to a true understanding of the Volk. Moreover, Germanic an-
tiquity was clearly an area of German culture that was free from Jew-
ish or christian taint—both himmler and rosenberg were not merely 
anti-Semitic, but also anti-christian.3 These two senior nazis saw that 
Germanic antiquity was a fundamental reference point for their views 
on what rosenberg called the nazi mystique or mythos that they both 
thought would replace the Judeo-christian weltanschauung. Both 
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rosenberg and himmler judged that a weltanschauung rooted in the 
Judeo-christian tradition was ultimately irreconcilable with the ideal 
that informed the völkisch revolution. as a result, both became involved 
in organizing the study and promotion of knowledge of Germanic an-
tiquity in the belief that old Germanic studies would provide the foun-
dation of an emerging nazi mystique. Both men were actively involved 
in the support and control of the institutions in which Germanic antiq-
uity was studied. not all Germanists were affected directly by this old 
Germanic duopoly, but ultimately the most influential scholars were 
those who joined one of the new nazi research institutions. in fact the 
Germanists aligned to rosenberg and himmler often came to fall into 
opposing camps, a development which even led to the emergence of 
conflict over Sinnbildforschung.

hitler, however, was often critical of those who were fascinated by 
Germanic antiquity. for example his disdain for the Germanomania-
cal leanings of groups like the Germanic orders is indicated in Mein 
Kampf when he dismisses as “wandering scholars” and “völkisch 
Methuselah[s]” those ineffectual old “cowards” who “rave about 
old Germanic heroism, about dim prehistory, stone axes, spear and 
shield.”4 antiquarian trappings like the old Germanic month names 
and Fraktur lettering were removed from the Völkischer Beobachter after 
it was acquired by the nazis in the early 1920s.5 The German dictator 
also had little respect for archeologists who like kossinna overvalued 
the modest cultural achievements of the Germanic ancestors; despite 
his public statements that were fetishized by the archeological commu-
nity, in 1942 hitler opined privately: “at a time when our forebears 
were producing the stone troughs and clay vessels about which our 
archaologists have made such a to-do, the Greeks were building the 
acropolis,”6 and furthermore: “the Germani ... had reached no higher 
cultural level than the Maori of today.”7 hitler had no time for patent 
Germanomania; the runes looked Greek to him.8 nevertheless, his call 
in Mein Kampf for “a Germanic State of the German nation” is a dou-
ble reference, both to the medieval holy roman empire of the Ger-
man nation, but also the sublime Germanic racial identity first stressed 
by Tacitus.9 hitler even claims several times in Mein Kampf that his 
dictatorial position within the Party was modelled on the precepts of 
“Germanic democracy”—i.e. the election (for life) of early medieval 
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kings.10 notwithstanding his disdain for the Germanomania of völkisch 
antiquity enthusiasts, hitler evidently understood that the image of the 
old Germanic past bequeathed by sources such as Tacitus could be of 
use to national Socialism.

Yet as reinhard Bollmus points out, hitler’s notion of the rela-
tionship of scientific knowledge to ideology was the reverse of that of 
rosenberg—rosenberg saw ideology as the determinant of scientific 
understanding, whereas hitler thought that ideology was built up from 
a scientific base.11 on the other hand, himmler, a man whose charac-
ter was full of paradoxes, evidently never even thought this relation-
ship through. himmler liked utility, but at the same time harbored a 
credulousness that seems irreconcilable with considered scholarship. 
hitler, rosenberg and himmler seem to represent three methodologi-
cal extremes: hitler claimed to be a sober man of facts, rosenberg, like 
chamberlain, was an idealist, and himmler, like list, often proved to 
be an outright fantasist. hitler was not interested in the myth-making 
possibilities of Germanic antiquity, while to rosenberg and himmler it 
was the ideological potential of old Germanic studies that was the fun-
damental concern. hitler derided antiquarian Germanomania, rosen-
berg and himmler encouraged it.

Part of hitler’s disdain for the adventurous researchers of Ger-
manic antiquity is explained by his dislike of wotanists. in Mein Kampf 
he especially criticizes those “so-called religious reformers” who want-
ed to return German religiosity to “an old Germanic basis.”12 Schö-
nerer and other leading völkisch figures had embraced wotanism in the 
past, and so had a number of members of the Party: hitler’s criticism 
of “völkisch Methuselah[s]” appears to represent in part merely a desire 
to distance the “young movement” from the prewar völkisch tradition 
of list, Schönerer, the Germanic orders and the Thule Society. Still, 
some of the more obviously mystical enthusiasts not well connected 
enough to gain Party protection were persecuted after 1933. fried-
rich Bernhard Marby, for example, the main promoter of the völkisch 
rune-yoga or rune-gymnastics that has found converts in the new age, 
was interned in concentration camps from 1936–45 as punishment  
for bringing the Germanic ancestors into disrepute.13 Similarly, the 
leading austrian ariosophist Jörg lanz von liebenfels’s ordo novi 
Templi (order of the new Templars) was one of many occult groups 
investigated by the Gestapo in the late 1930s.14 Some ariosophists had 
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managed to inveigle their way into the confidence of himmler, how-
ever, and sometimes the work of the researchers of the ahnenerbe is 
confused with the creations of these men. obscurantism, though, was 
generally curtailed within the Party by hitler. he specifically stated in 
1938 that national Socialism was not a cult, presumably in reaction 
to the erection of Thing-places throughout the country, a development 
that had been encouraged by himmler.15 The führer did allow himm-
ler license to accumulate rune-occultists and seers in his entourage 
within the SS and encourage a national Socialist form of völkisch pa-
ganism. Yet the less credulous among the Party’s elite usually took a 
more sedate approach to ancient history than did the reichsführer-SS, 
albeit not always as sedate as was hitler’s.

hitler had little direct role in the development of old Germanic 
studies during the Third reich. instead the responsibility for study 
of Germanic antiquity under the dictatorship was split between the 
Party’s other two chief ideologues. of course by 1933 rosenberg, the 
older and more earnest of the two, had already established a reputation 
as a leading völkisch thinker in his own right. By the 1940s, himmler, 
on the other hand, had become the second most powerful figure in the 
reich next to hitler himself. The coincidence of interest between the 
two men did not lead to a concerted effort to encourage the field of 
Germanic studies, however. it led instead to rivalry; in the end perhaps 
a more creative and certainly more radical dynamic than cooperation 
usually proved to be within the administratively chaotic and combative 
world that was the national Socialist reich.

Much of the Germanic philology of the 1930s was not specifically co-
ordinated into the camp of one particular ideologue or the other. not 
all academic Germanists were enrolled into organizations established 
by rosenberg or himmler for the promotion and coordination of the 
study of Germanic antiquity. Many Germanists responded to the new 
valuing of old Germanic studies in ways that reflected the new politi-
cal situation without any deliberate political attempt to encourage or 
coerce them.

instead, in the course of the 1930s there was a cumulative intru-
sion of ideas that first appeared in academic circles into broader politi-
cal discourse. This intrusion often took the form of völkisch publicists 
borrowing claims made by academic Germanists and applying them 
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in considerations of more immediate political concerns. These authors 
often worked for himmler or rosenberg, but others were employed 
in organs of the Party independent of the two. The publicists proved 
to be an audience for the writings of university Germanists and devel-
oped their findings in ways more overtly useful to the regime. These 
writers served to reinforce the importance of old Germanic studies to 
the völkisch weltanschauung and encouraged even more Germanists 
to show their support for the völkisch revolution by deliberately casting 
their research in a politicized guise.

There were many ways in which völkisch writers were influenced 
by ideas from old Germanic studies in the 1930s. Some were blatant 
and remain quite transparent today. for example, apart from its impor-
tance to understanding the nazi weltanschauung, after 1933 völkisch 
writers soon found that the picture of the ancient Germans could serve 
practical purposes; the glorious Germanic past could be employed as 
justification for the imperialist aims of the present. hitler’s desire to 
dominate continental europe was explained in nazi periodicals in the 
late 1930s as merely a fulfillment of Germanic destiny, repeating the 
prehistoric aryan and then later Germanic migrations throughout the 
continent during late antiquity.16 The image used in the quest for Leb-
ensraum in the east was similarly extended from its origin in medieval 
colonization and the development of Prussia to embrace the Gothic 
expansions into eastern europe in classical and late antiquity.17 These 
claims soon found their way into educational literature prepared by 
members of the Party, for example in 1937’s Nazi Primer (Handbuch 
für die Schulungsarbeit in der HJ), the official history handbook for the 
hitler Youth.18 The maps used in these publications are often obvious-
ly taken directly from the works of antiquarians such as kossinna. Yet 
even living Germanists could lend their support to the völkisch cause. 
Moreover, the opportunity to actually apply the findings of antiquarian 
scholarship would later emerge with the conquests of the wehrmacht.

The Germanizing of the east after September 1939 required Ger-
man names for all the conquered cities and districts, and it is clear that 
the renaming of some eastern european towns with Gothic names was 
a reflection of philological interest. in fact this is most clearly reflected 
in an article surveying Gothic names in the east from the Proceedings 
of the Göttingen Academy of Sciences in 1941, the same year the ancient 
Gothic empire in eastern europe was being explained in the SS’s 
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monthly magazine as the historical precedent for the current search for 
Lebensraum.19 its author, the indo-europeanist eduard hermann, be-
gins his survey with the sentiment:

in the course of this war the small fishing village of Gdingen which lies 
on the western port has again fallen into German hands, and its tongue-
twisting name had to be replaced with the more comprehensible Goten-
hafen [i.e. Goths-haven]...

The Polish toponym Gdynia (Gdingen in German) seems to be formed 
from the Slavic root gd- (earlier gud-) “Goth.” hermann goes on to 
seek out other names of putatively Gothic pedigree too, such as Dan-
zig (Gdańsk) and Graudenz (Grudziądz), yet to some extent he misses 
the point. The labelling of foreign towns with names that referred to 
archaic polities such as the ancient empire of the Goths had been a 
part of völkisch discourse since the late nineteenth century. long-for-
gotten names from medieval times (e.g. Bisanz for Besançon) or even 
ones newly created from philological theory (such as Gotenhafen for 
Gdingen) had been apportioned to places that were slated one day to 
join the Greater German reich of pan-Germanist fantasy (and hitle-
rian reality). This völkisch predilection for place-name theorizing led 
to the promotion of similar discussions on the place-names of eastern 
europe and the cannibalizing of the Zeitschrift für Ortsnamenforschung 
(Journal for Toponymic Studies) by the SS’s learned society in 1937.20 in 
fact so highly regarded were place-names at the time that a toponymic 
study by the leipzig Slavicist reinhold Trautmann was seized on the 
presses by the Gestapo in 1939—Trautmann’s intention had been to 
refute the notion that place-names with Slavic origins like Berlin and 
leipzig had anything to do with Polish, but Goebbels’s intervention 
resulted in Trautmann’s dry linguistic study being the only book of its 
type actually to be banned under the nazis.21 his Berlin contemporary 
Max Vasmer, although one of the few German scholars to protest the 
brutal suppression of the Jagiellonian University of cracow in 1939, 
nevertheless spent much of the early 1940s seeking out evidence for 
Germanic place-names in the Balkans.22 after reading a work which 
surveyed the frankish place-names of northern france, hitler is even 
recorded proclaiming in 1942 that “the place-names and so on indicate 
this is ancient German land that was stolen from us and which we are 
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fully within our rights to reclaim”;23 and it is in this light that similar 
works from the 1930s by linguists such as Theodor frings and ernst 
Gamillscheg must be seen.24 as much an amateur project as it was aca-
demic, this expansion in place-name theorizing is clearly a reflection of 
a desire to cement the German identity of places of disputable ethnicity 
through rendering their names transparently German or Germanic.

a more clearly academic, although equally political expression of 
philological sophistry was employed to attempt to convince Bretons 
under German domination that the Germans were the natural allies of 
celts, not the (putatively) bastardized and romanized Gallic oppres-
sors whose celtic identity was (apparently) a sham. The willingness of 
German celticists to be coopted by the Party (most infamously among 
them weisgerber) is clearly part of a broader pattern of readiness 
among German philologists to submit to the realities of the new reich; 
and at the same time indicates how useful their new masters thought 
the philological disciplines could be. although the notion seems quite 
ridiculous on first acquaintance, the philological and archeological 
discovery in the late nineteenth century that much of Germany was 
originally inhabited by celtic speakers was somehow thought to render 
Germany a natural ally of Brittany and ireland. There had always been 
a close scholarly connection between Germanophonic celticists and 
irish scholars—many of the earliest records of irish had turned up in 
continental monastic collections founded by medieval irish missionar-
ies. Yet it was the grand delusion of ancient German–celtic ethnic ties 
that rang truer with the nazi authorities and in 1940 philologists were 
dispatched to Brittany to propagandize the notion that the Germans 
were the natural allies of a Breton separatist nationalism.25

it comes as little surprise, then, to see Germanic studies employed 
as part of German imperial propaganda in occupied holland, Belgium, 
Denmark and norway during the war. The haphazard responses of 
academic Germanists, however, were gradually organized into a more 
deliberate political enterprise. The enrollment of Germanists into Party 
organizations became the goal of himmler, rosenberg and their func-
tionaries. however disjointed it was initially, though, the first wooing 
of Germanists to the Party and the use of the findings of antiquarian 
Germanists in nazi propaganda began even before the nazis came to 
power. it was especially prevalent within the so-called brown arm of 
the Party, the regular Political organization or Po.
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brown germanism

rosenberg’s standing as an ideologue was not maintained just through 
his writings. his commentary on the fraudulent Protocols of the Elders of 
Zion and especially his Mythos of the Twentieth Century (Mythus des XX. 
Jahrhunderts) may have been based on falsehood, chamberlain and the 
world of the demi-lettré, but they were also outstanding contributions 
to the growth of what to this day is termed brown literature.26 it was 
also not merely a function of his leading position within the early Party 
propaganda machine as editor of the Völkischer Beobachter. hitler ac-
knowledged him as the Party dogmatist, mainly because he had studied 
the works of völkisch literati such as lagarde and chamberlain as well 
as for his detailed knowledge, first-hand experience and wild theories 
about Bolshevism. a Baltic German who had studied in Moscow and 
witnessed the russian revolution at first hand, rosenberg was a well-
educated man, an architect, and one with a developed sense of Ger-
man Kultur. in 1928, reaction to the apparent decline of German cul-
ture (thought exemplified by the expressionism of the weimar years) 
had led to the founding of the combat league for German culture 
(kampfbund für deutsche kultur), an organization that quickly drew 
together a number of similarly minded conservative critics. rosenberg 
soon came to move in the world of German-national academia, cul-
tivating papers from leading conservative thinkers for his journalistic 
interests (which had been expanded by the foundation of the Nation-
alsozialistische Monatshefte in 1930) and mustering support within the 
upper echelons of the universities for the nazis.27 although it focused 
primarily on what was seen as degeneracy in the visual and performing 
arts, academics from other fields were drawn to rosenberg’s organiza-
tion. in fact, rosenberg and the kampfbund soon developed an inter-
est in reforming the universities too. in 1930 this connection between 
the Po and academia led the Dean of the Philosophy (i.e. liberal arts) 
faculty of the University of Berlin to call for the intellectual life of the 
university to be visualized in not only national Socialist, but in bün-
disch terms. That year the kampfbund’s alfred Baeumler, a leading 
völkisch interpreter of nietzsche, praised the bündisch ideology exem-
plified by the Sa and called for the Männerbund model theorized by 
rudolf Much’s student weiser to be applied to academia.28 Upon the 
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nazi accession, rosenberg argued that the Party should take a leading 
role in reforming German education and regularize völkisch ideology 
into a more dogmatic form. hitler agreed and in January 1934 gave 
him a commission to set up an institution to that end. The führer’s 
commission for the Supervision of the entire intellectual and ideolog-
ical Schooling and education of the nSDaP (Beauftragung des füh-
rers für die Überwachung die gesamte geistige und weltanschauliche 
Schulung und erziehung der nSDaP) soon came to be known simply 
as the amt rosenberg, the rosenberg office.

The core of the amt rosenberg was those academics who had pre-
viously belonged to the kampfbund. although perhaps most famous 
for its pronouncements on the paintings of the German expressionists 
and the new musical styles and theatrical forms developing at the time, 
the kampfbund held that its mission was to reform the whole of Ger-
man cultural and intellectual life. in the second half of 1932, for exam-
ple, a study group for prehistory was founded within the kampfbund. 
with the creation of the amt rosenberg in 1934 it became the reich 
federation for German Prehistory (reichsbund für deutsche Vorge-
schichte). Both were headed by hans reinerth, a leading exponent of 
settlement archeology of Transylvanian (Siebenbürger Saxon) origin. 
an adjunct lecturer (Privatdozent) at the University of Tübingen when 
he first joined rosenberg’s association, late in 1933 with help from the 
Party he was appointed to kossinna’s old chair in prehistory in Berlin. 
in the figure of reinerth, kossinna’s approach to prehistory soon be-
came the official archeology of nazi Germany.29

reinerth is probably best known for his magnum opus, the three-
volume Prehistory of the German Tribes (Vorgeschichte der deutschen 
Stämme) from 1940.30 in parts a collaborative effort, this book marks 
the most successful popularization of German prehistory since the days 
of kossinna and wilser. in short, it is a triumph of völkisch prehistory. 
But its success stands in marked contrast to the fate of reinerth and 
the amt rosenberg’s reich federation for German Prehistory.

Despite serving as hitler’s regent while the future dictator served 
out his term in landsberg prison, rosenberg had never been an ef-
fective power-player in the Party. he always seemed to be on the los-
ing side of contests with the other senior nazis. for example, in 1933 
the Propaganda Ministry under the control of Goebbels clashed with 
rosenberg over who should control the arts, and robert ley who led 



1�0 The Science of the Swastika

the kraft durch freude (Strength through Joy or kdf), although for 
some time an ally, by late 1934 was also working to undermine rosen-
berg’s position.31 nevertheless, neither of these two rivals of rosenberg 
was interested in controlling the direction of old Germanic studies.

The area of Germanic antiquarian endeavor that attracted most in-
terest from the amt rosenberg was archeology. rosenberg had first de-
veloped a fascination for archeology in his youth,32 but there were also 
clear ideological reasons to seek to coordinate archeological research. 
in the figure of kossinna and his school, Germanic prehistory had al-
ready assumed a völkisch mantle. it is perhaps not surprising, then, that 
German archeology developed an intimate relationship with the new 
regime almost immediately after the national Socialist triumph in Jan-
uary 1933.

in May 1933 at a public lecture at the University of Tübingen, 
reinerth set out an agenda for the reform of German archeology.33 
with kossinna’s school and its focus on indigenous prehistory, a di-
vide had been created between east German archeology and the tra-
ditional west and South German schools whose main concern was the 
archeology of roman Germany and the classical world. The arche-
ological institute of the German reich (archäologisches institut des 
Deutschen reiches) was led by Theodor wiegand, held by reinerth to 
be a supporter of those whom kossinna had dismissively dubbed the 
“romelings,” and in the form of the roman Germany commission 
(römisch–Germanische kommission, rGk) of the institute, the west 
and South German archeologists had an umbrella organization that 
reinerth saw as an institutional barrier to continuing on kossinna’s 
struggle against the archeology of ex Oriente lux. reinerth denounced 
the rGk in his Tübingen speech and was later rebuked by his own 
university for the intemperate and personalizing manner of his attack. 
reinerth wanted a new archeology in nazi Germany, one that admit-
ted the centralism of race and ethnic identity, that eschewed the inter-
nationalism represented by the rGk, and focused instead on matters 
such as aryan origins, völkisch continuity and the Germanic proprietor-
ship over eastern europe.34

it was perhaps predictable, then, that when the reich institute for 
German Prehistory was first established in 1934, west and South Ger-
man archeologists refused to be drawn into it. wiegand had managed 
to get hitler to stop it being instituted as an official organ of the Party 
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and many of his contemporaries ignored reinerth’s attempts to build 
up a coordinating Party umbrella for all German prehistorical organi-
zations: curatorial, academic and even at the level of the popular anti-
quarian societies. The Gleichschaltung that had been applied to most of 
the other professional and labor organizations was only partially suc-
cessful in German archeological circles. reinerth did succeed in en-
rolling the kossinna-founded Society for German Prehistory (Gesell-
schaft für deutsche Vorgeschichte) and the east German members of 
the federation of German historical and antiquarian Societies (Gesa-
mtverein der deutschen Geschichts- und altertumsvereine) split from 
the parent umbrella organization in order to join his reich federation. 
The amt rosenberg also sponsored several large conferences (or rather 
rallies) on German prehistory or what rosenberg called the “old Tes-
tament of the German people.”35 Yet despite his active campaigning 
against the rGk and its half-Jewish leader Gerhard Bersu, the person-
al animosity many prehistorians felt for reinerth served to institution-
alize the split that kossinna had inaugurated in German archeological 
circles in the form of the settlement school-dominated reich institute 
for German Prehistory.36

in terms of Germanic studies of a philological nature, howev-
er, the prize recruit of the amt rosenberg was Bernhard kummer, 
a young nordicist at leipzig and later Berlin and Jena. heusler had 
become less and less enthused by national Socialism after 1933. for 
a younger generation of scholars, however, the new regime afforded 
new possibilities. with Rassen-Günther and his stress on the nordic, 
antiquity had taken on a larger significance in racialist thinking, and 
for some völkisch thought had become nordic thought. Many of the 
nordicists of the time had quickly become enamoured of the racialist 
imperative, and the blurring between the nordic type and old norse 
studies was to lead to the development of a new radicalism in norse 
philological circles.

nevertheless, kummer began his studies as a more traditional, 
philologically focused scholar. he was a student of eugen Mogk and 
had graduated with a dissertation on “Midgards Decline” (“Midgards 
Untergang”). Midgard is the old norse description for the world of 
men and reviewers of his work were aware of the obvious connection 
between kummer’s vision and that painted by oswald Spengler in his 
1923 neoconservative classic The Decline of the West.37 kummer’s dis-
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sertation went through several published editions and in the spirit of 
Grønbech’s Culture of the Teutons is a recreation of what a superlative 
expression of the old Germanic Geist old nordic society was (and what 
a tragedy it was that it had been destroyed by the christian missionar-
ies too). it is so steeped in fantasy and overvaluation of the positive 
aspects of nordic religion and culture, however, that it is of little use 
today as a serious work. a similarly culturally pessimistic approach is 
to be found in the works of heusler, but the Swiss master had no time 
for the young upstart, deriding kummer in his letters as the “Beküm-
merer” (the worrier).38 he seemed to know how to play the political 
game, however, and there were fears in the academic community that 
kummer’s prestige in Party circles would lead to his gaining a senior 
chair. kummer had joined the nazi Party and Sa in 1928, and al-
though he let his membership lapse upon winning a government sti-
pend the next year, had already been noted by that time as a supporter 
of the right kind of scholarship in rosenberg’s kampfbund. By 1936 
he had even won a position at the University of Jena where he gave lec-
tures on the new version of nordic studies he was developing.39 Yet he 
fell afoul of the SS in 1937 when he publicly ridiculed the editor of the 
SS’s main antiquarian journal and his critique of kummer’s interpreta-
tion of nordic paganism.40 kummer’s mistake, apparently, had been 
to ignore the contention of otto höfler that the old norse themes and 
expressions of violence and destruction which kummer had attributed 
to the decline of pagan nordic society, were in fact to be celebrated as 
essential (and eternal) features of the Germanic Volksgeist. kummer’s 
criticism of his SS counterparts subsequently saw him forced to resign 
as editor of his own journal, Nordische Stimmen (Nordic Voices), to offer 
a public and grovelling retraction, and his influence declined dramati-
cally thereafter.41 

kummer had been a regular contributor to völkisch antiquarian 
journals since at least the late 1920s and was editor for much of the 
30s not just of Nordische Stimmen, but also of its monograph series, 
Reden und Aufsätze zur nordischen Gedanke (Speeches and Essays on the 
Nordic Ideal).42 he sought to explain the Viking past terms of völkisch 
ideology and influenced the popular image of Viking culture through 
publications financed by the amt rosenberg as well as other völkisch 
sources. his influence can clearly be seen in Germanic Storm Tide (Ger-
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manische Sturmflut), a collection of Viking tales from 1943 written as 
an introduction to nordic antiquity for school children.43 it also seems 
to have provoked other young nordicists such as hans kuhn who sim-
ilarly began to promote themselves at the time by producing essays for 
a völkisch audience.44 with kummer, for a time the amt rosenberg 
was the Party organization with the most influence over the teaching 
and research of old norse studies in the Third reich.

apart from the amt rosenberg, the Party developed other histori-
cal institutes within the Po over the years. walter frank, a modern 
historian who had been aligned to hitlerite circles since the early 20s, 
was rewarded with his own reich institute for the history of the new 
Germany (reichsinstitut für die Geschichte des neuen Deutschlands) 
in 1935. But in the mid-1930s the amt rosenberg, headed as it was by 
the Party’s leading ideologue, was clearly the most influential and im-
portant. frank’s institute was mainly patronized by rudolf hess, the 
leader of the Po and the führer’s nominated successor. höfler became 
involved with frank’s institute at the time and took part in a number 
of historical conferences patronized by frank, including at least one 
of the infamous researches into the Jewish Question (Forschungen zur 
Judenfrage) conferences.45 he also gained backing from the reich in-
stitute for a translation of Grønbech’s now seminal Culture of the Teu-
tons.46 Yet frank’s organization was more closely wedded to the history 
profession proper, not to the broader historical studies of archeology, 
philology and Volkskunde.

Unlike with frank’s organization, in archeology the amt rosen-
berg once again shared an area of abiding interest with another arm of 
the Party. This time, however, the main duty of this partner was not a 
cultural–political one, but a grimmer responsibility altogether. in ar-
cheology, rosenberg’s interests intersected with those of himmler, the 
state police chief and leader of hitler’s bodyguard. as the regime came 
more and more to rely upon arbitrary force and with the emasculation 
of the Sa after the night of the long knives in 1934, the SS began to 
assume ever more power within the national Socialist state. in a mir-
ror to the power shift within nazi Germany at large, the SS’s own his-
torical-cultural division soon threatened to eclipse both frank’s reich 
institute and the amt rosenberg as the principal center for historical 
studies in the Third reich.
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blaCk germanism

himmler held history to be a central concern and one that could serve 
great national purposes. reflecting on the restoration of the tomb of 
the medieval German emperor henry i at Quedlingberg cathedral he 
announced in 1936:47

a people lives happily in the present and the future so long as it recognizes 
its past and the greatness of its ancestors. for centuries we Germans have 
forgotten not only our thousands of years old, ancient past, but also the 
great ancestors and leader figures of the last ten centuries.

in a survey of the role of the SS from 1937, himmler explained his in-
terest in archeology in terms of propaganda:48

The race and resettlement office [ruSha] is, for all practical purposes, 
the scientific agency in charge of matters relating to excavations, and pre-
historic things—with which we are very much involved. we are also actively 
participating in excavations, such as those in east Prussia ... The enemy on 
the other side of the border is forever contending that this land in the east is 
Slavic and therefore rightly belongs to them. consequently they are engaged 
in excavations on the other side of the German border, in the east, but are 
only digging in the Slavic strata. But when they come across a Germanic 
layer they simply fill in the cavity and state: there is only Slavic material 
here ... our task, scientifically and ideologically viewed, must be to investi-
gate these things, not to falsify ... These things interest us because they are 
of greatest importance in the ideological and political battle ... we want to 
make it clear to our men, and to the German people, that we do not have 
a past of only roughly 1,000 years, that we were not a barbaric people that 
had no culture of its own, but had to acquire it from others. we want to 
make our people proud again of our history. we want to make it clear that 
Germany is more eternal than rome, which is only 2,000 years old!

in a sense these words are a victory speech for a struggle between the 
amt rosenberg and himmler that had begun in 1934. himmler’s de-
scription of rome as only 2,000 years old and his rejection of the no-
tion that the ancient Germans were barbarians clearly show the influ-



1��National Socialism and Antiquity

ence of völkisch archeology on the thinking of the reichsführer-SS. his 
comments about Slavic strata are also mirrored in polemics by some 
nazi archeologists and seem to have their ultimate origin in the vocif-
erous reaction of kossinna and his pupils to the works of the Polish ar-
cheologist (and former student of kossinna’s) Józef kostrzewski.49 Yet 
apart from sharing a crass Slavophobia, it is not clear that himmler 
actually understood the approach of the kossinna school as such, as 
a rejection of ex Oriente lux and an overvaluing of the cultural achieve-
ments of the ancient Germans are also to be found in the works of 
völkisch popularizers.

himmler’s introduction to Germanic antiquity was in the works 
of popularizers and novelists such as felix Dahn.50 he also favored the 
approach of the völkisch antiquarian fringe and not always one that val-
ued the trappings of scholarship as much as had even wilser. Unlike 
in the amt rosenberg, the focus of the researchers in the SS usually 
merely mirrored himmler’s own personal interests. The reichsfüh-
rer-SS even hired an obscurantist to work in the ruSha to help the 
SS with historical matters. Such a step might seem to be at odds with 
the eventual enrollment of serious academics within the SS. But the 
SS approach to antiquity was always rather Janus-like, much as was 
its leader. rosenberg saw his mission to capture academics in terms of 
education policy and an ideological competence built up from study. 
himmler’s approach, however, was instinctive and dilettantish, and in 
terms of antiquarian study, one derived directly from the völkisch tradi-
tion, at least as much listian as it was academic in origin. The institu-
tionalization of the antiquarian activities of the SS within the ahnen-
erbe, then, was well suited in terms of symbolism when herman wirth, 
the academic-obscurantist founder of Sinnbildforschung, was made its 
first president in July 1935.

Yet already in 1933 a number of academic archeologists had been 
attracted into the SS. archeologists such as alexander langsdorff, Ju-
lius andrée and herbert Jankuhn established ad hoc connections with 
the SS that usually involved the help of himmler’s men in fieldwork. 
The results of archeological fieldwork have always seemed to attract 
more interest among the general public than its more philological 
counterpart and the national Socialists certainly put effort into ensur-
ing that the results of nazi archeology were readily accessible in the 
form of regular SS archeological exhibitions.51
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langsdorff seems to have been the seminal figure in the institu-
tionalizing of the SS involvement in archeology. a war hero, “Sandro” 
langsdorff was a longstanding nazi—he had been present at the failed 
nazi beer-hall putsch in 1923 and had joined the SS in 1933. oddly 
enough, though, his fame as an archeologist was due to his work with 
his Jewish doctoral supervisor, Paul Jacobsthal, at the University of 
Marburg. after joining the Berlin Prehistorical Museum (Museum für 
Vor- und frühgeschichte), langsdorff won himmler’s support for a 
dig outside cologne in 1935 and soon found himself acting as a nazi 
foreign-affairs specialist as well as an SS propagandist.52 The involve-
ment of the SS in fieldwork would inevitably lead to friction between 
the initially ad hoc SS responses to requests from men like langsdorff 
and Jankuhn, however, and the plans of reinerth and his reich fed-
eration. The official establishment of the reich federation for Ger-
man Prehistory had finally been agreed to by hitler in mid-1936. But, 
somewhat perversely, after wiegand’s death at the end of 1936 (and 
the dismissal and flight to england of the rGk’s Bersu), the savior of 
west German archeology turned out to be the SS. himmler’s arche-
ologists were unable to apply the same sort of pressure as had been 
used on kummer. So they at first worked instead to undermine the 
legitimacy of reinerth’s organization through influence with the edu-
cation Ministry (reichs erziehungsministerium) and the German re-
search council (Deutsche forschungs gemeinschaft, DfG). it was 
not until 1938 that SS archeological fieldwork was brought under the 
control of one body, but reinerth’s standing was rapidly undermined 
nonetheless. in the mid-1930s Baeumler, now the head of the univer-
sities section of the amt rosenberg, had mooted the creation a hohe 
Schule, a nazi School of advanced Studies or Party university. Yet 
by the 1940s when plans for the hohe Schule were made official by a 
decree of hitler, it was Jankuhn, since 1939 in charge of SS fieldwork, 
who was slated by rosenberg’s people to fill the post of professor of 
nazi archeology.53

west German archeology became an SS protectorate. langsdorff 
and others produced regular fieldwork reports for the SS’s antiquar-
ian journals.54 in fact himmler had come to the tomb of henry i at 
Quedlingberg after an SS-sponsored excavation had led to its restora-
tion. There were SS-sponsored archeological sites all over the country 
and although the amt rosenberg might have had some control over 
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curatorial and theoretical studies, the SS was literally at the cutting 
edge. Jankuhn, later to become one of the foremost archeologists of 
the frG, received considerable financial backing from the SS for his 
excavations and then publication of the findings from the Viking age 
settlement at haithabu (hedeby), in Schleswig-holstein and occupied 
Denmark in 1938–40. SS-Sturmbannführer Jankuhn even led a special 
group (SS-Sonderkommando) in occupied russia from 1941–44 whose 
remit was to safeguard any Germanic antiquities that might fall into 
their hands. During the war, Jankuhn acted as himmler’s archeological 
Girl friday, travelling all over the nazi empire, chasing up curatorial 
details for his master and supervising digs in northern france as well 
as occupied Scandinavia and the Ukraine.55 langsdorff also became in-
volved in imperial German archeology and antiquities looting, his last 
publication being a 1945 guide to the protected ancient monuments in 
the part of italy that was (more-or-less) still under German control.56 
Despite rosenberg’s status as Party expert on eastern matters and his 
eventual installment as minister responsible for the occupied eastern 
territories, the amt rosenberg only participated in a limited manner in 
the pillaging of archeological collections in the occupied east. instead 
it was SS archeologists such as langsdorff, Jankuhn and (in Poland) 
Peter Paulsen57 who led the cultural looting that represents the nadir of 
professional German archeology.

none of the numerous archeological digs of the ahnenerbe inves-
tigated romano-German sites and himmler made quite clear that the 
purpose of SS archeology was unabashedly nationalistic. as Jankuhn had 
reported to his ahnenerbe masters from the Ukraine in May, 1941:58

… we have already discovered important graves from the region about 
kiev which shed new light on the question of the southeastern relations 
of the Vikings … But given the circumstances it seems to me that the pos-
sibility of making more important archeological contributions to the study 
of the Gothic realm from Southern russia is at hand. Besides, the region 
is also of the greatest importance for the indo-europeanizing of the South 
east during the Stone age.

SS archeology was Germanic (and even indo-Germanic) through and 
through, and in the tradition of kossinna, had no time for other pre-
histories.
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The general support of archeology in the Third reich is repre-
sented most obviously by the eight new chairs in German archeolo-
gy and two research institutes for prehistory (in Bonn and cologne), 
along with a number of new prehistorical museums that were estab-
lished after 1933.59 To symbolize the victory of the approach of the 
kossinna school, the museum for romano-German antiquities in 
Mainz was even rechristened as a center for the pre- and protohistory 
of Germany (Zentral Museum für Deutsche Vor- und frühgeschich-
te). The rGk had become increasingly Germanophile since the 1920s. 
Yet the struggle between the reinerth-led eastern archeology and the 
SS-aligned professors raised in the better-established western tradition 
maintained the fundamental split between the settlement school and 
the “romelings.” There were denunciations of their elders by ambi-
tious young western archeologists.60 But as the SS remained focused 
on the assembling of antiquities rather than their analysis, the national 
Socialist coordination of German archeology remained fragmented. it 
was certainly not controlled in terms of ideology. Jankuhn could even 
criticize kossinna in his publications, but still argue like a kossinnist in 
cause and effect.61 in this atmosphere, in 1940 the former kossinnist, 
ernst wahle, launched an attack on the settlement school in an address 
to the heidelberg academy of Sciences.62 wahle’s attack would lead to 
the intellectual dissolution of kossinna’s settlement theory well before 
the German military disaster at Stalingrad marked the beginning of the 
end for hitler’s Germany.

Somewhat in the manner of rosenberg’s Nationalsozialistische 
Monatshefte and the journals run by reinerth and kummer, the SS 
developed a range of publication interests, from the journalistic Das 
Schwarze Korps (The Black Corps) to the more serious SS-Leithefte (SS 
Lead-issues).63 from the mid-30s, the SS also began to take control of 
other journals, much as it later would incorporate research groups not 
otherwise closely aligned to another organ of the Party. SS scholarship 
was a mixture of irrationality, propagandizing and cannibalizing—in this 
sense very much in line with the character of the reichsführer-SS—and 
thus proved to be a much more dynamic instrument for the nazifica-
tion of antiquarian discourse than any other expression of the Party.

Moreover, as himmler understood it, nazi antiquarian study was 
also hampered by the inaccessibility of many of the sources. in a plan 
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for “The reconstruction and Tapping of the Germanic inheritance” 
from 1937 (and a mooted 50-volume edition of the sources essential 
to the study of Germanic antiquity), himmler’s office set out clear in-
structions that the first requirement was the “collection and editing 
of all as yet unheard of scattered sources,” whether philological or ar-
cheological.64 höfler’s name was mooted in connection with the plan 
although it was the historian karl a. eckhardt who received money to 
set up a German law institute (Deutschrechtliche institut) at the Uni-
versity of Bonn in the hope of fulfilling at least part of this task. Yet the 
project was never realized or even planned out properly in SS circles. a 
plan to produce an encyclopedia of Germanic antiquity along the lines 
of the classical studies encyclopedia of august friedrich Pauly similarly 
never developed beyond the planning stage.65 a nazi equivalent of the 
Monumenta Germaniae historica had even been founded in the form of a 
reich institute for older German historical Studies (reichsinstitut für 
ältere deutsche Geschichtskunde). it was instituted instead by the edu-
cation Ministry, however, and remained outside the control of the SS. 
even still, the nazi Monumenta never progressed much further than the 
planning phase.66

although himmler aimed ultimately to capture all antiquar-
ian scholarship within the SS, rosenberg had hitler’s backing when 
it came to nazi education policy. The SS-ahnenerbe was established 
amid a series of battles among the various national Socialist institu-
tions that had responsibility for areas which touched upon antiquar-
ian studies. while rosenberg’s kampfbund represented the first such 
body, its institutional successor in terms of nazi schooling policy was 
often at the losing end of the institutional power struggles that typi-
fied government in the Third reich. academics who ended up on 
the wrong side of one of these battles could be marginalized within 
academia, especially if they had not yet been able to find themselves 
a tenured position. others recognized this state of affairs, however, as 
one that they could exploit. a connection with the right nazi institu-
tion could win one all sorts of aid that perhaps would otherwise be 
unavailable. nevertheless, the pressure to conform to the ideological 
premises of leading Party officials was limited. The example of Ger-
man archeology shows that it was not always mandatory for a scholar 
to toe any particular ideological line. Senior Party officials did not al-
ways share the need for scholarship to conform to ideological niceties 
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if they were not directly interested in the theoretical developments of 
the discipline so concerned. although the totalitarian environment re-
quired certain cosmetic changes, some form of ideological resistance 
was certainly possible as wahle so clearly showed in his public attack 
on kossinna’s methodological excesses at heidelberg in 1940. an ap-
proach such as that of the kossinna school may have been favored by 
Party ideologues, but it did not require the experts’ abject intellectual 
submission. There were still places to resist and indeed to hide.
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chaPTer 6. 

intellectual Prehistory

In pietra od in candido foglio,
che nulla ha dentro, et ervi a ch’io voglio!

Michelangelo

in July 1935, amid some fanfare, the ahnenerbe was formally insti-
tuted within the race and resettlement office of the SS. its chief re-
searcher was also proclaimed its first president. he was herman wirth, 
a Dutchman by birth who by that time had achieved renown as the 
founder of a new discipline within Germanic historical and philological 
discourse. The background of this man and his fate are central to the 
understanding of the state and reputation of ideographic studies at the 
time they were to reenter the mainstream of German learning. Yet if 
wirth had come to be so strongly identified with ideographic studies, 
his later fall from favor did not equally mean the end of Sinnbildforsch-
ung. on the contrary, the new field of study grew and grew, staking out 
a place within both völkisch and academic discourse that it was not to 
surrender until 1945.

herman wirth

The same year as Diesterweg’s publishers brought out höfler’s Secret 
Cultic Leagues, they also published a German translation of the seminal 
1927 study of the leading Swedish archeologist oscar almgren.1 his 
Rock Carvings and Cultic Practice (Hällristningar och kultbruch), which in 
this German translation was entitled Nordic Petroglyphs as Religious Doc-
uments (Nordische Felsbilder als religiöse Urkunden), seemed to represent 
an opening up of a new view of the earliest history or indeed prehistory 
of Germanic religion. almgren interpreted the rock carvings as records 
of sun worship among the early Germanic tribes, a notion favored in 
nineteenth-century comparative mythology and which had also been a 
tenet of swastika studies since ludvig Müller’s day. it is in this climate, 
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where the political Germanism of journals such as of Die Sonne and the 
academic mainstream met, that the ideographic studies of wirth first 
appeared. one Swedish critic of the day called him “a Germanic cul-
tural prophet,”2 a contemporary austrian reviewer described his theo-
ries as a kind of radical nationalist gospel,3 and though it is tempting to 
dismiss wirth as a “type of Däniken” (i.e. erich von Däniken of Chari-
ots of the Gods fame)4 or an “ideologue between the ahnenerbe and  
atlantis,”5 he clearly was one of several figures investigating the re-
ligious aspect of prehistory at the time, and his contribution and its  
reception in the academic community can only be fairly viewed in the 
light of the findings of almgren and others, many of whom were re-
spected and senior scholars.

Born in Utrecht, holland in 1885, herman felix wirth was the 
son of a Bavarian academic, a Germanist, and his Dutch wife of west 
frisian extraction. rather short (164 cm or 5’ 5½”), the blue-eyed, 
blond-haired and quite handsome wirth was usually described by those 
who knew him as genial, affable and even charismatic. in keeping with 
his father’s example, wirth had begun an academic career with a posi-
tion as an adjunct or junior lecturer at the University of Berlin where 
he gave courses in Dutch philology from 1910. The topic of his doc-
toral dissertation On the Decline of the Dutch Folk Song (Der Untergang 
des niederländischen Volksliedes) reflected his brief career as a composer 
of some note, though; after studying under the musicologist hugo rie-
mann in leipzig and the folklorist John Meier at Basel, his dissertation 
was submitted to the University of Basel in 1910 as a work of folkloric 
study and was published in holland in 1911.6 Specializing at first as 
a musicologist rather than a philologist or folklorist, wirth produced 
three more works on the subject of the Dutch musical tradition, in 
1912 and 1920 in Dutch and in 1916 in German. Moreover, as well as 
planning more publications, he had also founded an orchestral group 
in 1909 dedicated to performing early Dutch works and continued to 
produce original music of his own.7 Yet with the outbreak of world 
war i, wirth volunteered for service in the German army; still a Dutch 
citizen, his role was first restricted only to military transport. he soon 
found himself near the front, however, serving as a press liaison (cen-
sor) for the German 4th army at Ghent—one of his works on Dutch 
music and a pamphlet for a “religious concert” was published there 
at the time of the German-sponsored flemification of the university.8 
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furthermore, in the winter of 1914–15 he had also become involved 
with the “Young flemings” (Jonge Vlaanderen), one of the German-
sponsored flemish groups fighting against (francophone) walloon 
domination in the name of a Greater netherlands.

Despite his taking out German citizenship in 1915, while on leave 
recovering from a spate of typhoid fever he was released from service 
in the middle of 1916 apparently on suspicion he was getting too close 
to the flemish groups, although not before reaching officer’s rank 
and earning himself an iron cross (2nd class).9 in the same month 
in which he was released from the army, though, he married a Ger-
man woman, Margarette Schmitt (the daughter of the painter e. Vi-
tal Schmitt). Moreover, he had also found time to have an edition of 
old German war songs published by Diederichs’s publishing house and 
produced two German-language works on flemish culture and lan-
guage respectively that had appeared by 1916, no doubt due to the 
success of a Dutch language guide for Germans he had produced three 
years earlier.10 he further went on to found the German–flemish Soci-
ety (Deutsch–flämisch Gesellschaft) in Berlin in March 1917, express-
ing his “Greater Germanic” pan-Germanism in print in the Society’s 
journal Vlamenland (Fleming-Land) that year.11 in December 1916 the 
emperor had granted the honorary title professor to all foreigners with 
teaching posts in Germany who had elected to become German citi-
zens, making him Professor wirth, but without granting him the right 
to hold an actual professorship. Yet at the end of the war, wirth fled 
Belgium where he had found himself a position at the Brussels con-
servatory (although it is not clear whether he was a lecturer there or, 
as the Belgian education Ministry records were claimed to show by 
one of his detractors in 1935, merely an assistant librarian).12 he did 
not flee for the new German republic of the Socialists, however, but 
for holland instead where he sought work as a high school teacher. By 
1919 he had settled in the town of Baarn, less than 20 km northeast of 
Utrecht.

it is evident that wirth had already become influenced by völkisch 
thought by the time he left holland for the last time. a play from his 
student days has survived (one which he was proud enough to rework 
and translate into German in 1933) that stresses nietzschean themes 
such as rebirth of the spirit.13 a letter from 1919 has also survived that 
he wrote to his former colleague kossinna where he speaks of his aim 
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to found a Landesgruppe (rural group) in which he would continue 
“their” mission to revive the Germanic spirit, this time on Dutch soil.14 
This project culminated later that year with the formation of an orga-
nization akin to one of the German Youth Movement groups called 
the “rural league of Germanic Migratory Birds” (landsbond der Di-
etsche Trekvogels15—its description Dietsch is a native and decidedly 
political equivalent of Germaansch ‘Germanic’).16 he was soon exposed 
as a former German collaborator, however, and his organization col-
lapsed in 1922. nevertheless, it was in 1921 while the landsbond was 
still active that wirth seems first to have begun the studies that would 
lead to his later success. his time in Baarn had not proved as fulfilling 
as he had hoped, however—he later blamed his failures in holland on 
Germanophobia and Jewish interests. instead he put plans in motion 
to return to Germany, first sending his wife and children to Marburg 
in 1922. wirth later claimed he saw that a truly netherlandic Geist had 
been surrendered and that the Germanic values lost in holland were 
better preserved in Germany. Therefore, a year after his return to Ger-
many in 1924, he decided to throw in his lot with the movement for 
renewal of Germanic values on German soil. in august 1925 wirth 
became a member of the nazi Party.17

although he kept up his membership for only one year, by this 
time wirth’s philological interests had become dominated by a völkisch 
approach. he probably left the Party in 1926 fearing his membership 
might affect his reputation; after the nazi accession to power wirth ex-
plained that he had come to see his mission in pedagogy not agitation 
at the time—he felt he could spread his message among the Marxist-
influenced masses better by remaining outside the Party, a decision for 
which he claimed he had hitler’s support.18 at any rate, from 1924 he 
had begun to cultivate a circle of disciples of new ideas he was devel-
oping in his philological researches and he soon began to receive finan-
cial aid from a range of wealthy benefactors. These ideas, presented at 
first mostly through lectures, were clearly dominated by a religious or 
philosophical outlook rather than merely historical concerns—a gnosis 
of a recognizably völkisch type. his attempts to rekindle a Germanic 
consciousness in the low countries had been stymied in the aftermath 
of the German loss in the Great war. Yet after a gap in their associa-
tion of some years, Diederichs agreed to publish his “researches on the 
history of the religion, Symbolism and Script of the nordic-atlantic 
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race,” which after some delay appeared as The Emergence of Mankind 
(Der Aufgang der Menschheit) in July 1928.19

even before the publication of this work, some of wirth’s ideas 
had begun to become established in a concrete form. it is clear he had 
been in contact with Diederichs since at least 1925 and wirth con-
tributed an essay on atlantis in a publication celebrating the 30th an-
niversary of the founding of Diederichs’s publishing house in 1926.20 
Moreover, in 1927 plans were first made for the erection of an atlantis 
house (haus atlantis) in Bremen under the initiative of wirth’s prin-
cipal benefactor, the coffee magnate ludwig roselius. The atlantis 
house would serve as a museum and center for the promulgation of 
wirth’s teachings. it was built from 1930–31 in Bremen’s Böttcher-
straße and though destroyed by allied bombing in october 1944, it was 
rebuilt in 1954, and restored and given a new facade in 1963–65. al-
though its postwar restoration is principally due to its striking expres-
sionist architecture and ornament, in the 1930s it served as a meeting 
place for wirth’s devotees.21

it was also in 1928 upon return to Berlin that he founded the her-
man wirth Society (herman-wirth-Gesellschaft), an organization for 
his followers in which they could discuss his bold new ideas on Ger-
manic antiquity and the Germanic spirit. Yet despite his growing rep-
utation, like many who held doctorates at the time wirth could not 
break into German academia, even to reclaim the appointment he had 
lost with the war. nevertheless, the herman wirth Society was pa-
tronized by a number of nazis and leading members of Berlin society. 
a foretaste of his future importance in a hitlerian reich appeared in 
1932 when walter Granzow, the nazi premier (Ministerpräsident) of 
Mecklenburg, realized his plans with the establishment of a research 
institute for intellectual Prehistory (forschungsinstitut für Geiste-
surgeschichte) in Bad Doberan, some 20 km west of rostock.

wirth’s 1928 work proved a sensation upon publication. its im-
portance can be gauged by the number of his contemporaries within 
academia and the public at large who saw fit to comment on it. lit-
erally hundreds of reviews and reactions to it appeared over the next 
few years. in 1929 Diederichs published a selection of them, both criti-
cal and supportive (though clearly with the emphasis on the latter).22 
The interest in wirth’s theories among the public also led a number 
of prehistorians and Germanists under the leadership of fritz wieg-
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ers (himself a member of the Sa) to respond to wirth’s theories in 
1932 in a collection published as Herman Wirth and German Scholarship 
(Herman Wirth und die deutsche Wissenschaft). wirth replied in a brief 
monograph issued by his eponymous society in which he dismissed the 
scholars’ assessments.23 Yet in 1931 he had published a work that pro-
claimed his political affiliation in no uncertain terms: the title of his 
What is German? (Was heißt deutsch?) of that year is a reference to the 
1924 survey What is Völkisch? (Was heißt völkisch?) of Max wundt, a 
professor of philosophy at Jena.24 in fact wirth’s 1931 work is mainly 
a commentary on the meaning of the swastika in the context of Ger-
manic antiquity and was clearly meant as an endorsement of the nazis. 
The following year an article signed by wirth appeared in the Völkisch-
er Beobachter explicitly declaring his support for the hitler movement. 
wirth had found his way back to the nazi Party and less than a year 
after rejoining in May 1933 was granted his old membership number 
from 1925–26 again.25

it is usually averred today that his studies were nonsense and cer-
tainly some of his publications such as his What is German? seem quite 
inane if encountered outside the context of the “intellectual prehistory” 
expounded in his Emergence of Mankind. wirth’s stress on a nordic-at-
lantic race, which he saw as having once inhabited not just northern 
europe, but also north america, even brings the Atlantica fantasy of 
rudbeck to mind. But a number of ariosophists had proposed a similar 
connection between the nordic-aryan race and Plato’s atlantis,26 and 
by wirth’s time a whole body of “atlantid” literature had arisen in Ger-
many—most of it mystical and racialist, but usually of a more considered 
nature than might be assumed from what the picture of atlantis brings to 
mind today.27 nevertheless, given the emphasis of wirth on the symbols 
which also formed the core of some of list’s better-known works and in-
deed his forming an eponymous society just as had list, wirth could well 
be accused of descending purely into ariosophic fantasy.

on the other hand, at the same time as wirth launched his petro-
glyph studies, a similar focus on rock carvings had emerged in Scan-
dinavian scholarship. almgren’s 1927 study Rock Carvings and Cultic 
Practice lists over 100 publications on petroglyphs which appeared 
between 1911 and 1927, and wirth clearly used a number of these 
sources in his researches. Moreover, all investigators of the rock carv-
ings agreed that they were religious in intent and contained several re-
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ligious symbols that recurred over and over again. wirth’s main diver-
gence from the approach of the Scandinavian expert was to link the 
ideographs from the rock carvings with the swastika and the runes, a 
relationship which had first been suggested by Swedish antiquarians 
in the previous centuries and had been taken up by a number of Ger-
man authors after liljegren’s work had been translated into German in 
1848. The theory that the runes had developed from these ideographs 
of the Bronze age also appeared in the well-known works of kossinna 
and wilser. wirth thus seemed to have some basis for his theories in 
a tradition of scholarship. his emphasis on the timeless, spiritual as-
pect of these symbols is clear evidence for the influence of mysticism in 
his thought. Yet there the confluence between ariosophy and wirth’s 
theories ends. although wirth’s Society seems an echo of list’s own 
eponymous group, wirth did not, for example, employ list’s pseudo-
runes that often appeared in the works of amateurs and mystics. nor 
did he indulge in the construction of secret genealogies of pagan ar-
manists, Templars, Masons, rosicrucians and illuminati, or attempt 
to rediscover the swastika in bread and cake or medieval German her-
aldry. wirth clearly was also aware of the distinctions between the vari-
ous traditions of runic use of which list appeared oblivious and clearly 
had a much more empirical approach to matters such as etymology. 
Plainly any mysticism in wirth’s works is his own and not based on 
that of list. of course, many of those who shared his völkisch politics 
recognized the same spiritualism in wirth as they had encountered in 
the Germanic orders and the Thule Society, whose doctrines in part 
went back to list’s books. But these political clubs had had little if 
any lasting influence on academic Germanic studies—the opposite was 
more the case. although wiegers and his colleagues treated wirth’s 
theories as foolishness, it is not too surprising to discover that other 
academics proved less dismissive. in 1932 Gustav neckel, heusler’s 
successor as Professor of old Germanic Philology at the University of 
Berlin gave a speech to the herman wirth Society and later that year 
a group of neckel’s academic colleagues held a discussion of wirth’s 
theories under the leadership of alfred Baeumler, a leading member 
of rosenberg’s kampfbund. The papers were published as What Does 
Herman Wirth Mean for Scholarship? (Was bedeutet Herman Wirth für 
die Wissenschaft?) in the same year as had wiegers’s group.28 although 
many dismissed the more outlandish aspects of wirth’s theories, most 
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contributors praised the scope, pioneering nature and moreover the 
clearly patriotic spirit of his work. Despite all the signs of obscurantism 
evident in his scholarship, wirth had regained an academic audience; 
by the end of 1932 he had been redeemed. his work was so controver-
sial and so stimulating that he was accepted back into the discourse of 
Germanic studies. and in 1933 with the coming to power of his be-
loved national Socialists, he was appointed to a professorship with the 
venia legendi at the University of Berlin.

intelleCtual prehistory

in the introduction to his Emergence of Mankind, wirth makes clear 
that this work was only meant to serve as a foundation for what would 
follow in his as then still to be named sequel. Yet the 1928 work was 
already one of considerable physical size as well as conceptual depth. 
its 632 folio-sized pages (along with a booklet of 12 more tables) pro-
vide a detailed sketch of his intellectual prehistory, carefully divided 
into six sections: an introduction, three sections on the characteristics, 
homeland and migrations of the nordic race, and the two sections 
which comprise the bulk of the work (433 pages), an explanation of 
his prehistoric calendrical system and an outline of the evolution of the 
language and writing of the nordic race by means of an analysis of 
petroglyphs and like symbols.

The mention of the advanced civilization of lost atlantis in con-
nection with his theories is probably the aspect that most gives his 
work the appearance of pseudoscience in the manner of a Von Dän-
iken. wirth traced the origins of the nordic race to the arctic conti-
nent that the respected geologist alfred wegener had argued probably 
existed in primordial times as part of his theory of plate tectonics: i.e. a 
land bridge that would once have existed that linked europe to Green-
land and north america.29 This was wirth’s explanation not only for 
the clustering of petroglyphs and megaliths about the atlantic coast of 
europe, but also for the many parallels he noted between the symbolic 
and indeed spiritual beliefs of the american indians, the eskimos and 
the peoples of northern europe (including, of course, the use of swas-
tikas). The notion of an arctic home of the white race30 fits into a 
German tradition going back not only to the ravings of racial fantasists 
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such as willy Pastor, but more specifically that which Georg Bieden-
kapp had derived from the studies of an indian-nationalist commen-
tary on the Vedas from 1903.31 in fact, an anglophonic writer, ignatius 
Donnelly, had come to a similar conclusion in 1882, in his theory link-
ing atlantis, the aryans and the origin of the alphabet to the evidence 
of Mayan pictograms.32 a number of other German völkisch authors 
had developed this arctic homeland into a well-established tradition, 
one that had even made its way into a speech of hitler’s and one of 
rosenberg’s published works.33 wirth added his ideas on racial mix-
ture and the establishment of the major blood groups to this picture, 
giving his work a feeling of mythopoeic completeness. Yet this was not 
the aspect of his book that attracted the most praise from his academic 
supporters.

The symbolism of atlantis does seem in part to have been in-
tended by wirth as a continuance of a tradition stemming from rud-
beck, the seventeenth-century Gothicist. wilser had praised rudbeck, 
who had connected Jordanes’ tradition that Scandinavia was the va-
gina gentorum (womb of nations) with Plato’s atlantis, as a precursor 
of kossinna’s ex Septentrione lux.34 rudbeck, of course, was ultimately 
the origin of all the atlantid thinking of the time and atlantid thought, 
which stressed the origin of aryan culture in an advanced society inde-
pendent from and superior to that of the ancient near east, was clearly 
another form of rejection of the cultural theory of ex Oriente lux. apart 
from the atlantid fantasy, wirth also specifically employs the imagery 
of the rejection of the ex Oriente on a number of occasions. he even 
tied it more explicitly to a political agenda late in 1933:35

But the foreign spell—the “ex Oriente” that lies upon Volk and country-
side, state and society, upon spiritual-intellectual as well as economic 
life—it is broken forever. That is hitler’s doing!

wirth’s nordic-arctic atlantic homeland represented the ultimate un-
blemished völkisch fantasy, a Germanic eden, racially, culturally and 
spiritually free from foreign pollution. he even describes it as a ver-
dant, unspoiled paradise, reasoning like other supporters of the at-
lantid vision that the wandering of the north Pole over the millennia 
would at one stage have meant that this homeland enjoyed a much 
milder climate. The old norse tradition of fimbulvetr (the 1,000 year 
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winter) and several other legendary long winters in Persian, indian and 
american indian belief he assumed were remembrances from the time 
of a great climactic change that eventually forced the ancestors of the 
aryans out of their arctic home.36 Yet it was not his atlantid vision 
that fascinated and concerned his contemporaries the most: it clearly 
only served as a backdrop to his theoretical tour de force.

The thread connecting wirth’s Emergence and later works together 
was his theory of how petroglyphs and similar ideographs on prehis-
torical manufactures had derived and developed until historic times. 
he recounts that this theory dawned on him while visiting Saxon frisia 
shortly after the Great war where he saw familial folk symbols on the 
gables of local farms.37 as a folklorist, although previously mostly inter-
ested in musical tradition, he began to speculate on how such symbols 
developed—what they meant in a cultural or anthropological sense. 
considering other symbols found throughout northern and western 
europe, even including those appearing in the french cave murals of 
the paleolithic, wirth came to hold that all of these graphic expres-
sions were linked in their purpose and ultimately even their origin. 
These symbols, which he saw as “spiritual-intellectual” (geistig-seelisch) 
expressions of the nordic-atlantic race, could, he believed, be traced 
back ultimately to the representation of cosmic periods which he theo-
rized would have been of especial significance to a hyperborean people: 
the day, the year, the seasons. The greatest and presumably earliest 
of these symbols he connected with a monotheism of the “God of the 
Year” (Jahr Gottes) or “Paternal God” (Gott-Vater) which over time 
had also come to develop cults of the “Son of God” (Gottessohn) and 
“Great Mother” or “Mother earth” (Allmutter, Mutter Erde). The lat-
ter of course also implied a level of prehistorical matriarchy, or rather 
as several nineteenth-century works had stressed, matrilinearity. The 
symbols, he decided, were in origin a set of religious logograms rep-
resenting the fundamental references of the solar calendar and these 
three divinities. his description of them in 1931 as “a cosmic-calen-
drical hieroglyphic system” illustrates well his tendency to lapse into 
mumbo-jumbo, one that was common in völkisch literature of the 
time.38 nonetheless, as the Germanic peoples had developed a pan-
theon of figures out of the original monotheism of the God of the Year, 
the symbols had concomitantly developed from calendrical symbols 
into ideographs representing all facets of religious life. in 1924 in an 
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article in kossinna’s journal Mannus, ferdinand Bork (a swastika theo-
rist who was later one of wirth’s leading detractors) had linked the 
names of the runes to a native expression of cosmological principles. in 
1928 wirth went further still.39

espousing an anti-modern, anti-capitalist disdain for the Mam-
monism of his own age, he thought to recognize a spirituality or gnosis 
expressed ideographically in the great repertoire of prehistoric symbols, 
one that had once imbued the entire nordic race. The primitivism of 
this expression was not an indication of spiritual poverty, though: after 
all, as wirth pointed out, christianity was not a product of the roman 
empire, but of a group of comparatively primitive Galileans whose re-
ligion was eventually to conquer all of rome.40 Yet though he stressed 
the need to treasure the cultural expression of all peoples, even those 
of the australian aborigines (who had for centuries been portrayed 
as the most degenerate of races in anthropological literature), it was 
this primitive spirituality which he saw that if recovered and accepted 
again, would lead to an awakening and rebirth of the nordic-atlan-
tic race.41 it was clearly this mystical aspect to his work that appealed 
to his publisher, as a spiritual renewal of Germany was the mission of 
Diederichs’s new romanticism. it also attracted the attention (or rath-
er scorn) of some Protestant theologians.42 The potential for renewal 
of the nordic race was bound to appeal to the more actively politically 
völkisch, especially those like himmler who had always accepted an 
overtly mystical brand of nationalism. in this sense, wirth was a lead-
ing proponent of what Jost hermand calls the “swastika movement.”43 
in fact, granted that the swastika was one of the symbols with which 
wirth was concerned, his Sinnbildforschung might be regarded as the 
most developed theory of swastika mysticism, the German mythology 
of blood and race.

of course wirth’s theories ran counter to what over the preced-
ing few decades had come to be the accepted view of alphabet history. 
wirth was critical of “working hypotheses” that he claimed had been 
accepted as fact rather than mere assertion. after all, the notion worked 
out essentially by Sir flinders Petrie that all alphabetic scripts went 
back to the north Semitic consonantal script and thence back to egyp-
tian hieroglyphs still had several flaws.44 for example, the gap between 
the eleventh-century Semitic script from which the Greek alphabet is 
held to have sprung and the earliest attestation of the Greek alphabet 
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represents some 300 years.45 wirth instead opted for a development of 
ideographic symbols in the northwest (already in this sense serving as 
hieroglyphs, i.e. “priestly language”) to syllabary and eventually to an 
alphabet proper. he also theorized that egyptian, Sumerian and Se-
mitic writing were all derived from the same nordic proto-script. not 
only does this scheme reverse ex Oriente to ex Septentrione, it clearly 
follows the theory first expounded by several nineteenth-century anti-
quarians that the Germanic runes were a reflection of the most ancient 
of all scripts and had developed directly out of nordic or indo-euro-
pean symbols such as the fulmen and swastika. wirth even finishes his 
Emergence with a consideration of the runes. in fact by this stage of the 
work it becomes clear that most of his theories are underpinned by dif-
ferent uses of the runic script.

The evidence of runic use that he proposes as supportive of his 
theory is slight, but not entirely specious. of the european writing sys-
tems only the irish ogham characters (often misleadingly called the 
Druidic runes) and those of the old Germanic alphabet had meaning-
ful names. The names of the runes also seem to represent religious and 
cosmic-calendrical notions: there are runes for ‘man,’ ‘god,’ ‘year,’ 
‘day’ and ‘sun’ among others. There are even calendrical runes record-
ed in some Scandinavian manuscripts, though it is usually recognized 
today that this calendrical usage is quite late.46 wirth was also aware 
that not only were the frisian gable markings often compared with 
runes, but that the frisians at one stage had a lively runic tradition 
of their own. in fact medieval German hallmarks had been included 
specifically in the Urschrift theory by Müllenhoff and losch, citing the 
classic nineteenth-century surveys of German hallmarks by andreas 
Michelsen and carl homeyer.47 wirth’s Sinnbildforschung in this re-
spect seems a logical outgrowth of the Urschrift tradition that wilser 
had done so much to promote mixed, of course, with some elements of 
the swastika mania that culminated most ridiculously in 1931 in erwin 
richter’s swastika dance. wirth’s scholarship was poor, but this was 
true of most of the alphabet history that had emerged in anthropologi-
cal and archeological discourse since the nineteenth century. in fact 
his tying of the Urschrift theory into a form of racial mysticism can only 
be judged a success given the response to the Emergence of Mankind 
among his contemporaries.
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Yet the religious characters and concepts that wirth transliterat-
ed out of both ancient and medieval sources seemed to have a life of 
their own. Deities from diverse origins such as norse freya and Greek 
hera are conflated with Mother earth, and the names and functions 
apportioned to the earliest ideographs wander, expand and merge with 
those of runes. he had even descended into the etymological games 
common in eighteenth-century philology and held dear by many of 
the ariosophists (most ridiculously by list), deriving, for example, the 
name of the old norse deity Baldr (Balder) from that of the Greek 
god apollo.48 Some other linguistic shortcomings, like his etymology of 
the rune-name odal, in fact merely mirrored the mistakes of respected 
nineteenth-century German etymologists, although this was an etymo-
logical tradition already prone to nationalistic distortions.49 his most 
ridiculous play on indo-european linguistics, however, was his conten-
tion that classes of consonants and even the ablaut (vocalic gradation) 
series such as are preserved in english sing sang sung could be linked to 
the periodicization of the prehistorical nordic-aryan calendar.50 even 
his supporters with linguistic training such as neckel recognized these 
flourishes as an amateur “linguistic mysticism.”51 indeed, wirth clearly 
used a German-language work on the Scandinavian rock carvings pub-
lished in the Works of the Primordial Teutons (Werke der Urgermanen) 
series of a publishing house with the rather völkisch name folkwang 
(i.e. the eddic “field of the folk”) that had descended into similar 
grammatical games in 1919. The author, the alternative thinker ernst 
fuhrmann, had taken as his model the sort of etymological fantasies 
indulged in by medieval icelandic scholars. in fact fuhrmann had not-
ed somewhat presciently:52

we have included a short summary of the old grammatical tradition of 
the north, that although it is rejected by most specialists as nonsensical 
today, will be crucially important to the language studies of the future.

These obscurantistic and amateurish tendencies were roundly con-
demned. Yet in other matters many found cause for support. after all, 
wirth’s theories on the development of Germanic religion, although 
expressed rather idiosyncratically, were not too dissimilar to those ac-
cepted by many scholars at the time. wirth himself pointed out that he 
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only considered list an influence “not on scientific particularities, but 
instead in the realm of the intellectual, the spiritual.”53 in fact he was 
happier to cite academics involved in swastika studies such as Monte-
lius and Bork, and the “intellectual-historical prehistory” of kossinna’s 
journal Mannus as his scholarly predecessors.54 wirth’s monotheism en-
capsulated in his “God of the Year” was essentially the same as the sun-
worshipping monotheisms promoted by comparative mythologists and 
swastika scholars (a year god was defined in essence by the solar calen-
dar). his conception of a “Great Mother” was also mostly identical to 
the slightly more developed theory of Johann Jakob Bachofen who in 
the previous century had envisaged a Stone age european matriarchy.55 
a proof for these theories in the form of an analysis of the prehistori-
cal ideographs would clearly have been well received by prehistorians. 
Very few academics accepted wirth’s scheme in its entirety. Yet many 
of the aspects of his Sinnbildforschung very quickly came to permeate the 
writing of his contemporaries. wirth ranged over a broad selection of 
scholarship, employing the findings of history of religion, alphabet his-
tory, archeology, physical anthropology and even geology, and cited the 
opinions of a plethora of experts from Britain, north america, france 
and Scandinavia, as well as the Dutch and German-speaking countries. 
The very breadth of his scholarship seemed to some to demand respect. 
Diederichs claimed: “There is probably no scholar in the entire world 
who has mastered as many disciplines as herman wirth.”56 one of the 
contributors to Baeumler’s volume commented similarly:57

The scope of wirth’s research is so great that for the whole work, i.e. in 
its totality and in all areas drawn upon, no one before has been an expert 
in the strict sense apart from him.

wirth repeated a similar claim in his refutations. in 1929 he proudly 
emphasized:

To date no single public, scientific critique has appeared that has truly 
and objectively tackled the complete complex of my work, in particular 
my method.58

according to wirth, even the critics who had contributed to the wieg-
ers volume only quibbled at the margins of his “cultural-historical syn-
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thesis.”59 his work on “paleo-epigraphy” and “prehistorical religion”60 
seemed to have a conceptual consistency that derived no doubt from 
the decade or more wirth claims was spent in its gestation, and this, 
according to wirth and many of his supporters, was what his critics 
failed to attend to. echoing chamberlain’s reply to criticisms of the 
Foundations, no matter what individual flaws were pointed out wirth 
maintained his approach to Sinnbildforschung was essentially correct. 
evidently, many who read his works were unable to separate what was 
fact from what was merely völkisch fantasy—few could claim to be spe-
cialists in all the areas he covered. Yet for some of those whose spe-
cialization did intersect with wirth’s main area of concern, his ideo-
graphic studies offered the possibility of opening up a new approach to 
the recovery of earlier stages of Germanic gnosis and weltanschauung. 
wiegers claimed wirth’s observations were “false,” his conclusions 
were therefore “wrong” and he dismissed the Emergence as “a poem.”61 
Yet though there were obviously many faults in wirth’s application of 
linguistic or comparative cultural method, his main ideas, the basic 
thrust of his Geistesurgeschichte, still earned the respect of many of his 
contemporaries.

wirth’s 1928 work was groundbreaking in another way too. Ger-
man scholarship on runes was thin and sporadic before the appearance 
of his Emergence, but after 1928 a welter of German runological works 
appeared. königsberg’s wolfgang krause did not produce his first 
monograph on the subject until 1932 and the Handbook of Runic Stud-
ies of the University of Giessen’s helmut arntz from 1934 was the first 
substantial assessment to appear since the German translation of wim-
mer’s originally Danish treatise had appeared in 1887. in fact many 
sections of arntz’s Handbook were prepared in direct response to the 
growing number of theories advanced by those like wirth whom he dis-
misses as fantasists.62 clearly, wirth inspired the rescue of a tradition 
of runic scholarship in Germany that had mostly lapsed since the ap-
pearance of rudolf henning’s German Runic Monuments (Die deutsche 
Runendenk mäler) in 1889.63 he certainly refocused neckel’s attention 
and konstantin reichardt’s runic handbook of 1936 also owes a debt 
to wirth—his reference in his foreword to the criticism that serious 
scholars were too “narrow-minded” is hard to reconcile with the ap-
proach to Germanic antiquity of his late publisher, Diederichs, which 
was anything but reticent or restrained.64 Yet to scholars such as arntz 
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and krause, wirth mostly represented the popular runology of völkisch 
nationalists, of the Germanic orders and the disciples of ariosophy.

whereas list’s brief attempt to have his own research recognized 
in Vienna had ended with his rejection by the imperial academy of 
Sciences, wirth was not treated so dismissively. Some scholars were 
contemptuous of the upstart, yet others instead after reading his work 
seemed to become obsessed with the runes and petroglyphs that 
he had fulminated on. in light of the many eccentricities in wirth’s 
thought, today his hold upon the minds of his followers both within 
academia and without seems almost like that of a guru. it is hard to 
believe that respected and often irascible philologists such as neckel 
could have been at all supportive of wirth’s theories. wirth had en-
capsulated völkisch thought within a world that was a farrago of fact, 
mythology and mysticism. But the obscurantistic aspect of wirth’s 
construction did not seem cause enough for all academics to reject it 
in its entirety. instead it seems to have liberated some of them from 
traditional scholarly reserve. it seems no accident that neckel became 
a proponent of an “Urverwandtschaft” (cognate relationship) between 
the runes and other ancient alphabets by the middle of 1929 (mirror-
ing the similar claim of wilser accepted by wirth). neckel’s acceptance 
of this form of ex Septentrione lux even saw him laud wirth for being a 
“troublemaker” in 1932.65 in fact the next year neckel visited the at-
lantis house in Bremen where he read a paper on the development of 
the runes from pre-runic ideographs to a conference assembled there 
by roselius as the first nordic Thing.66 neckel also saw a connection 
between his own controversial ideas on the role of women in Germanic 
society (which had first been published in 1932) and wirth’s notion of 
the Great Mother.67 in the midst of the development and indeed prom-
ulgation of the notion of Germanicness developed by heusler, wirth’s 
philosophically speculative approach to antiquity for many evidently 
represented a breakthrough of the Germanic spirit. what today appear 
to be eccentric and often woolly notions did not seem so strange given 
kossinna’s ex Septentrione lux, heusler’s Germanicness, helm’s history 
of religion and the emphasis on the religious aspects of the Scandi-
navian rock carvings most intelligently expounded by almgren. The 
central position given to race in wirth’s studies, an aspect that had 
become prevalent in historical works since chamberlain’s time, had 
also become favored in surveys of Germanists such as neckel and the 
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younger Much. To some, a project to uncover a Geistesurgeschichte of 
the nordic-Germanic race seemed to have very real prospects given the 
state and direction of research at the time. Despite criticizing wirth’s 
linguistic understanding as “unconventional” and his intellectual pre-
history as “arbitrary,” in 1930 neckel had claimed wirth was “a co-
pernicus in the widest sense” and had started giving a two-hour lecture 
on “Germanic philology in the context of modern intellectual life” to 
his students at the University of Berlin each semester.68 “who harps 
on about the mistakes of Jacob Grimm?,” remarked Baeumler.69 for 
his supporters, the folklorist eugen fehrle probably summed wirth’s 
importance up best: “Much i cannot judge at all, other parts i reject. 
But one thing is certain: this research is a great challenge to the study 
of religion and Volkskunde.”70 Moreover, as walter wüst, an indo-ira-
nist at the University of Munich, concluded at the end of his review of 
wirth’s Emergence in the Zeitschrift für Missionswissenschaft und Religion-
swissenschaft (Journal of Missionary and Religious Studies) in 1929:71

“Praesens Imperfectum
 Perfectum Futurum”

hubris

Yet perhaps in overconfidence, in 1933 wirth overplayed his hand. 
During the time he had been researching his Sinnbildforschung, he 
had also been wrestling with a work written in a form of the frisian 
language known as the Oera Linda Book. This work which wirth had 
first encountered in 190472 was initially published along with a Dutch 
translation in 1872 and claimed to be the chronicle of a frisian family, 
the over de lindens, dating back to the thirteenth century.73 (oera 
linda, which was transliterated by wirth to Ura linda in German, was 
apparently the original form of their family name.) it had, however, 
almost immediately been revealed as a forgery after its original publica-
tion.74 Philologists had been unearthing medieval German, english and 
Scandinavian literary treasures throughout the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries, but little remained of the early narrative traditions of 
holland and frisia. nonetheless, ever since James MacPherson had 
sought to fill the similar lack of a great Scots Gaelic tradition with his 
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ossian forgeries, like works had turned up periodically throughout eu-
rope, most commonly in regions without outstanding genuine works 
of medieval literature (quite a number, for example, are also known 
from eastern europe). wirth accepted part of the Oera Linda Book as 
genuinely antique, however, and in fact sections of the chronicle seem 
to mirror the direction of the development of his Sinnbildforschung. The 
religion of the authors of the chronicle was monotheistic, embodied in 
the worship of a divinity known as wralda (i.e. ‘the world’), and wirth 
associated the six-spoked wheel symbol so common among the Scan-
dinavian rock carvings with the six-spoked “Yule (winter-solstice) sym-
bol” mentioned in the chronicle as the symbol of wralda. There were 
also clear references to ancient matriarchy and the worship of mother 
goddesses; sections even referred to an ancient frisian connection with 
atlantis (Germanicized in the chronicle as Atland or Altland, i.e. ‘the 
old country’). in late 1933 wirth made the mistake of publishing his 
own German translation of the Oera Linda Book. a backlash immedi-
ately ensued.75

Most of the critics of wirth’s edition of the Oera Linda Book were 
scathing in their reception. krause perhaps summed up best the dis-
dain that many German philologists felt for the work. it was, according 
to krause, simply un-Germanic:76

only one whose approach to true Germanicness is purely academic and 
without instinct is capable of finding in the oera linda chronicle, this 
verbal torrent, rich in moralizing tone, any testament of Germanic tradi-
tion.

linguistic and textual issues aside, many of the scenes from the Oera 
Linda Book did not fit into the notion of Germanicness set out by heu-
sler. The suggestions of matrilinearity in the chronicle were a feature 
that especially upset the masculinist picture of Germanic society ac-
cepted by most Germanists. a stream of negative reviews continued 
into 1935. wirth had accepted that parts of the book were modern—
the manuscript, though apparently in an archaic (uncial) script, was 
even written on machine-made paper. he had instead worked out a 
complicated scheme whereby although the last recension of the chron-
icle was compromised, earlier layers could be rescued from within it, 
some even going back into the pre-christian era. evidence that point-
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ed to forgery was tempered in wirth’s view by the consistency of parts 
of the work with the insights gained in his own research.77 not even 
neckel could support such an interpretation, however, and the nordi-
cist openly suspected that the chronicle had been instrumental in the 
formation of wirth’s Sinnbildforschung. even wirth’s translation ap-
peared merely to have been from Dutch to German, rather than di-
rectly from the archaized frisian pastiche of the manuscript. neckel 
withdrew his support for wirth immediately, although he still refused 
to admit the influence wirth had had in his own thinking:78

wirth’s proclamation that sunken atlantis was the second homeland of 
the ... white race, of their beliefs and the role played by the yearly ro-
tation and the eight and six-spoked wheel, these touch on a substantial 
proportion of the matter of this chronicle; so closely, in fact, that one sus-
pects that they are the source, if not the main source of 1928’s Emergence 
of Mankind.

if i was supportive of wirth to a certain point previously, it was be-
cause the general thrust of his approach appealed to me: his critique of 
the dogma of evolution and of the undervaluing of the cultural achieve-
ments of our unbaptized forebears ... i have nothing to retract from my 
previous statements on the position of women [in old Germanic times] or 
on the question of runic origins, [however].

wirth’s response was to reject all the criticisms and accuse his detrac-
tors of various misdemeanors, from an ivory tower mentality or even 
to hostility to the national Socialist movement. it was clear that much 
of the Oera Linda Book was influenced by eighteenth and nineteenth-
century works and even its language contained anachronistic phrases 
and terms, sinnebild perhaps most notably among them.79 Moreover, 
the section that most palpably affected wirth’s Sinnbildforschung could 
be linked directly with a section from a nineteenth-century work by the 
German folklorist Montanus analyzing festivals where the yuletide fes-
tival is connected with:80

... yule or [the dialectal form] joel means the wheel of time by which one 
makes meaningful the year, old German ar. Similarly, one also under-
stands the festival as the weralt-festival, after [the old high German term] 
weralt, that is ‘duration,’ ‘time,’ and whence comes our word world.



1�� The Science of the Swastika

There is no old German term ar meaning ‘year.’ The term is old 
norse, and is the name of the A-rune of the younger, Viking age 
runes, the norse counterpart of the asterisk-like “six spoked” old 
english j-rune, gear, whose name is cognate to old norse ár. clearly, 
Montanus had indulged in a form of visual folk etymology based on the 
notion that old norse is equivalent to old German. wralda, the six-
spoked yule symbol, frisian monotheism, the calendrical function of 
ideographs—all stem from this unfortunate passage. The author of the 
Oera Linda Book had obviously borrowed heavily from nineteenth-cen-
tury works and occasionally even seemed to show a sense of humor in 
the way he chose and distorted his sources. wirth had been completely 
taken in by the forgery, so deeply in fact that he did not seem aware 
how dependent he had become upon it. The cover of the Emergence of 
Mankind bears a brown and green yuletide tree-and-wreath emblem, 
which, somewhat ironically, symbolizes only too well the importance 
of the identification of the yule-tree with the year-rune and wralda, the 
God of the Year, in wirth’s thought. although in the face of wirth’s 
denials this connection was not pursued by his detractors, considering 
his own admission that his Sinnbildforschung was linked to frisian folk-
lore, the direction of much of wirth’s ideographic study seems to have 
grown out of a misguided faith in the testament of the fraudulent Oera 
Linda Book, the half-baked runology of swastika studies and völkisch al-
phabet history, and the worst aspects of fuhrmann’s 1919 work on the 
Scandinavian rock carvings.

in the blaCk

nonetheless, by 1933 wirth’s situation had been rendered immune to 
the criticism of his peers. Supported by the Party, his position was un-
assailable from critics without influence in the movement. Despite the 
evident opprobrium of many of his colleagues at the University of Ber-
lin, it seemed his battle to reclaim a position in German academia had 
been won. By this time wirth’s exhibitions had also developed into a 
more permanent collection, funded by both his private supporters like 
roselius as well as the state. he managed to win a new home for his 
collection in 1934 and his Bad Doberan “research institute and open-
air Museum for intellectual Prehistory” (which had foundered in 1933 
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because of wirth’s financial profligacy) was transformed that June into 
what he dubbed the “Deutsches ahnenerbe” (German ancestral in-
heritance), the “open-air Show and collection for intellectual Pre-
history and the Study of national Traditions” (freilichtsschau und 
Sammlung für Geistesurgeschichte und Volkstums-kunde).81 in order 
to fund wirth’s appointment, the university administration had used 
the money from the chair of archeology left vacant by the retirement of 
Max ebert, kossinna’s successor, a move that had sent shivers through 
the archeological community. Bolko, Baron von richthofen, a Party 
member, former student of kossinna and the head of the federation of 
German Prehistorians (Vereinigung deutscher Vorgeschichtsforscher), 
had mounted a public campaign against wirth since 1932, which in-
cluded publishing a letter indicating kossinna’s own low opinion of the 
Dutchman and his work.82 Von richthofen even tried to have wirth 
removed from the University of Berlin in 1933 by writing to his con-
tacts within the Party, pointing out that wirth had accepted Jewish 
money in 1929 and had lectured to freemasons in 1932.83 when these 
matters had first been revealed the previous year, von richthofen had 
managed to turn rosenberg against wirth, and the kampfbund and its 
Study-Group for Prehistory obviously had no time for the archeological 
dilettante. But by late 1933 wirth’s backing from other sections of the 
Party was too strong. The university administration finally appointed 
rosenberg’s man hans reinerth as a replacement for ebert and used 
the newly vacated chair in Polish history to fund wirth’s position in-
stead. This stopgap solution at least seems to have satisfied rosenberg 
and the archeological community generally. Despite von richthofen’s 
continuing hostility and the efforts of others within the university to 
have wirth removed, political considerations now evidently outweighed 
any other agendas that could be brought to bear against him.

wirth had not only survived the concerted attacks of von richt-
hofen, in the meantime he had accumulated two more important sup-
porters from national Socialist ranks. from mid-1934, at the same 
time he was playing with the idea of setting up a journal called Urd 
(old norse for ‘fate’) in collaboration with Munich’s wüst, wirth 
made the acquaintance of first Darré and then finally himmler him-
self.84 in May 1935 while an exhibition of wirth’s was receiving ac-
claim in the völkisch press and well aware of the criticism of wirth’s 
oera linda translation, himmler decided to transform wirth’s organi-
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zation into an arm of the Party.85 in July, the Deutsches ahnenerbe, as 
the “learned Society for intellectual Prehistory” (Studiengesellschaft 
für Geistesurgeschichte) was refounded within the SS, and wirth, an 
SS-man since april 1934, was made its president.86 officially now a 
member of the ruSha, he was set up in official premises in the Ber-
lin suburb of Dahlem, and two research associates and two secretaries 
were put at his disposal.

The first section established within the SS-ahnenerbe was devoted 
solely to wirth’s ideographic studies. wirth dubbed the sections “cul-
tivation Posts” (Pflegstätten), a term earlier used to refer to civically 
funded artists’ colonies, and his section was called the Pflegstätte for al-
phabetic and ideographic Studies (Schrift- und Sinnbildkunde). other 
nazi enthusiasts, none of whom at first was an established academic, 
soon also joined the ranks of the ahnenerbe, and the learned society 
of the SS gradually took over responsibility for first the SS periodical 
Nordland and then Germanien, a journal originally founded by a group 
of amateur völkisch antiquarians.87 a number of amateur Germanists, 
prehistorians and others had joined the ahnenerbe by 1936, and a sec-
ond division, for Germanic Studies (Germanenkunde) had been insti-
tuted in Detmold under the leadership of one of the amateurs who had 
founded Germanien.

in the year following the refounding of the ahnenerbe, wirth had final-
ly completed the second volume of the successor to his magnum opus 
of ideographic studies in the form of a work that had dribbled out in 
fascicules since 1931. his Sacred Archaic Alphabet of Humanity (Heilige 
Urschrift der Menschheit) subtitled “Symbol-historical investigations on 
Both Sides of the north atlantic” had been completed after two tours 
to Scandinavia funded by the SS where he had for the first time been 
able to view the rock carvings he had studied for the last decade or 
more at first hand.88 he took photos, made casts and prepared sketch-
es of the carvings which had inspired him, and began to plan further 
publications.89 Some of his designs for works such as a documentary 
film90 and more museum exhibitions came to fruition, but his plans 
for further monographs were never realized. he had announced that 
the sequel to his Sacred Archaic Alphabet would be entitled “odal” and 
had even threatened legal proceedings against the legal historian Jo-
hann von leers who had planned a publication under the same name. 
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already infamous as a leading nazi propagandist, von leers was head 
of the Society for Germanic Prehistory and early history (Gesellschaft 
für Germanische Ur- und frühgeschichte), the successor to the her-
man wirth Society, and the man who had introduced wirth to him-
mler in the first place. Despite signing a contract with the publishers 
koehler and amelang in July 1935, wirth’s manuscript never made 
it to the printers and von leers went on to publish his own study later 
that year despite wirth’s protestations.91

Some members of the ahnenerbe, including the researchers in his 
own division, though, soon came to harbor concerns as to wirth’s use 
of the funds under his control. for example, in May 1936 he had had 
the SS pay so that his brother Phillip and his family could come out 
from the Dutch east indies (indonesia) to visit him in Berlin.92 his 
personal finances were a mess; his requests for more funds neverend-
ing. it was the size of the bills for his two research trips to Scandinavia, 
however, that so shocked the bookkeepers. increasingly wirth seemed 
unable to complete any of his projects; and although himmler had act-
ed to ensure that year that all criticism of the Oera Linda Book would 
stop, even wirth’s occasional contributions to journals such as Ger-
manien had dried up by the end of 1936.93 indeed as other members of 
the ahnenerbe began to research ideographs, it became apparent that 
wirth had not developed his theoretical or methodological approaches 
since 1928—his Sacred Archaic Alphabet had not proven a worthy suc-
cessor to the Emergence. himmler noted in a letter in october 1936 
that wirth suffered from a “lack of discipline,” explaining that he had 
personally tried to reason with wirth “not to go on with politically fool-
ish things that in addition will bring us to financial ruin.”94 hitler had 
attacked the atlantid nordicism of “Böttcherstrasse culture” at the an-
nual Party rally in nuremberg the previous month; thereafter, amid a 
rising tide of criticism from within the ahnenerbe, throughout 1937 
wirth’s independence was slowly undermined.95 he was reduced to 
the role of honorary president in february 1937 (replaced by his friend 
wüst), his status within the structure of the ahnenerbe was changed to 
an honorary one early in 1938, and after more promises of ultimately 
unrealized projects (including another film), finally at the end of the 
year he was edged out of the organization altogether.96 continuing fo-
ment at the University of Berlin also prompted the Ministry of educa-
tion to resolve to find a way to be rid of him. after receiving numerous 
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referees’ reports from his academic fellows, including ambivalent ones 
from Party-aligned scholars like höfler,97 the Ministry began to seek 
out ways to pension off the now quinquagenarian. wirth had returned 
with his Pflegstätte to Marburg in 1937 and the education Ministry 
hoped they had seen the back of him. nonetheless, late in 1939 with 
his other options evidently exhausted, wirth wrote to the education 
Ministry demanding that they make a professorship available to him. 
when it was pointed out to him that he needed to complete a pro-
fessional thesis first, wirth agreed to start on a project entitled “The 
runic calender fragment from fossum.” he duly received a DfG sti-
pend, but by 1940 had abandoned the project.98 inquiries were then 
made at the University of Marburg in the hope of providing him with 
an honorary curatorship as some academics there had written to the 
DfG in support of wirth’s requests for travelling funds. confront-
ed with the possibility of a closer relationship, the academics quickly 
changed their tune, however, and so even the plan to pension wirth 
off in this way came undone.99 By this time wirth had lost contact with 
his wealthier supporters—he had fallen out with roselius in 1936 (who 
had previously always been the most forthcoming with funds) after the 
Third nordic Thing had failed to eventuate100 and roselius had be-
come disillusioned further after hitler’s attack on the atlantis house 
(in fact it was closed down in 1937 and only survived demolition after 
hitler’s architect albert Speer had suggested the Böttcherstraße be pre-
served as a museum of degenerate architecture.)101 in 1942 wirth was 
still promising himmler he would complete an atlas of indo-european 
ideographs and he had managed to set up yet another organization of 
ideograph enthusiasts in Marburg, the “Germanicdom and christen-
dom” association (arbeitsgemeinschaft “Germanentum und christen-
tum”). Under instructions from himmler, the DfG stipend was ex-
tended again and again, the last time after wirth had been forced to 
surrender even his precious collection of moulds and casts, albeit at 
very generous financial terms.102 finally, in 1944 an honorary position 
in Volkskunde was arranged for him at the University of Göttingen; but 
again, his would-be colleagues protested, and the looming German ca-
pitulation meant that he was never able to take up the post.103

wirth had been drawn to völkisch thought in the idealism of his youth. 
like several other nazis, and perhaps mostly in the manner of his fel-
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low myth-maker rosenberg, his marginally German status appears to 
have led to a patriotic overcompensation. Yet he had always been a 
marginal figure, whether as a volunteer in the Great war, as a völkisch 
agitator in holland or in his academic life—and his plans usually fell 
apart all too readily. his translation of the Oera Linda Book had almost 
led to his complete discrediting, but he had been saved at the last min-
ute by Darré and himmler. nevertheless even while he was at the peak 
of his powers, when as president of the learned society of the SS he was 
finally in a position to realize the mission he had written of to kossinna 
so many years before, he failed. But he did not accept his fate.

in his mind wirth rejected his culpability for this state of affairs.  
he had always been caught between worlds—between holland and Ger-
many, between Party and financial opportunity, and between academia 
and the wilderness of the demi-lettré. Time and again he had proved 
both irresolute and profligate with other people’s money: from roselius, 
at Bad Doberan and then in the SS. his written projects were usually 
published well after they had been scheduled—even the Emergence ap-
peared two years later than had originally been advertised. Things had 
just got worse in the SS. he had done more than merely revert to type; 
he had grown too comfortable and too greedy. at first he seems to have 
attempted to blame ill health for his repeated failings. evidently, on top 
of his natural predilection for dithering and overspending, soon the re-
sponsibility as president of the ever-expanding ahnenerbe became too 
much for him. Then once things began to fall apart he fell into a pa-
ralysis of indecision and procrastination. But the charade appears not to 
have ended there. as höfler’s influence had begun to grow in SS circles, 
and especially in light of the kummer affair, wirth tried to claim his dis-
missal from the ahnenerbe was due to his disillusionment with the di-
rection in which the Party was headed. in a letter to himmler from late 
1938 (whose authenticity has been called into question), wirth claimed 
that the new destructive Männerbund ideology of the SS was antipathetic 
to his own more idealistic, creative conception of national Socialism.104 
wirth had identified with kummer and his emphasis on the idyllic as-
pects of old norse religion, although he had obviously not come under 
any hint of sanction at the time. in fact despite the vehemence directed 
at kummer by several SS-aligned academics, himmler seemed more an-
noyed than concerned by the kummer affair.105 nonetheless, for wirth, 
now everything seemed to be höfler’s fault too.
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Yet despite these machinations, unpleasantries and failures, wol-
fram Sievers—who had first worked for wirth at Bad Doberan, but as 
ahnenerbe general secretary had dispatched him from the organiza-
tion—could still indicate his respect for wirth’s intellectual contribu-
tion in a letter in 1943. in response to a query about the fate of wirth 
he replied:106

we owe herman wirth a wealth of seminal stimuli in the area of indo-
european intellectual history. among other things he may be considered 
the founder of what today is the serious science of Sinnbildforschung.

wirth’s Sinnbildforschung was ostensibly based in atlantid fantasies, 
swastika studies, the popular antiquarianism of the völkisch move-
ment and the oera linda forgery. Yet it also reflected in part develop-
ments in German scholarship of the previous decades: most patently 
that of the more radical scholars of antiquity such as kossinna and 
the Muchs, and völkisch popularizers and historical intuiters such as 
wilser. The appearance of his Emergence of Mankind in 1928, despite 
all its amateurish, obscurantist and deliberately ideological trappings 
had an immediate effect on the German understanding of the past, 
especially in runological circles; and despite their protestations, many 
German academics became caught up in the ideas and the spirit of 
wirth’s Sinnbildforschung. it is salutary here to remember that the re-
action which the first impulses of wirth’s achievement produced in 
German antiquarian scholarship predate the coming to power of the 
national Socialists or even the onset of the Great Depression. wirth 
represented the radical fringe of a movement within German and aus-
trian antiquarian scholarship that had already come to impinge upon 
academic antiquarian discourse well before the nazi breakthrough of 
1933.
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academic responses

credo, quia impossibile
Tertullian

why should we be so concerned with Germanicness presently? it is 
because in grave times we feel a particular need to reflect upon the 
sources of our strength, so as to ensure that these virtues are not for-
gotten. Germanic studies and Volkskunde were born in the romantic 
period, in a time of national danger. and there are parallels in the 
post-Great war period. The love for Germanicness and the striving 
for an understanding of it is our principal motivation.1 

There is no doubt more than a germ of truth in this passage from 1943 
where otto höfler links the resurgence of interest in Germanic antiq-
uity in the 1920s and 30s to a broadly felt sense of national threat com-
parable to that of napoleonic times. Diederichs’s “new romanticism” 
and many of the other expressions of cultural and social renewal were 
based on a sense that something was very wrong in Germany, both 
in the latter years of the wilhelmine empire and in the more desper-
ate and turbulent times that followed the loss of the first world war. 
This feeling of moral and national crisis (or “internal and external dis-
unity and self-abasement of the German people” as wirth put it 1931)2 
strongly informed the master of Sinnbildforschung’s gnostic vision of an-
tiquity. it also helps explain why his theories struck such a strong chord 
with the German public at large.

Yet however well it might explain the growing Germanophilia of 
the day, this sense of threat does not explain the abject Germanomania 
that both amateur and professional investigators of the old Germanic 
past exhibited at the time. after all, even before wirth had been in-
stalled as president of the SS-ahnenerbe in 1935, a sizeable body of lit-
erature had grown up around his ideographic studies. Several members 
and associates of his society published their own accounts of Germanic 
ideographs and a monograph series named for the society had been 
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established by 1930 in order to further the reception of his theories. 
even two digests of the ideas in wirth’s Emergence had appeared by 
1933.3 There were many scholars who were accepting or even enthusi-
astic promoters of this new scholarship: many German academics had 
long disdained abject völkisch Germanism, but by the 1930s many now 
recognized that circumstances had changed. on the other hand, sev-
eral of these works were reviewed by German academics who treated 
Sinnbildforschung like a scourge. in fact as the influence of völkisch ap-
proaches to Germanic antiquarian discourse became more patent after 
1933, vociferous opponents rose up against what they saw as the per-
version of their discipline. 

Perhaps the most intelligent, impartial and succinct review of 
wirth’s work from the time appeared in the journal of literary review, 
Die Neue Literatur in 1932, where the reviewer, the novelist hjalmar 
kutzleb summarized the essential features of wirth’s Emergence.4

it is difficult not to be annoyed by wirth’s Emergence of Mankind: an 
abundance of knowledge, a superhuman effort, an ideal willingness to 
make sacrifices ... and the fruit of all this: a colossal fantasy.

kutzleb also explained how this “syncretism of nietzsche and christ, 
of Brahmanism and the eddas” should be judged vis-à-vis respectable 
scholarship:

The scholasticism of the Middle ages had its opposite number in [chris-
tian] mysticism, and the nordic doctrine of salvation has produced its 
mysticism in much the same manner.

with some justification, he then goes on to compare wirth’s project 
with that of other creators of fabulous world views popular in völkisch 
circles who were active at the time:

People in [this] mould … prefer to speak from intuition and play against 
the prudent and craftsman-like type of empirical scholarship in a similar 
manner.

few reviewers were able to enunciate so insightful a characterization 
of wirth’s learning—of its gnostic, intuitive and fantastic elements. in 
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france, Salomon reinach just reacted savagely, dismissing the thesis of 
wirth’s Emergence as “half-read delirium.”5 nils Åberg, a Swedish an-
tiquarian, dismissively claimed the Emergence was a case of emperor’s 
new clothes, contrasting wirth’s fate under hitler with that of albert 
einstein (who had just been dismissed from the University of Berlin).6 
The shortcomings of the author of the Emergence were patent. But the 
influence of the renewalistic Germanophile fervor that kutzleb called 
the “nordic doctrine of salvation” was not always so simple to insu-
late oneself from in the Germany of the time. in fact, it is evident that 
many excellent scholars chose to temper their critical apparatus when 
it came to völkisch offshoots of antiquarianism and accommodated at-
titudes very similar to those of wirth and his confréres in academic dis-
course. Some even surrendered to it. 

Many antiquarian Germanists responded to wirth’s Emergence publicly 
and their assessments were often less dismissive than that of kutzleb. 
kutzleb himself would go on to write two books on arminius which 
would be lauded in völkisch circles.7 Yet it is the judgement of those 
who could best be considered experts in early Germanic language and 
culture, not just enthusiasts, that is most relevant to an understand-
ing of the academic reception of Sinnbildforschung and other aspects 
of basely ideologized scholarship from the time. The selection of re-
sponses and contexts that follows, then, has largely been chosen by the 
antiquarian experts who themselves opted to make their views public.

all of the men whose responses are examined in what follows had 
upper or upper-middle-class backgrounds and all received the tradi-
tional classically focused pre-university education of the German gym-
nasium school. nearly half followed their fathers into higher studies, 
they are roughly representative of broader German academia in terms 
of religious confession, and half again already held tenured positions at 
the time they first responded to the writings of wirth.

it must, of course, also be remembered that the German academic 
system was experiencing institutional stress at the time of the nazi ac-
cession to power. increasing casualization of staff over the course of the 
1920s had raised the level of competition for senior, tenured positions. 
Under the new regime, in most disciplines a rash of dismissals due to 
race or political unsuitability eased these pressures somewhat. Such 
dismissals, however, were rare in old Germanic studies; instead, the 
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Party clearly patronized the study of Germanic antiquity after 1933. in 
fact the length of time between achieving the doctorate (Promotion), 
the further study (habilitation) which is required to attain a teaching 
post, and again the wait to win tenure, decreased markedly for all dis-
ciplines between 1933 and 1938.8 Such an environment clearly favored 
junior academics and should no longer have been particularly condu-
cive to an increased level of opportunism among those in search of a 
permanent post.

Yet in terms of social standing, most of these Germanists stem 
from the background that fritz ringer has dubbed the mandarin 
elite—gymnasium-trained sons of bureaucrats, lawyers, lutheran 
churchmen and the like—in contrast to an overall rate of one in two 
for German academia in general.9 old Germanic studies was evidently 
a conservative field in terms of the backgrounds of its university pro-
ponents. Many of the scholars whose opinions are surveyed here were 
also senior enough to be at least somewhat removed, if not completely 
immune from the pressures faced by younger academics at the time. 
in fact the social background and seniority of the scholars whose re-
sponses shall now be assessed seems to have little correlation with, and 
hence direct bearing on, their assessment of Sinnbildforschung. Many 
took the approach of höfler to the excesses of völkisch antiquarian-
ism—treating it as understandable and often allowable exuberance—al-
though few were as cravenly opportunistic as the man often seen as the 
chief Germanist in the SS at the time. 

protest

The runologist helmut arntz was a pupil of the leading German lin-
guist herman hirt who, apart from being the originator of the concept 
of the apophonic zero degree (that roland Barthes was later to make 
so much of), was also one of the first and most influential of the propo-
nents within linguistics of a european homeland for the indo-europe-
ans.10 hirt was lionized in his own lifetime as a giant of Germanic and 
indo-european philology, and his student arntz served as editor of his 
influential Festschrift of 1936.11 arntz completed the final volume of 
hirt’s indo-european grammar after the author’s death and went on 
to publish two collections of his mentor’s papers in 1939 and 1940.12 
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Yet hirt had not been able to set arntz up with a tenured position, and 
after the war arntz was unable to find a suitable position and left aca-
demia to work for the west German government.13

arntz produced a dissertation typical for an indo-europeanist of 
the period, but soon came to focus on the relatively new specializa-
tion of runic studies.14 as a 22-year-old he burst upon the scene of 
German runology with his Handbook of 1935, a work which was soon 
followed by the publication of his professional thesis on runes and the 
irish ogham letters.15 arntz thereafter continued to publish widely on 
runes and by 1939 had even contributed two articles on runology to 
encyclopedic collections.16 he was clearly the leading figure in German 
runic studies in the 1930s and at the end of that decade founded a 
journal, Runenberichte (Runic Reviews), which he hoped would develop 
into the principal organ for runological discourse.17

arntz was also the most critical German reviewer of the develop-
ment of Sinnbildforschung. in 1934 he had only recently completed his 
doctorate at Giessen when he first came to consider the theories of 
wirth and the promoters of the Urschrift thesis. in his Handbook arntz 
sought to provide the first comprehensive review of runology that had 
appeared in German since the translation of wimmer’s seminal The 
Runic Script had appeared in 1887. The young runologist began with a 
brief outline of the development of writing such as might be found to-
day in any alphabet history, in his summary rejecting Sinnbildforschung 
out of hand. arntz dismissed the autochthonous theory as fantastic and 
in his critical bibliography he labelled all works that employed the Ur-
schrift thesis as those of fantasists.

when reviews of arntz’s Handbook came out, however, the königs-
berg-based runologist wolfgang krause pointed out that sections of 
arntz’s work merely parroted passages from a similar handbook pub-
lished in Swedish in 1933 by the renowned Swedish runologist otto 
von friesen.18 krause also chided arntz for acting merely as a sum-
marizer of previous scholarship, falling short of actually accusing him 
of plagiarism. Völkisch reviewers, however, were appalled. The retired 
schoolmaster edmund weber whose first foray into practical runology 
had been spectacularly unsuccessful (the inscription he had verified as 
runic was in fact latin), listed the names of authors whom arntz had 
criticized in his review of his Handbook in Germanien in 1936, decry-
ing their treatment at his hands.19 Though this list merely reads like an 
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enumeration of the more inglorious of the dilettantes who had plagued 
the field over the previous hundred years, weber thought this list was 
good evidence for arntz’s arrogance.

Scornful of the criticisms of weber, but taking on board those of 
krause, arntz continued to attack the purveyors of Sinnbildforschung. 
not only did he criticize neckel’s theories, he even sought fit to in-
vestigate wirth’s books, declaring them follies.20 Meanwhile, weber’s 
criticism of arntz had led to an investigation of the young runologist 
by members of the ahnenerbe. Despite the approval of his publications 
by senior Party members including himmler, especially his Native Ru-
nic Monuments of the Continent (Die einheimlichen Runendenkmäler des 
Festlandes) coauthored with the Germanophile rGk archeologist hans 
Zeiss in 1939,21 with the aid of secret reports from ahnenerbe associ-
ates, including krause, arntz’s applications for research grants to the 
DfG were white-anted. reinerth had been suspicious of arntz and his 
connection with rGk “romelings” like Zeiss (despite the latter’s ex-
cellent political credentials)22 and had discovered in his investigations 
that arntz was one-eighth Jewish. word was eventually passed on to 
the SS and arntz’s name became tainted. arntz was an aryan accord-
ing to the standards set out in the 1933 law for the restoration of the 
civil Service (Gesetz zur wiederherstellung des Berufsbeamtentums) 
and the more comprehensive nuremberg laws from 1935. Yet in the 
late 1930s he was regularly declaimed as racially suspect in Party and 
administrative channels.23 with the outbreak of war, however, arntz’s 
section of the university was closed and he entered the German army. 
The second edition of his Handbook came out in 1944 with the preface 
written “in the field” explaining how his military service had hampered 
the preparation of the volume. The second edition of arntz’s Handbook 
became the principal source for the english and french runological 
handbooks which appeared in the 1950s and 60s.24 nevertheless, arn-
tz was not offered his old position back when the University of Giessen 
reopened after the war. his academic career had been ruined, ostensi-
bly because his great-grandmother had been Jewish. as Ulrich hunger 
has shown, however, arntz’s attitude to Sinnbildforschung in his Hand-
book had been noted by both the ahnenerbe and the Party’s ideologi-
cal censors, the Parteiämtliche Prüfungskommission zum Schutze des 
nS-Schrifttums. rather than a racial taint, it seems more likely that it 
was his strident criticism of wirth’s ideographic studies that was the 
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real reason for his persecution. after all, in 1936 in light of his public 
criticisms of höfler’s Männerbund theories a similar racial claim had 
been made against friedrich von der leyen’s wife. The conservative 
cologne folklorist was forced into early retirement rather than divorce 
her, his treatment sending more serious shockwaves through academic 
circles than did the fate of arntz.25

prinCiple

Some others who judged the new scholarship in a similarly deleterious 
light chose to confront it in a manner less likely to render them liable to 
personal attack. Such was the case with konstantin reichardt, a rus-
sian-German by birth whose father had been attached to the German 
ambassador’s court at St Petersburg. with the outbreak of the Great 
war, young “kostja” had come to Germany, however, where he re-
ceived a good calvinist upbringing. he excelled at languages, special-
ized in nordic philology and after completing his doctorate at Berlin 
succeeded eugen Mogk in 1931 to the chair in nordic philology at the 
University of leipzig.26 By the 1930s, though, he had become involved 
in the Thule translations of the old norse sagas for Diederichs and was 
invited by the late publisher’s sons to contribute a volume on runology 
to their scientific series.27 reichardt’s Runology (Runenkunde) of 1936 
is a very sober assessment of runology at a time when völkisch enthusi-
asm was becoming ubiquitous in Germanic antiquarian studies.28 But 
in 1937 reichardt did what no other German academic involved in 
runology or Germanic antiquarian studies in general did. of his own 
accord, given the chance while on official university business in Uppsa-
la, reichardt decided he had had enough of the madness of nazi Ger-
many. he sought out a new life, at first in Gothenburg where he gave 
guest lectures for a time, and then finally in the United States. leaving 
his mother and brothers behind in Germany, he became a naturalized 
U.S. citizen during the war, and continued to teach in the U.S. until 
his retirement from Yale in 1972.29

Unfortunately for reichardt one of his colleagues, his “next-door 
neighbor” (as reichardt described him) andré Jolles, had become es-
pecially enamored of national Socialism. a netherlander by birth and 
a former lecturer at Ghent late in the first world war, Jolles had been 
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a Party member since 1931 and had begun working for the SD in 1937 
as a specialist in freemasonry.30 in his papers, reichardt singles out 
Jolles especially as one of the reasons that he left; although reichardt 
participated in events such as a “political week” under the auspices of 
the nazi Teacher’s league in early 1937 (where he gave an address on 
“the cultural meaning of old Germanic poetry” in the company of leo 
weisgerber), the official reason reichardt gave to the German authori-
ties for his resignation was a lack of intellectual freedom.31 The con-
stant attacks on Jews, the Germanomania and the growing atmosphere 
of denunciation and intimidation from radical students evidently upset 
reichardt’s sensibilities at the time. in fact the final straw, he told his 
daughter Maria after the war, was when a student set off a stink bomb 
during a lecture being given by a Jewish colleague. his former col-
leagues at leipzig treated him like a prima donna after the fact, but he 
could no longer tolerate the insanity into which his ancestral homeland 
had descended.32

another critic of the new path mapped out for Germanic studies by 
völkisch academics was franz rolf Schröder, Professor of Germanic 
Philology at the University of würzburg, and, more prominently, from 
1920–71, editor of the Germanisch–Romanische Monatsschrift (German-
ic–Romance Monthly, GRM).33 although at first (from 1920–36) he 
shared this duty with GRM’s founder, his academic father heinrich, 
the younger Schröder was editor of old Germanic literature and al-
ready had published some runological work by 1928.34 in his 1932 pre-
sentation of the collection of essays edited by wiegers on the Emergence 
“of the so-called prehistorian” wirth, he describes it as an “abstruse 
book bereft of any rationality.”35 he also turned on neckel a number 
of times for his acceptance of the Urschrift thesis (among other distor-
tions) and as late as 1935 explicitly pointed out the influence of wirth 
at play in neckel’s thinking.36

Yet despite his earlier negative assessment of the contributions 
of dilettantes and academic Germanomania, Schröder grew increas-
ingly tolerant of other völkisch work. in 1936, for example, he wrote a 
less-than-critical review of the second edition of Bernhard kummer’s 
Midgard’s Decline in which Schröder averred that kummer’s work was 
not strongly empirical and scientific, but in the same breath praised it 
as “stimulating,” lauding its idealism and the courage of the author’s 
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convictions.37 increasingly, Schröder pandered to the political reality 
of the time, GRM under his editorship even publishing explicit en-
dorsements of the national Socialists.38 in a review from 1929 he had 
dismissed the dilettantes who lived under the Tertullian-like maxim 
“credo, quia absurdum est” (i believe because it is impossible).39 Yet by 
1936 he was covering them with faint praise and publishing völkisch 
fancies with themes such as whether the english poet coleridge was a 
national Socialist and if völkisch and racist terminology was translat-
able into french.40 in 1937 Schröder’s conversion to the new political 
orthodoxy was completed when he was accepted for Party member-
ship. Despite his earlier statements, Schröder ultimately found the saf-
est path was the one of no resistance.41

struggle

another, rather less sober figure also involved in the Thule translations 
was Gustav neckel, from 1923 Professor of old Germanic Studies 
at the University of Berlin. The son of a Prussian industrialist, even  
before the nazi accession to power neckel had adopted an extreme 
political stance to his research and role at the university; from the mid-
dle of the 1920s, a new facet had begun to appear in his work. Some 
of his better-known scholarship that was published prior to 1925 is 
of high quality, but little after that date can easily be rescued today, 
steeped as it increasingly became in polemic and indeed outright fan-
tasy. it is difficult to understand how the author of The Traditions of the 
God Balder (Die Überlieferungen vom Gotte Balder) from 1920 in which 
he compared the Balder cult with earlier Mediterranean beliefs could 
come out so strongly in favor of kossinna’s ex Septentrione lux scarcely 
a decade later.42 Similarly, the author of a solid assessment of the runes 
and their origin from 1909 seems hard to recognize in the scholar who 
supported wirth’s Sinnbildforschung, argued (against wimmer) that the 
Scandinavian runes were older than the common Germanic alphabet 
and maintained that the runic script developed from an indo-european 
Urschrift.43

one of the first signs of the transformation that had overcome 
neckel in the late 1920s was his harrying of Sigmund feist. heusler, 
who had come to the conclusion by 1933 that neckel had simply gone 
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mad, cites a monograph from 1929 that showed the first evidence for 
his mental deterioration: this was what heusler called neckel’s “celts-
book,” one that was begun at first as an attack on feist.44

a Jewish linguist and sometime runologist, feist received his doc-
torate from the University of Strasbourg for a study of Gothic etymol-
ogy and had come to Berlin in the early 1900s as headmaster of a Jew-
ish orphan school.45 at the same time feist joined Berlin’s German 
Philological Society (Gesellschaft für deutsche Philologie), a collective 
of German academics and schoolteachers that met once a month to 
discuss German and Germanic linguistics and literature. he soon be-
came active in the Society’s linguistic review journal where he rapidly 
gained a reputation as a stern critic of amateur excess. he had, for ex-
ample, been one of the most vociferous opponents of the notion that 
the indo-europeans were native to europe, declaring by 1915 the no-
tion of indigeneity an “aryan myth.” he was also contemptuous of the 
Urschrift theory and the attempts to bring a racial aspect to linguistic 
and archeological discussion.46 he reserved an especially caustic tone 
for völkisch antiquarians, though. when he was not poking fun at them, 
wilser’s works, for example, were characterized variously as romantic, 
fantastic and ignorant.47 as feist observed in 1916, wilser seemed to 
think “risum teneatis” that “all that is worthwhile in world civilization is 
of Germanic origin.”48

in March 1927, however, feist journeyed to Paris where he gave 
a paper to the Société de linguistique de Paris on the vexed issue of 
“celts and Germans,” the early historical relationship between the 
ancient Germanic and celtic peoples in the period about the birth of 
christ. he had been invited out of recognition for his work in promot-
ing the teaching of french in Germany (he had published a successful 
french course in the 1890s).49 The focus of feist’s research, though, 
was antiquity and his contribution to old Germanic studies had clear-
ly won him the respect of his french peers.50 The paper he delivered 
promoted a radical theory that sought to explain the ambiguous (and 
indeed conflicting) linguistic evidence of the records from classical 
sources, positing that the “celts” and “Germans” recorded from about 
the rhine were in fact members of a third community of celto-Ger-
mans, neither celtic nor Germanic in the usual sense, but linguistically 
similar to both.51 This, of course, suggested that arminius was not tru-
ly German, but a celto-German instead. his theory came to be pub-
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lished in monographic form later that year and soon after anti-Semitic 
and chauvinistic members of the German Philological Society rallied 
to have him expelled, ostensibly for having impugned national pride.52 
one of his main critics, rudolf Much, even claimed in print that he 
was a “Germanenfeind,” an enemy of the ancient Germanic peoples.53 
in May 1928 feist resigned, remarking: “i had always seen myself as a 
member of a scientific society, not a political club. now i must recog-
nize my mistake. The Society has changed; i have not.”54

The ferocity of the attacks by Much and others were clearly mo-
tivated in part by feist’s Jewishness. Yet feist continued to enjoy a 
degree of critical success and indeed the late 1920s were an especially 
prolific period for him. Moreover, many of the attacks against feist 
cannot at all be construed as anti-Semitic. Most such as richard huß 
merely attacked feist as “germanenfeindlich.”55 indeed, one of the most 
chauvinistic attacks was that of neckel, who besides citing Much even 
calls on the opinion of his colleague the austro-czech celticist Julius 
Pokorny (who was later dismissed from the University of Berlin as a 
non-aryan) in his monographic attack upon feist and others whom 
he judged had represented Germanic antiquity unfavorably.56 neck-
el admitted by 1933, however, that upon closer consideration feist 
seems merely to have revived ideas found in much older theories (both 
french and German, but mostly those of henri d’arbois de Jubain-
ville, one of kossinna’s old sparring partners) on the question of the 
relations between the early celtic and Germanic peoples.57 in fact, he 
must have realized by then that much of his vitriol had been misguided. 
Yet in the late 1920s, wherever he found them he had treated feist’s 
theories with contempt. attacks on feist continued into the 1930s and 
soon even led to his demonizing. feist’s scholarship was dismissed as 
destructive Jewish carping by völkisch enthusiasts such as weber and 
citation of the Gothicist even became a criterion for the assessment of 
arntz by his ahnenerbe investigators.58 The work of other German-
ists of Jewish extraction such as the linguists otto Bremer (a renowned 
radical nationalist) and hermann Jacobsohn (who committed suicide 
after his 1933 dismissal from the University of Marburg) escaped this 
fate.59 feist became the representative of the destructive Jew of nation-
al Socialist propaganda within the discourse of old Germanic studies. 
it is no surprise, then, that neckel’s 1929 revival of the autochthonous 
theory of the origin of the runes, so important to the acceptance of 
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Sinnbildforschung among sections of the academic community, was ac-
companied by an attack on feist’s own theory on the question.60

The importance of neckel for Sinnbildforschung was the prestige he en-
joyed and the influence that he had been able to muster since succeed-
ing heusler to the chair of old Germanic studies at the University of 
Berlin. in 1934 alone he published three different populist histories of 
the Germanic peoples; and in all three he included the theory that the 
runes were developed out of Bronze age symbols.61 neckel’s opinions 
may have been controversial in runological circles, but he was clearly 
an expert in Germanic antiquities and held the most senior old Ger-
manic studies chair in the country. neckel’s writings clearly served to 
legitimize the nascent Sinnbildforschung of the late 1920s and early 30s.

Through neckel’s writings, a number of wirth’s contentions that 
mirrored those developed by philologists in the nineteenth century 
had been (re)introduced to the mainstream of German scholarship. 
neckel pronounced that wirth had gone too far with his edition of 
the Oera Linda Book in 1933, however, and although he continued to 
uphold some of wirth’s contentions, by this time neckel’s credibility 
had begun to be questioned, not just by some of his academic fellows 
like heusler, but also by some of the ideologues who moved in Party 
circles.

in 1935 neckel was forced out of the University of Berlin by order 
of the Prussian Ministry of culture and sent to Göttingen where an 
inaugural chair in nordic philology was created especially for him.62 
ostensibly, he had been forced out because he had pursued an affair 
with one of his assistants. after two years, though, neckel returned to 
Berlin redeemed. Yet he died suddenly in 1940 after contracting a lung 
infection just as he had recuperated from a nervous condition and only 
a brief allusion to the happenings of those years appeared in the fore-
word of his selected essays of 1944.63

By the mid-1930s neckel had managed to accumulate several de-
tractors both within national Socialist circles and without. his pre-
decessor heusler claimed in the late 1920s he had begun to pursue 
a “pathological ambition, if not obsession.”64 according to heusler, 
neckel had fallen in with the kossinnas, wirths and the völkisch ama-
teurs, and produced a similarly “deluded picture of antiquity.”65 nev-
ertheless, neckel’s “folly”66 although it had granted him some status 
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among the völkisch community was not enough to inure him to attacks 
from those more surely allied to the new regime.

in 1935 neckel was accused of plagiarism by Bernhard kummer 
who had previously served for some time as neckel’s assistant at Berlin 
but was now a leading Party-aligned nordicist. neckel’s 1932 work 
Love and Marriage among the Pre-Christian Teutons (Liebe und Ehe bei 
den vorchristlichen Germanen) had raised rankles among the researchers 
of the amt rosenberg and early in 1935 kummer publicly denounced 
neckel as a plagiarist (of kossinna), following this up with the claim 
that neckel was having an affair with his new research assistant, anne 
heiermeier.67 kummer’s allegations had been raised only as an excuse 
to punish neckel—as his old friend wilhelm heydenreich diplomati-
cally states in the 1944 foreword to neckel’s collected essays, he was 
a “victim of a hostile current directed against him that he was not a 
match for given his overworked condition.”68 kummer’s allegations 
were refuted by neckel (who claimed he had just omitted a footnote 
and he upheld the reputation of heiermeier). But amid all the resultant 
rancor (and attacks by nazi students) neckel was sent away to Göttin-
gen before being brought back at the behest of his dean, Baeumler, two 
years later in 1937. neckel’s last paper was a review published posthu-
mously in the Historische Zeitschrift in 1941 which, despite the attacks of 
kummer and his less than happy treatment at the hands of the Party, 
nevertheless shows neckel still promoting a decidedly völkisch perspec-
tive of Germanic antiquity.69

ambition

after neckel, the most senior Germanist to support wirth in print was 
the folklorist eugen fehrle. The son of a village schoolteacher from 
Baden, fehrle had been sympathetic to national Socialism for at least 
as long as wirth: he had rushed to Munich upon hearing of the at-
tempted nazi putsch in 1923, but had arrived there too late to join in. 
Moreover, in keeping with the direction of Volkskunde at the time, feh-
rle was anti-christian and obsessed with rediscovering the Germanic 
Volksgeist in folk custom. he did not join the nazi Party until 1931, 
but had already found antiquarian research to be an avenue in which 
he could express his political beliefs.70
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in the spirit of the topical elasticity for which German Volkskunde 
is renown, fehrle had become one of the foundation editors of Volk 
und Rasse (Volk and Race), a periodical published by the Pan-Ger-
man and racialist Munich-based publisher Julius lehmann.71 Volk und 
Rasse promoted the importance of race in matters of national culture, 
especially in the manner stressed by Rassen-Günther, at that time one 
of lehmann’s star authors.72 fehrle was also director of an editorial 
team that produced an edition of Tacitus’ Germania for lehmann’s in 
1929.73 it comes as little surprise, then, to find him coming out in sup-
port of wirth’s Emergence in 1932. in fact with the accession of the 
national Socialists in 1933, fehrle was among the first academics to 
declare allegiance to hitler publicly and as a recognized Party specialist 
on universities became involved in the nazification of the universities 
in Baden, which included his own institution, the University of heidel-
berg.74 he was duly rewarded with a professorship there at the begin-
ning of 1934 with the support and encouragement of his friend and fel-
low nazi, the Wörter und Sachen linguist hermann Güntert (who from 
october 1933 had been appointed Dean of the Philosophical faculty). 
even in Party circles fehrle was recognized for his boundless ambi-
tion.75 he did not contribute much to the intellectual development of 
ideographic studies, though—he was an enthusiastic consumer rather 
than a producer of ideographic literature. But he did act to proselytize 
Sinnbildforschung among both the academic and broader community. 
fehrle was the most prominent established supporter of ideographic 
studies in the Volkskunde community.

fehrle’s enthusiasm for Sinnbildforschung was less important, though, 
than that of one of neckel’s former students. in the winter of 1938/39, 
arntz had managed to gain funding to set up an institute for runology 
at the University of Giessen. Yet early in 1938, wolfgang krause had 
already set up a similar body at the University of Göttingen. krause, 
the son of gymnasium professor, had just arrived from königsberg 
to succeed his former teacher (and signatory to the 1933 Vow of Al-
legiance) the Gothic place-name enthusiast eduard hermann. krause 
had written his dissertation, as had arntz, on indo-european philol-
ogy and had come to Göttingen to succeed hermann to the indo-eu-
ropean chair.76 he had also studied norse literature under neckel in 
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Berlin, though, and indeed wrote his professional thesis from 1926 in 
nordic studies.77 But from the late 1920s, krause had begun to di-
rect his energies toward runology, including some brief flirtations with 
ideographs.78 Unlike his contemporary and rival at Giessen, however, 
krause refrained from criticizing the runological speculations of figures 
such as wirth and especially his former teacher neckel, reserving his 
approbation for amateur advocates of ideographic studies.79 indeed 
this faithful former student of neckel soon came to recognize the ben-
efits of cooperation with the ahnenerbe; by the end of the war he had 
published in many of its journals and contributed to its surveillance 
activities, most notably when he had reported on arntz. Yet though 
he embraced some of the theories of wirth and his disciples, his main 
contribution to their cause, politics aside, was to legitimize Sinnbild-
forschung once and for all by producing new research into runic ideo-
graphs and pre-runic symbols, and accommodating previously amateur 
adherents to wirth’s theories within German academia.80

almost as if in competition with arntz’s Handbook, in the same 
year krause published his own manual of runology, What One Carved 
in Runes (Was man im Runen ritzte).81 indeed, in 1937, krause had 
preempted arnzt and Zeiss with his own corpus of inscriptions, Ru-
nic Inscriptions in the Older Futhark (Runenischriften im älteren Futhark), 
the second, postwar edition of which is now a standard work.82 krause 
and arntz were clearly rivals, and the former’s accommodation with 
the ahnenerbe might well be explained as opportunistic. Yet krause 
went much further than a mere accommodation with the Party and its 
runomaniacs. More so even than in the cases of neckel and fehrle, 
krause’s ambivalence and even warmth toward Sinnbildforschung in the 
1930s served to legitimize wirth’s creation. in fact by the late 1930s 
krause’s warmth had turned to promotion and by the early 1940s he 
could only be described as a practitioner and cultivator of ideographic 
studies.

The responses of German scholars to the increasing penetration of 
völkisch imperatives, discourses and modes of thought into their dis-
cipline were varied. Some such as arntz, von der leyen and feist at-
tempted to combat its excesses; others remained silent. But it was dif-
ficult to remain unaffected by the political situation, especially when 
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the advancement and encouragement of old Germanic studies was so 
clearly seen in sections of the völkisch community (not the least radical 
university students) as vital to the project of social renewal. one could 
take a principled stand such as reichardt did and go into exile, but the 
path chosen by too many academics instead was opportunistic. There 
were some figures who managed to retain their integrity throughout 
the period, but this seemingly was not a path open to all scholars. 
instead the picture of the academic response to the challenge of the 
völkisch dictatorship in old Germanic studies generally followed an all 
too familiar pattern. in lixfeld’s survey of the field of Volkskunde at 
the time, a tendency emerges that Bollmus shows was mirrored some-
times also in (west) German archeology: older scholars of a conserva-
tive persuasion often greeted the prospect of völkisch renewal warmly; 
younger scholars then undermined their elders and radicalized their 
scholarship further.83 infused already with the völkisch affinities of men 
such as Much and neckel, established scholars of high calibre such as 
a krause could be brought into the ambit of wirth’s Sinnbildforschung 
and justify their accommodation of dilettantism and indeed outright 
fantasy to themselves through philological sophistry. Many hid behind 
the notion of the new paradigms such as kossinna’s ex Septentrione lux 
or in the revival of the ideals of Germanic studies first produced in 
the politically charged Germany of the early nineteenth century.84 oth-
ers like neckel may even have deluded themselves so completely that 
they sincerely believed that the excesses and the cavalier attitude to 
evidence and logic they displayed at the time was intellectually justifi-
able. in wilser’s day few academics were willing to link their names to 
the abject Germanomania of völkisch amateurs. Yet by the time of the 
launch of wirth’s Emergence, a range of scholars had joined the kossin-
nas and the Muchs and had become happy to favor a new Germanic 
antiquarian scholarship based as equally on patriotism as it was any 
empirical tradition. for too many Germanists an accommodation with 
Sinnbildforschung and the ahnenerbe proved just too tempting; as the 
prestige of the SS in the political system rose in general, himmler’s 
learned society similarly came to dominate antiquarian studies in the 
Third reich.
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The expansion of the ahnenerbe

Die Unvernunft einer Sache ist kein Grund gegen ihr Dasein,
vielmehr eine Bedingung desselben.

nietzsche

The herman wirth Society produced several monographs penned by 
authors other than wirth, few being writers with a traditional academic 
background. wirth also attracted some younger scholars into his field 
who, in reflection of the difficulties faced by beginning academics in 
the university system at the time, had otherwise been unable to find a 
post. after his ensconcement at the University of Berlin in 1933, even 
some doctoral candidates sought wirth out, seemingly eager to break 
into the new field. Much of the ideographic literature produced, how-
ever, remained amateur at first, substantially under the influence of the 
völkisch enthusiasm for things runic which went back to list and the 
Germanic orders. Yet gradually, over the course of the 1930s, and de-
spite the eventual fall from grace of wirth himself, with the help of 
figures like fehrle and krause, Sinnbildforschung attained academic re-
spectability. it is perhaps this course marked out by the ideographic 
studies of the 1930s that is more central to an understanding of how 
political outlook could come to be more important in the study of Ger-
manic antiquity than remaining true to traditional scholarly methods 
and concerns. But it can only be seen in light of the broader atmo-
sphere of antiquity enthusiasm and popular runomania of the day too.

The course of the development of Sinnbildforschung and the radical 
völkisch antiquarianism of the time also corresponds with the evolution of 
the ahnenerbe itself. The SS involvement in old Germanic studies began 
as much as a response to calls by völkisch antiquarian enthusiasts that their 
contribution to the nation be recognized as it was to individual archeolo-
gists or other antiquarians with Party connections. There was a significant 
number of enthusiasts from völkisch antiquarian groups among the first re-
searchers to be enrolled into the ahnenerbe. in fact himmler’s learned so-
ciety grew to incorporate other radical expressions of half-lettered discourse 
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over the course of the late 1930s, but now the half-lettered were increas-
ingly accompanied by respectable scholars as well. a radical refocusing of 
the activities of the ahnenerbe occurred shortly after the outbreak of war, 
too, which led to the involvement of German academics in SS-sponsored 
crimes against humanity, and finally, after the German defeat, to the trials 
of ahnenerbe functionaries and researchers at nuremberg.

There were in effect, then, three stages of development within the ah-
nenerbe; and these stages also reflect the development of ideographic stud-
ies. Darré, the nazi agriculture expert, had first been drawn into the world 
of völkisch antiquarianism during his time in the nordic ring. But his en-
thusiasm for the old Germanic past had become even more pronounced 
after wirth developed a rustic aspect to his Sinnbildforschung. in the mid-
1930s, other antiquarian enthusiasts similarly began to concentrate on the 
rural aspect of ancient ideographs, and Sinnbildforschung became entwined 
in Darré’s vision of blood-and-soil fascism. The research sponsored by the 
SS also began to reach a larger audience by the late 1930s, which in turn 
led to the production of even more radical publications, both from ama-
teur and academic sources. nonetheless, as the ahnenerbe opened out to 
other fields of study in the late 1930s, radicals like wirth were culled and 
replaced by more respectable figures, much as other “old fighters” were 
culled and replaced in organizations like the nazi women’s Group (nS-
frauenschaft).1 at this time Sinnbildforschung was gradually legitimized by 
academic philologists and prehistorians, almost as if they were encouraged 
to lend their support to the new field by the removal of wirth from the 
scene. But then as hitler pushed europe into war, Sinnbildforschung was 
again transformed in a third, more clearly political stage. By 1942 ideo-
graphic studies had finally become a respectable academic discipline and 
had even developed a foreign outpost; the academics drawn into the ah-
nenerbe legitimized ideographic studies and the ahnenerbe then began to 
use Sinnbildforschung as part of its pan-Germanist propaganda in the oc-
cupied territories of the nazi imperium. But Sinnbildforschung had begun 
in amateur circles in the late 1920s before it had come to be adopted by 
the Party and the theories first raised in these amateur circles clearly influ-
enced the thinking of Party officials such as himmler and Darré. in fact 
even as the Third reich was collapsing all around him himmler was still 
talking about ideographs. as late as april 1945, while he was establish-
ing contacts with the red cross as part of a plan to win a separate peace 
with the western allied powers, the red cross’s count Bernadotte discov-
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ered that runes and ideographs were still so important to himmler that he 
spent an hour ruminating on them at one of their meetings, much to the 
Swede’s bemusement.2 Yet the reichsführer-SS was not the only German 
to be caught in the spell of the völkisch vision of antiquity. a mystique had 
developed around the old Germanic past, one that fascinated both ama-
teur and academic antiquarians. To understand the mystique of völkisch 
ideography, however, and how it developed to the stage where eventually 
it even captured university Germanists, it is opportune to turn to those 
who first called themselves the friends of völkisch antiquity.

stanDing stones

every midsummer Germans from many walks of life make their way to 
a natural rock formation in lower Saxony. forming a crowd described 
in press reports as comprising many alternative lifestyle groups, these 
greenies, mystics, witches, pagans, punks and heavy metal fans are 
joined in their celebration by armanists, skinheads and neo-nazis. The 
sandstone formations are known as the extern Stones (Externsteine) 
and their continuing reputation as a holy place of the ancient Germanic 
tribes is palpably a result of the endeavors of the researchers of the ah-
nenerbe.3

in the Middle ages, a relief of christ’s descent from the cross and 
other religious representations were erected by the banks of a river in 
niches on a group of natural sandstone pillars which tower over a small 
meadow. By the baroque period these agisterstene, later externsteine, 
had been incorporated into the hunting park of a local noble. at the 
same time the stones also came to the attention of the Protestant theo-
logian hermann hamelmann who described these fascinating features 
in a book from 1564. By 1976 more than 670 publications had joined 
this first offering, and the growth in treatments of these natural monu-
ments shows no sign of abating.4

Much of the contemporary fascination with the stones no doubt de-
rives not just from their remarkable form, but from their location, in the 
Teutoburg forest, the surviving area of woodland where it was thought 
until recently that arminius had routed three roman legions in a.D. 9, 
ending the attempt of the romans to bring all of Germany under their 
control.5 The extern Stones are barely a spear’s throw from the armin-
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ius monument (hermannsdenkmal), erected in the nineteenth century to 
commemorate the savior of ancient Germany, not to mention the actual 
site of arminius’ ambush. The first descriptions of the extern Stones also 
identified them as the home of irminsûl, the great sacred column of the 
pagan Saxons chopped down by the order of charlemagne in a.D. 772.

The nearest city to the extern Stones is Detmold, in the tiny former 
state of lippe, where in 1927 a group of prehistory enthusiasts came 
together as the federation of friends of Germanic Prehistory (Vereini-
gung der freunde germanischer Vorgeschichte). By the early 1930s local 
branches of the friends had developed in cities across northern Germa-
ny (including Berlin, Bremen, essen, hagen, hanover and Mannheim) 
and contacts had been set up with similar groups such as that of wirth. 
The leading figure among the Detmold friends was wilhelm Teudt, 
who had proclaimed the extern Stones “the Germanic Stonehenge” in 
1926 and from 1929 each year published several leading articles in the 
friends’ journal Germanien.6 By 1936 Teudt’s standing had grown to 
such an extent that he was rewarded with the leadership of the second 
division of the ahnenerbe after that of wirth, the Division for Germanic 
Studies (Germanenkunde), which was headquartered at Detmold.7

it might seem that it was the numinous attraction of the extern 
Stones or the approval of the völkisch character of the antiquarianism 
pursued by the friends that influenced wirth in Teudt’s direction. The 
early issues of Germanien are, after all, full of advertisements for estab-
lishments such as the extern Stones hotel and Pension, and guided 
tours of the monuments of the region about Detmold. wirth had known 
of the friends since the late 1920s and had used their journal to explain 
his views to a wider audience. The very first issue of Germanien includes 
an explanation of a symbol on the wall of a grotto in the extern Stones 
by wirth (prepared in reply to a letter from the editor friedrich Platz) 
and subsequent numbers featured articles by and on wirth and the de-
velopment of his Sinnbildforschung.8 wirth even visited the extern Stones 
late in 1932 and published an account of some of his observations in 
Germanien in the new year.9 The friends and their publication were to 
be of crucial importance to both the ahnenerbe and the growth in ideo-
graphic literature over the coming years, more so even than were organi-
zations in Berlin such as the herman wirth Society and its successor.

evidently the proximity to the extern Stones and the Teutoburg for-
est as well as the secretariat of the friends rendered some institutional and 
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symbolic merit for considering Detmold as a center for ahnenerbe-funded 
studies. lippe had also brought out an especially strong national Social-
ist vote in 1933. Yet there was another reason for the involvement of the 
SS too: since the years of the nazi assumption of power, Teudt and his 
friends had become part of the struggle between brown and black-spon-
sored research. The kampfbund’s kummer had presented a paper at the 
third annual Pentecost meeting of the friends in 1931;10 rosenberg’s pre-
history expert reinerth, however, had at first dismissed them as a bunch 
of fantasists. nevertheless, archeological excavations had been carried out 
at the feet of the extern Stones by Julius andrée in 1933–34, who though 
he was a member of the kampfbund and was later enrolled in reinerth’s 
reich institute for German Prehistory, had won financial backing from 
the SS. in March 1934, himmler had consequently had the lippe author-
ities legislate for an extern Stones foundation (externsteine-Stiftung);11 
reinerth hurriedly responded, offering Teudt’s group the protection of 
his federation. Yet after the foundation of the SS-ahnenerbe in 1935, 
reinerth was quickly pushed aside by the SS and an ahnenerbe Division 
for Germanic Studies under the leadership of Teudt was constituted in 
Detmold. This move saw the enrollment of both the extern Stones foun-
dation and Teudt’s friends as ancillaries of the Detmold division of the 
ahnenerbe.12 The incorporation of the Detmold friends within the ahn-
enerbe seemed a logical extension of the process of consolidation of SS-
sponsored antiquarian research activities within a single national body.

apart from the focus upon Detmold and the extern Stones, another 
lasting contribution to the völkisch antiquarian tradition developed by the 
friends was the image of irminsûl. a medieval relief depicting christ’s de-
scent from the cross erected on one of the extern Stones seems to show 
what Teudt interpreted as a tree being withered by the cross (less imagina-
tive researchers consider it merely to be an elaborate chair). This represen-
tation was seen by the friends as symbolic of the destruction of irminsûl, 
the sacred column of the pagan Saxons. The friends reconstructed an up-
right form of irminsûl from this depiction and it soon became one of the 
icons of völkisch antiquity.13 The felling of irminsûl apparently represented 
at the extern Stones by the medieval relief became a symbol for the destruc-
tion of German paganism at the hands of christian missionaries. it joined 
the runes and the swastika as one of the foremost symbols of an anti-chris-
tian völkisch identity at the time and remains a motif treasured in German 
neo-pagan circles today. in the late 1930s this image of irminsûl was also 
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used in official nazi symbolism: from the Schulingsbrief, the journal of the 
reich labor Service (reichsarbeitsdienst), to SS badges and jewellery and 
one of the ahnenerbe’s publishing logos. The Detmold friends were clearly 
at the forefront of völkisch Germanism and as such were favored by both 
himmler and the local Gauleiter, alfred Meyer. in fact they soon came to 
be a major force in the shaping of the ahnenerbe itself.

among the Detmold friends, Teudt had always been preeminent. 
Born in 1860, as a lutheran minister he worked as a pastor in nearby 
Schaumburg-lippe from 1885–94. in 1895, however, he left his parish 
duties and succeeded friedrich naumann as leader of the lutheran 
Union for the home Mission (evangelischer Verein für innere Mis-
sion) in frankfurt am Main.14 Yet by 1908 he had left holy orders 
and had become involved with the kepler league for the advance-
ment of the knowledge of nature (keplerbund zur förderung der 
naturerkenntnis) where he published on conservative topics.15 he ar-
rived in Detmold in 1920, set up the friends in 1927 and in 1929 his 
antiquarian monograph, Germanic Shrines (Germanische Heiligtümer), 
subtitled “contributions to Uncovering Prehistory, exploring the ex-
tern Stones, the Source of the lippe and the Teutoburg,” was pub-
lished by Diederichs.16 indeed Teudt’s theory that the extern Stones 
were the site of early astronomical practice had first been published 
by kossinna in Mannus.17 Teudt was well read in archeological mat-
ters: he acknowledged kossinna’s death by contributing a review of his 
legacy to Germanien in 1931 and his Germanic Shrines received praise 
from academics such as neckel.18 There is even a grovelling but also 
revealing review by one of the friends of the flattering review by neck-
el of the second edition of Germanic Shrines that underlines how sorely 
these amateur antiquarians craved the respect of their academic coun-
terparts.19 Yet with the absorption of his friends by the ahnenerbe in 
1936, Teudt was gradually to be marginalized. wolfram Sievers, as his 
control grew throughout the organization, began to undermine the po-
sition of Teudt over the course of 1936–37, and in early 1938 oversaw 
Teudt’s exit from the ahnenerbe, the same year he similarly disposed 
of wirth. The by then 77-year-old Teudt had to be satisfied with an 
honorary professorship and in 1940 a gold Goethe medal.20 rosenberg 
in his memoirs described Teudt’s fate: 21
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a certain Dr. Teudt had done some important work in connection with 
the history of the so-called externsteine, and had founded an organiza-
tion for this purpose. himmler was interested. Through direct pressure, 
bypassing the Gauleiter, Teudt was induced to incorporate his organiza-
tion into the ahnenerbe. Thus, he was eliminated. he turned over his 
material and became honorary president of his former organization, but 
was no longer permitted to supervise the investigations, since himmler’s 
own historians held different opinions than he.

Teudt would not be bowed so easily, however, and soon established 
an osningsmark Society (osningsmarke Gesellschaft), which was duly 
supported by reinerth. a collection of Teudt’s essays were also pub-
lished in 1940, some two years before his death, in a manner usually 
reserved for academics.22 Teudt’s friends and their journal had been 
caught up in the struggle between brown and black nazi antiquarian-
ism: the friends and Germanien were cannibalized by the ahnenerbe 
and himmler’s prehistorians discarded Teudt when they no longer 
needed him.

The leader of the third division of the ahnenerbe, that for lexical stud-
ies (Wortkunde), was to enjoy a rather different fate to Teudt. The ap-
pointment of its leader, walther wüst, represented the first steps to-
wards a transformation of the ahnenerbe. wüst already held the title 
professor before being drawn into the SS’s learned society. he had 
gained the attention of the Party in the early 1930s through the pop-
ularity of his courses on aryan language and culture at the Univer-
sity of Munich and had been appointed Dean of the faculty of Phi-
losophy there in 1935, a post which made him heir to the rectorship.23 
of course, aryan to wüst, a philologist of ancient indic and iranian, 
ostensibly was intended only to apply to aryan proper: the oriental 
branch of indo-european peoples who gave their name to iran. never-
theless, wüst’s lectures on an ancient oriental culture had become an 
expression of the prehistory of Germany. as wüst’s forte was aryan 
Wörter und Sachen studies, his Munich division of the ahnenerbe be-
came a division for SS Wörter und Sachen. By 1938 the ahnenerbe had 
assumed responsibility for publishing the flagship of historical seman-
tic studies, Meringer’s journal Wörter und Sachen, with wüst acting as 
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a member of the editorial panel before replacing its editorial director 
hermann Güntert altogether at the end of 1939 (after differences had 
arisen over a map). Güntert suffered a stroke soon after his removal 
from his editorial position and was no longer able to participate in the 
discourse of old Germanic studies.24

although wüst’s contribution to aryan lexicography was not out-
standing, his contribution to the ahnenerbe was unequalled.25 wüst 
had already been approached to be ersatz leader of the ahnenerbe 
before wirth had come into official disfavor, Sievers reasoning that a 
senior academic would lend credibility to the fledgling organization. 
wüst had been a supporter of wirth’s Emergence, was one of the minor-
ity of academics to have accepted the Oera Linda Book as genuine and 
his field of study was certainly acceptable to himmler.26 as president, 
or rather “curator” of the ahnenerbe, wüst would act as go-between 
between academics and the Party, gradually enticing many to join the 
ahnenerbe outright. wüst’s own division was later more cumbersome-
ly renamed the Division for indo-european–aryan linguistic and cul-
tural Science (Indogermanisch–Arische Sprach- und Kulturwissenschaft); 
he soon also redesignated wirth’s romantically entitled Pflegstätten (de-
spite having written in support of the description in 1936), variously as 
“research Posts” (Forschungsstätten) or both “Teaching and research 
Posts” (Lehr- und Forschungsstätten), and had the reference to “intellec-
tual prehistory” in the title of the ahnenerbe deleted.27

after giving a series of lectures on “Mein Kampf as a mirror of the 
aryan weltanschauung” to senior members of the SS, in early 1937 
wüst was soon rewarded with presidency of the German academy in 
Munich that summer and had officially replaced wirth as head of the 
ahnenerbe by March of the same year. wirth was forced out of the 
organization altogether at the end of 1938. wüst had not only added 
gravitas to the organization, he had shorn it of much of wirth’s idio-
syncratic trapping, and finally of the man himself.28

Some of wirth’s followers, however, had already managed to establish 
themselves well enough by 1937 not to require his patronage any more. 
rather than merely survive his sidelining, as wüst and Sievers aimed 
to professionalize the ahnenerbe, many instead prospered. foremost 
was J. otto Plaßmann who had first met wirth in Belgium during the 
Great war serving as a flemish specialist. after being wounded on the 
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russian front, he had been released from the military late in 1916 and 
from March 1917 came to work instead for the German civil authority 
in Brussels. involved in the freecorps movement after the war, in 1918 
Plaßmann returned to the studies he had begun in 1914, and after ob-
taining his doctorate in 1920 for an edition of the vernacular works of 
the medieval flemish mystic hadewijch, he had eked out a living writing 
popular histories (including four of medieval German kings for Died-
erichs in 1927 and 1928).29 first becoming involved in nazi Party ac-
tivities in 1929, Plaßmann had worked for wirth in Bad Doberan before 
joining rosenberg’s and then Darré’s staff at the end of 1935. he had 
also been a member of the Detmold friends since 1928 and is record-
ed developing an archive for Germanic prehistory for Teudt’s group in 
March 1929, although his first publication did not appear in Germanien 
until 1932.30 nevertheless, his academic and political credentials were 
excellent. in 1936 his specialization in Germanic studies and religion 
saw him become Berlin editor of the friends’ Germanien and the jour-
nal under his editorship became the ahnenerbe’s flagship publication. in 
fact Plaßmann subsequently became one of the three leading figures in 
the administration of the ahnenerbe after wüst and Sievers, and went 
on to earn a professional doctorate in 1943 with backing from the SS.31

another enthusiast whom the friends attracted was otto huth. 
Ten years younger than Plaßmann, huth had been associated with 
völkisch groups since 1922 and had joined both the nazi Students’ 
league and the Sa in 1928. first making contact with wirth in 1929, 
huth started contributing to Germanien from 1931 and even gained 
a doctorate in classical philology the next year for a study on the cult 
of Janus, the two-faced roman god who stands at the beginning and 
end of the year.32 an imaginative student, he launched his career of 
völkisch publication pursuing themes such as “against Ultra-Montan-
ism in classical Philology” and an acceptance of theories like ex Septen-
trione lux and the Germanic–aryan Urschrift thesis.33 from 1933 huth 
received DfG financial support with wirth’s backing (against the ad-
vice of the DfG’s academic referees) and finally joined the ahnenerbe 
in 1935.34 he had initially usually written on themes first developed 
in wirth’s Emergence, but by the late 1930s huth had begun writing 
on pagan symbols such as the Yule fire or what he saw as the aryan 
christmas Tree. The Yule fire was subsequently adopted as part of the 
neo-pagan cult which himmler had replace christian symbols within 



1�� The Science of the Swastika

the SS. (in fact the receptacle for the Yule fire designed for the SS 
ersatz christmas ceremony bears a six-spoked wheel, the symbol of 
wralda in the Oera Linda Book.)35 huth’s 1936 work The Felling of the 
Tree of Life (Die Fällung des Lebenbaumes) which argues that christian-
ity coopted Germanic culture, with its invocation of irminsûl clearly 
betrays his past as one of the friends.36 Yet by the end of the decade 
huth had moved beyond amateur circles and had taken only to citing 
academics aligned to the SS as his main models in method. after com-
pleting his professional thesis on the aryan fire cult at the University of 
Tübingen in 1939, he was ultimately rewarded with his own professor-
ship in 1942 at the reich University of Strasbourg.37

after wirth’s exclusion from the ahnenerbe, the leadership of his sec-
tion had gone over to his research assistant k. Theodor weigel who 
promptly moved the division from wirth’s Marburg to horn in lippe 
(near the extern Stones, where Plaßmann had set up a “haus ahnen-
erbe” that year). from the mid-1930s weigel threatened to upstage 
wirth as the best known practitioner of ideographic studies. Yet he 
had a quite different background to the other ideograph enthusiasts 
such as Plaßmann and huth. like Teudt, weigel had no philologi-
cal or archeological training. and like both wirth and Teudt he had a 
decidedly amateur and speculative approach to the study of Germanic 
antiquity.

fascinated by runes since his time in the Youth Movement in the 
1910s, by 1929 weigel had become associated with Teudt’s friends 
and in 1934 published his first monograph on German ideography.38 
a Party member since 1931, he joined the SS in 1935 and by the end 
of that year had earned renown as the new expert on Sinnbildforschung. 
in 1936 he successfully applied to the DfG for funds and although he 
had no research profile let alone formal training was able to set up an 
independent center for ideographic Studies (hauptstelle für Sinnbild-
forschung) with the monies so obtained. The responsibility for his ac-
tivities was taken over by the ahnenerbe in 1937 and his center merged 
with that of wirth. Yet already he had begun to publish a wealth of 
surveys of symbols he had found throughout the German landscape, 
his output including some thirteen monographs and many scores of 
articles besides between 1934 and 1942.39
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weigel’s first introduction to runes and ideographs, however, was 
not solely through wirth, but instead equally through the listian tradi-
tion. The bibliography of his first general survey on Sinnbildforschung, 
his Runes and Ideographs (Runen und Sinnbilder) from 1935, features 
mainly the works of ariosophists: list, Phillip Stauff, the later rune 
mysticists such as Siegfrid kummer and rudolf John Gorsleben, and 
even a contribution from karl Schirmeisen who had produced another 
fantastic alphabet study in 1924.40 apart from the “trail blazer” list,41 
weigel describes wilser similarly, notes the support of neckel and 
spends some pages considering wirth’s theories in the context of the 
völkisch alphabetic tradition in all its manifold forms.42 among all the 
ahnenerbe figures, weigel’s approach to Sinnbildforschung showed the 
most patently fantastic side. Yet with its listian pseudo-runes and oth-
er ariosophical sensibilities weigel’s 1935 work was an immediate suc-
cess within Party ranks. in it he even criticized the rune-gymnastics of 
the obscurantist Marby who was soon to be officially persecuted (and 
incarcerated).43 weigel’s book captured the radical zeitgeist displayed 
in the popular approaches to runes and ideographs that had developed 
in amateur circles so well it ended up going through four editions. 
he also firmly introduced the theory most strongly put by Stauff of 
“rune-houses” (Runenhäuser) to Sinnbildforschung, the notion that runic 
shapes could be seen in the traditional forms of housing construction.44 
Soon the listian prerogative for seeing runic designs betrayed in all 
sorts of native German expressions became a part of Sinnbildforschung. 
although weigel eschewed the esoteric aspect of this listian semiolo-
gy, in his wake a whole new enthusiasm for ideographic analyses swept 
through the SS, and Plaßmann eagerly accepted such contributions for 
inclusion in Germanien.45

after weigel had joined the ahnenerbe, however, he began to real-
ize that Sinnbildforschung as he and wirth had construed it still required 
some methodological development if it was to establish itself as a prop-
er discipline. Plaßmann, too, worked to rescue a coherent doctrine out 
of their publications: his two methodological articles from 1933 and 
1936 and other similar surveys in Germanien from the time attempt to 
put Sinnbildforschung in a more refined and critical light.46 although he 
never lost interest in ideographs, Plaßmann soon moved on to studies 
more clearly in the realm of Volkskunde; in 1939 he contributed yet 
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another work on the extern Stones and he wrote his professional the-
sis on the Germanic roots of medieval culture.47 nevertheless, it was 
not wirth’s former associates who had contributed most toward the 
acceptance of ideographic studies—except in SS circles, weigel and 
Plaßmann were mostly ignored by the academic mainstream. More 
credibility came when those already in academia came to sponsor such 
research.

over 1937–38, years of rapid expansion, the ahnenerbe had begun 
to influence the DfG and the research Division of the education Min-
istry (which from May 1939 were both headed by rudolf Mentzel48). at 
the same time it had also lost both wirth and Teudt, its two best known 
lay researchers. other lesser-known fringe dwellers such as weigel and 
Plaßmann, at one stage subordinates of wirth and Teudt, took over their 
respective research positions. others still entered the ahnenerbe after 
that time setting up new divisions which developed on themes that these 
two men had focused on. an amateur enthusiast, karl konrad ruppel 
began a Division for hallmarks and kinship Symbols (Hausmarke und 
Sippenzeichen) in autumn 1937; a dialectologist, Bruno Schweizer, who 
together with Plaßmann briefly replaced Teudt at Detmold, began his 
own division in early 1938 that would come to be entitled the Division of 
locating and landscape ideographs (Ortung- und Landschaftssinnbilder) 
later that year; and the erstwhile classicist huth joined Plaßmann’s divi-
sion for fairytale and Saga Studies (Märchen- und Sagakunde) where he 
produced numerous papers, not just on Sinnbildforschung but also on top-
ics as diverse as the aryan origins of the olympic Games,49 before going 
on to establish his own division for the history of indo-european Belief 
(Indogermanische Glaubensgeschichte) in Berlin, probably late in 1938.50

beyonD atlantis

if wirth’s works have not fared well in the esteem of postwar genera-
tions, neither has the research of the organization he led from 1935–37. 
one general survey of the history of the Third reich assesses the ahn-
enerbe in this manner:

its task was to investigate all aspects of ancient German tradition. it con-
ducted “research” into earth mysteries by studying the connection of race 
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with house design; the occult properties of church bells; and runes, a form 
of ancient German script believed to possess magical properties.51

at least two of these areas of investigation ridiculed here by Jackson 
Spielvogel are clear, albeit somewhat misleading, references to Sinnbild-
forschung. ideographic study was not thought so ridiculous at the time, 
however, but instead was increasingly to be viewed as a very serious 
concern by some German academics. in fact many areas of research 
undertaken by members of the ahnenerbe were considered much more 
respectable in their day than commentators like Spielvogel would have 
us believe.

Some research associated with himmler, however, certainly was 
not. wüst and Sievers tried to professionalize the ahnenerbe in the 
years after the departure of wirth. Yet the reichsführer-SS entertained 
all manner of interests, from the scholarly, the half-baked to the utter-
ly fantastic. nonetheless, wüst and Sievers were usually successful in 
their aim to keep himmler’s more fantastic pet projects at arms length 
from official association with the SS’s learned society.

a remarkable example of half-baked research carried out in the 
name of the SS was the nazi search for the holy Grail of arthurian 
legend. This rather bizarre incident eerily replicates the premise of Ste-
ven Spielberg’s Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom and more recently 
served as the lead theme of Hitler’s Search for the Holy Grail, a docu-
mentary on the ahnenerbe that first screened in Britain in 1999.52 The 
chief figure involved was otto rahn, who in 1933 had claimed that the 
medieval cathars had had possession of the Grail at Montségur in the 
south of france shortly before their destruction at the hands of the albi-
gensian crusaders. rahn was convinced the cathars were descended di-
rectly from the Spanish Visigoths and that their religion represented an 
aryan rejection of Judaism. he seemed to be another sort of wirth and 
his 1933 work Crusade against the Grail (Kreuzzug gegen den Gral) had 
won him comparable success and popular fame.53 nonetheless rahn 
remained an outsider to the academic world and never had any direct 
connection with the ahnenerbe.54 nor was this kind of expression of 
himmler’s credulous approach to the past favored by leading figures of 
the SS’s learned society. There were individual scholars and pseudo-
scholars connected to the SS whose schemes are not representative of 
the range of activities undertaken with the backing of the ahnenerbe.
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Many of the areas of research conducted within the ahnenerbe to-
day do seem decidedly strange. in their time, however, not all were as 
specious as they appear now. The excavations performed under its aus-
pices are generally considered to have been excellent technically, and 
with the exception of that of huth, the classical philology produced by 
ahnenerbe scholars was also generally of a high quality.55 The Berlin 
associate Professor (Dozent) rudolf Till had been granted a Division 
for classical Philology and antiquity (abteilung für klassische Philolo-
gie und altertum) in 1938, and even the paleographical investigation of 
Tacitus’ Germania he produced in 1943 from the principal (Codex Aesi-
nas) redaction of the Germania in italy has had its admirers.56 in Till’s 
case it is probably more the subsequent attempt to steal the Germania 
manuscript by SS operatives from its private italian owner after the fall 
of Mussolini that has left a mark of opprobrium over his endeavor.57 
The direction of study pursued in the ahnenerbe was usually decided 
only by the interests of the reichsführer-SS. Yet wüst worked to re-
form the quality of research and personnel in those areas in which he 
had some expertise. other fields of study supported by the ahnenerbe, 
however, were not so easily to be assessed.

one example of a field pursued by ahnenerbe researchers that 
seems decidedly specious today is world ice Theory (Welteislehre or 
WEL). Developed by the austrian engineer and inventor hanns hör-
biger, WEL was an attempt to find a unified answer to the relationship 
between the causes of a number of cosmological and celestial features 
that astronomy, meteorology and geology at the time had been un-
able to explain. first appearing in 1913, hörbiger’s Glacial Cosmogony 
sought to marry the two principal geological theories, Plutonism (vol-
canism) and neptunism (crystalization), and extend them to cosmog-
ony.58 hörbiger’s theory did not attempt to balance the two opposing 
views, however: instead he had them clashing head on. hörbiger saw 
both geology and cosmogony in terms of an unending struggle between 
the forces of ice and heat. in the times before the development of the 
atomic pile, the theory of the big bang, radio telescopes and space trav-
el, hörbiger’s view of the universe as some sort of cosmic steam en-
gine had the virtue of explaining many baffling features of astrophysics 
through reference to known processes of mechanics and chemistry. By 
the time of his death in 1931 hörbiger had convinced many thousands 
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of the validity of his theory, not the least of them hitler and his ideo-
logues rosenberg and himmler.59

hörbiger had long been dismissed as a crank by respected cos-
mologists. nevertheless, several engineers became enamored of his 
theory, and all manner of monographs dealing with world ice The-
ory appeared both in German-speaking countries and england.60 
Glacial cosmogony also proved to be profound in terms of völkisch 
thought as the eddic story Gylfi’s Beguiling (Gylfaginning) describes 
a nordic cosmogenesis in the meeting of the realms of ice (niflheim) 
and heat (Muspelheim), and moreover, the eddic Seeress’s Prophecy 
(Völuspá) describes the end of the world when the personified forc-
es of fire and ice return. world ice Theory was thus a nordic and 
aryan science in the minds of some of his followers and it seemed to 
represent a cosmological extension of the mythopoesis of the völkisch 
weltanschauung.

in 1936, himmler had Sievers contact hörbiger’s collaborator the 
astronomer Philipp fauth and one of the sons of the late theorist, al-
fred hörbiger, with the intention of setting up an ahnenerbe division 
for Welteislehre. a protocol was signed in July by fauth, hörbiger and 
other key supporters of WEL which led in february 1937 to the for-
mal institution of a Division for Meteorology (Wetterkunde) in Berlin 
with a hörbiger enthusiast, the meteorologist hans Scultetus, as its 
leader.61 in March 1938 fauth was also rewarded with leadership of 
a similar organization, the Division for astronomy, upon the transfer 
of responsibility for the Grünewald observatory to the SS. only one 
division was to be maintained. nevertheless, the two divisions for WEL 
even led in april 1938 to the foundation of a third WEL-inspired divi-
sion (although it effectively only replaced that of Scultetus) for geol-
ogy and minerology (later retitled “geophysics”). Welteislehre contin-
ued to be popular among members of other organs of the Party, but 
himmler had quickly moved to enlist nearly all the key figures of WEL 
into his organization.62 The ahnenerbe had expanded from an orga-
nization for the promotion of Germanic antiquity to one that also en-
compassed nordic natural science. This time, however, himmler had 
completely trumped rosenberg, a victory whose completeness only 
seemed matched by the utter crankiness of the explanation that under-
lay WEL.
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other interests of himmler were not necessarily reflected by the institu-
tion of divisions within the ahnenerbe, but could, nevertheless, come to 
impinge upon its researchers. for instance in June 1936 two mystics pa-
tronized by himmler went on a mission to the Murg valley, near Baden 
Baden, and subsequently declared the area a center of importance to an-
cient Germany. The more senior of these two, karl Maria wiligut, was 
a former officer of the imperial austrian army, and since the collapse 
of the hapsburg empire had retreated into a world of listian delusion. 
after being institutionalized in an asylum in the late 1920s, he fled the 
austrian republic for Germany where he became a leading contribu-
tor to the armanist journal Hagal, recalling memories of imaginary Ger-
man and Gothic (wili-gut, “Vili-Goth”) ancestors among whom he even 
counted arminius. in 1933 he was introduced to himmler by a friend 
and so impressed the reichsführer-SS that he was given a senior position 
in the ruSha in Munich where he was to write down his ancestral fan-
tasies under the assumed name of weisthor (i.e. ‘wise-Thor’). wiligut/
weisthor was responsible for the design of the skull-ring (Totenkopfring) 
worn by SS officers and he also influenced the development of the SS 
order castle, the wewelsburg, a museum, library and officer school mod-
elled on the Marienburg in Pommerania, the headquarters of the medi-
eval Teutonic knights (Deutsche Orden). wiligut was particularly sup-
portive of the albigensian fantasies of rahn and hoped the holy Grail 
might be recovered and brought one day to the wewelsburg. Moreover, 
in august 1934 wiligut introduced himmler to the correspondence 
of another occultist, Günther kirchhoff, who lived at Gaggenau in the 
Black forest. it was kirchhoff who first interested wiligut and sub-
sequently himmler in the nearby valley, and with himmler’s support 
urged members of the ahnenerbe to take up a study of the valley that 
wiligut had described as the site of a gigantic ancient religious complex 
apparently of a similar ilk to the extern Stones.63

The reception of wiligut and kirchhoff by the researchers of the 
ahnenerbe, however, was to prove anything but cordial. correspon-
dence from Plaßmann belittled the significance of the reports of the 
mystics, and hans Schleif (excavations) was told to obfuscate by Siev-
ers, putting off the proposed excavation of the site indefinitely. Michael 
kater even reports that after the war Plaßmann and wüst still loathed 
wiligut, describing him as “grotesque” and an “idiot,” respectively in 
their correspondence with him.64
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The field of Sinnbildforschung must be located somewhere between 
poor scholarship and the extremes of Welteislehre and the researches 
of wiligut and kirchhoff. Sinnbildforschung was created by a völkisch 
fantasist, but it had some academic pedigree and sensibility nonethe-
less. WEL and ariosophy, on the other hand, were based in stubbornly 
misguided science and the contrivances of völkisch obscurantists. Sin-
nbildforschung had no proper empirical basis, but it did represent some 
sort of outgrowth of an academic tradition. Moreover, with its original 
focus on symbols like the swastika, Sinnbildforschung also was palpably 
useful politically. Unlike WEL or ariosophy, ideographic studies had 
both an academic pedigree and an immediately obvious völkisch sym-
bolism. in fact the “visual etymology” that the symbols investigated 
in Sinnbildforschung represented to those initiated into wirth’s theories 
had come to influence the thinking of senior Party officials.

oDal

as the expansion of the ahnenerbe continued, another facet to ideo-
graphic studies which emerged in the early years of the dictatorship be-
gan to be reflected in the development of the SS’s learned society. it 
was one that, once again, developed ostensibly out of swastika studies, 
but took the focus of ideographic research even further away from the 
tradition established in the wake of the finds of Schliemann at Troy. 
The mid-1930s witnessed a major change to the way Sinnbildforschung 
was conceptualized. it remained a discourse based on the theories 
of wirth, but developed an entirely new political dimension as other 
strands of völkisch antiquarian endeavor became wedded to ideographic 
studies.

with the accession of the national Socialists, studies of the swas-
tika developed a previously unheralded importance. experts such as 
the kossinna-school archeologist Jörg lechler reissued their old studies 
after suitably reworking them to make their political orthodoxy clear.65 
a new edition of wilser’s study of the swastika was even prepared for 
fritsch’s hammer publishing house which had been continued by his 
son.66 Yet few of the works on the swastika from the 1930s contribut-
ed much new to the body of scholarship developed by Müller, Goblet 
d’alviella, Montelius and Déchelette, even though swastika studies was 
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the main intellectual precursor of Sinnbildforschung.67 The exception 
here, however, was wirth.

wirth’s ideas on the swastika deviated from the mainstream; he did 
not follow the traditional interpretation of the symbol that went back 
ultimately to Schliemann and Müller. he had connected the swastika 
with the runes, but in a manner quite unlike that which list had divined 
in the early 1900s. he was the most adventurous and original theorist 
(völkisch or academic) of the swastika in the early 1930s. in fact it seems 
it was especially his theories on the swastika that won him the interest of 
Darré and then himmler, which in turn explains why they made wirth’s 
private ahnenerbe the foundation of the SS’s learned society in 1935.

in april 1934 Darré, the reich agriculture chief, renamed his jour-
nal Deutsche Agrarpolitik (German Agricultural Politics), the “Monthly 
for German rurality,” as Odal, the “Monthly for Blood and Soil,” 
adopting odal, the Germanized name of the o-rune, not only as title of 
the journal, but also its emblem.68 Darré also had Odal adopt the old 
German names of the months, reviving a tradition first adopted by the 
early pan-Germanist journals such as Heimdall that was soon copied 
by other völkisch periodicals such as Germanien.69 Various other runes 
were similarly adopted by nazi associations over the next few years, 
usually under the influence of wirth’s theories. The German wom-
en’s work (Deutsches frauenwerk), for instance, the new nazi general 
women’s organization, adopted the (somewhat tree-like) younger m-
rune (M) in the mid-1930s even though this rune was thought to signify 
“man” in listian tradition.70 Yet the prehistorical matriarchy-enthusing 
wirth had proclaimed this rune the prototype for the christian cross—
and furthermore in his “Tree of life” exhibition, the Lebensrune, the 
“rune of life,” theorizing that it symbolized healing and fecundity.71 
The Lebensrune was also adopted by the German Pharmacy federation 
(apothekervereinigung) and the national league for the German fam-
ily (reichsbund deutsche familie) in this light. it subsequently came to 
be employed as well as a replacement for asterisks and (in its inverted 
form) obelisks in bibliographical citations in journals like Germanien, 
and under himmler’s direction the “rune of life” even replaced crosses 
commemorating fallen members of the SS during the war.72 Darré was 
well acquainted with the latest trends in antiquarian scholarship and 
the renaming of his agricultural journal with a runic letter-name is also 
clearly to be associated with views wirth had first put forward in 1931. 
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it equally reveals an interesting symbolism that remains quite opaque 
outside the world of wirth’s Sinnbildforschung.

in his What is German? wirth delineated a long evolution of the 
swastika from an arctic-atlantean ideograph he called the “year ideo-
gram” which he also claimed was the ultimate ancestor of the o-rune  
( ). This rune’s name is rendered Odal by German runologists after the 
name œðal “inheritance” or “heritable possession” given to it in medi-
eval english and wirth claimed that the swastika derived from a variant 
of the “year ideogram” he labelled the odal-cross. Moreover, rescuing a 
nineteenth-century etymology which linked odal with the concept “fa-
therland,” wirth maintained this was the answer to the question “what is 
German?”: the swastika was the ancient symbol of German patrimony.73 

wirth also argued that the odal-cross was the ancestor of the celt-
ic cross—and it was clearly in light of this theory that the celtic cross 
(as the celtic swastika) was adopted by nazi collaborators in france 
and the low countries during the war.74 furthermore, the rune name 
odal even became connected to Allod (allodial land tenure) in wirth’s 
system, i.e. Od-al became All-od. There had been a long tradition of 
study of a system of land tenure in Scandinavia known as “odal law” 
(Danish Odelsrett, Germanized as Odalrecht) which connected odal 
with agriculture—and Darré seems to have been especially taken by 
this interpretation, stating in 1934 that “odal is the key to understand-
ing the agricultural life of the Germanic tribes.”75 in fact later that 
year a monographic analysis by the sometime racial theorist hermann 
Gauch of Germanic Odal or Allodial Tenure (Die germanische Odal- oder 
Allodverfassung) was published in conjunction with Darré’s journal 
which developed wirth’s theory in light of the Scandinavian tradition.76 
a similar, although much more substantial publication by Johann von 
leers also appeared soon thereafter (also published in conjunction with 
Darré’s Odal) that was supposed to delineate the history of Germanic 
agriculture. its appearance, though, led to friction between wirth and 
von leers, who was a member of Darré’s circle as well as the leader of 
the successor to the herman wirth Society.77 

The connection between odal and allod, however, is clearly etymo-
logical nonsense, and in 1934 this odal scholarship provoked a public 
refutation by the venerable Germanist otto Behagel.78 after first confin-
ing his criticisms to newspaper articles, in 1935 Behagel published a de-
tailed attack on the odal fantasists in one of the Transactions of the Bavar-
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ian Academy of Sciences.79 as an octogenarian, Behagel seemed uncon-
cerned by the prospect of retaliation. ideographic studies had threatened 
to produce its own blood-and-soil form of Wörter und Sachen. But the 
timely attack of Behagel, which coincided with a distancing of the ahn-
enerbe from Darré’s group in early 1936 (reflecting, among other things, 
the growing animosity between wirth and von leers), ensured that the 
new odal scholarship did not infiltrate broader Germanistic discourse.80

Yet the wirthian contribution to nazi blood-and-soil mythology 
did not end there. in 1934 weigel resurrected the listian idea that 
runic designs influenced rural architecture, in the so-called “rune-
houses.” in fact proving his blood-and-soil credentials, in his Runes 
and Ideographs, he even cited Darré as an influence. By this date the 
acknowledgement had already been reciprocated by Darré’s people, 
however: in 1934 one of Darré’s writers had explained the notion of 
rural rune-houses to the readership of Odal in a simple graphic man-
ner, showing the o-rune hidden in one of the simplest of traditional 
architectural features, the gable, an explanation that subsequently pro-
voked further comment from both wirth and weigel.81

Given the growing connection between Sinnbildforschung and blood-
and-soil thinking, it comes as no surprise that Darré became one of the 
patrons of the SS-ahnenerbe upon its establishment in 1935. wirth had 
become a de facto blood-and-soil ideologue. his basic premise from 1928 
that the ancient ideographs could be read by means of his Sinnbildkunde 
had not evolved in its essence. But by 1935 the range of expressions to 
which his theories could be applied had. his prehistorical religion of 
runes and ideographs had now penetrated the rural Teutonic mystique 
promoted by Darré and his circle. wirth and Sinnbildforschung had obvi-
ously begun to verge again on the territory of ariosophy. Yet many of 
the researchers of the ahnenerbe accepted this new Sinnbildforschung that 
had moved on from prehistory into the rural, völkisch folkloric present. 
although it was ostensibly founded in prehistorical discourse, Sinnbild-
forschung had become another way in which völkisch continuity could be 
demonstrated, especially in terms of German Volkskunde.

But the purview of Sinnbildforschung could be expanded further by 
more radical ideograph enthusiasts. ruppel had announced a new inter-
pretation of medieval hallmarks in an essay published in Odal in 1936 
and in the following year was assigned a Pflegstätte in which to concen-
trate on these symbols.82 he produced an introductory survey for the ah-
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nenerbe in 1939 in which he noted that the appearance of carl homey-
er’s classic study on hallmarks from 1870 had quickly been followed by 
a mania for hallmarks among the public.83 homeyer and his correspon-
dents had investigated all sorts of markings on buildings, stones, coats-
of-arms, letters and seals. weigel’s take on Sinnbildforschung duly inspired 
a similar clamor to find runic and pre-runic shapes in all manner of rustic 
arts and architecture. The hallmark frenzy of the Bismarckian period was 
reenacted in a popular ideograph mania under the dictatorship.

weigel painstakingly recorded thousands of examples of what he be-
lieved were examples of folk-art symbolism and he inspired other au-
thors both inside and outside the SS to produce similar surveys. his 
ideograph archive survives, housed at the University of Göttingen to-
day, and has since become an object of some mirth among present-day 
folklorists. The hundreds and thousands of symbols collected and cata-
logued by weigel, however, stand as a testament to the enthusiastic re-
ception of Sinnbildforschung at the time. Modern-day folklorists may be 
entitled to their scorn, but ideographic study could not have become 
more quintessentially folksy than in the specious ideograph mania in-
spired by weigel.84 it was in 1936 while this ideographic mania was 
still young that an SS lawyer, kurt Schmidt-klevenow, came up with 
the theory that some chinese characters had developed from German-
ic ideographs.85 his theory was obviously specious, but he managed 
to win over himmler who has been recorded musing that if the Japa-
nese characters were related to runes and hallmarks, then the Japanese 
might one day be proven to be aryans too.86 himmler seems to have 
turned chinese into Japanese characters on his own accord, but had 
clearly, like Schmidt-klevenow, also been caught up in weigel’s ideo-
graphic mania.

The mania that surrounded ideographic studies was most evident 
in the rune-house and other aspects of the blood-and-soil mystique 
based in ruminations on the o-rune. first emerging in the mid-1930s, 
ideograph mania was chiefly the preserve of radical scholars and their 
enthusiastic amateur followers. The SS-ahnenerbe had clearly been 
established to further the studies of the völkisch enthusiasts who had 
gathered around Teudt and wirth, however, some of whom even held 
doctorates but had surrendered to ideograph mania just as readily as 
their untrained fellows nonetheless. By the early 1930s wirth had also 
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clearly slipped completely into völkisch fantasy and both the reich ag-
riculture leader and the head of the SS had similarly become caught 
up in the runic mystique. But the broadening dissemination of Sinn-
bildforschung did not end with its acceptance by the members of the 
learned society of the SS and its patrons.

according to hermann rauschning, and as was also asserted by 
wirth, hitler was supportive of Sinnbildforschung, especially in its gnostic 
aspect.87 copies of What is German? and wirth’s oera linda translation 
are still to be found in the remains of hitler’s library in washington to-
day, but it is evident that the dictator grew increasingly annoyed by wirth 
over time.88 The anti-christian element of wirth’s form of Volkskunde ap-
pealed strongly to senior nazis like Darré, himmler and, if rauschning is 
to be believed, initially hitler as well. ideographic studies was at the fore-
front of the anti-christian movement in 1930s German folklore—it was 
the heathenness of the symbols which men like weigel collected that is 
so strongly stressed in their work. Traditional practices from the symbols 
used in harvest festivals, even to those used in games and regional variet-
ies of cakes and breads, could now all be analyzed in the light of wirth’s 
groundbreaking work. a runomania broke out in the SS where the new 
theories of Germanic ideography were joined by all sorts of dilletantish 
speculation. The books of wirth and weigel were listed on official read-
ing lists for the SS, and after 1933 various runes became part of official 
nazi heraldry.89 wirth’s theories lay behind the use of some runic sym-
bols; other employments such as the adoption of the t-rune (T, named for 
Tyr, the old norse war god, and thought to represent “eternal struggle”) 
and the s-rune (c, with its listian name Sig, i.e. Sieg “victory”) reflected 
the popular runology of the Youth Movement and runic obscurantists in-
stead—thus their employment in the hitler Youth, to symbolize the adolf 
hitler Schools and eventually even divisions of the waffen-SS. Darré’s 
later adoption of a complex series of runic ligatures for his blood-and-
soil heraldry (his own symbol was a ligature of a d-rune and an angular 
swastika) even seems to indicate the influence of weisthor—and a mix-
ture of these influences also emerged in the neo-paganism encouraged in 
SS circles.90 Sinnbildforschung represented one of the most sophisticated of 
all the antiquarian-enthusing discourses which grew up around the resur-
gent Germanicness consciousness that had long been associated with the 
movement for völkisch renewal. with the establishment of the ahnener-
be, all manner of supporters of the gnostic aspect of the national renewal 
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movement, from wirth, the most radical exponent of Diederichs’s new 
romanticism, to abject amateurs such as many of the friends of Ger-
manic Prehistory—all had been brought together in a single, state-fund-
ed national Socialist body. But with the intrusion of men such as wüst, 
wirth’s academic students and other followers such Plaßmann and huth, 
ideographic studies would soon penetrate the universities too. 
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into the academy

Ástráð þín ec vil öll hafa
svá lengi, sem ec lifi

Sigurd in the edda’s Sigrdrífumál

on the 2nd of September, 1938, i was, for the last time, at the fie-
ner marshes, with my former halle colleague walter Schulz, a place 
where indo-european peoples had already settled by the Mesolithic 
Period. while he and my son looked for pieces of amber in the silt-
ed-up lakes, i lay on the edge of the marish on a rise leaning against 
a pine tree and gazed over the unending marshes … as in a dream, 
the life of the former inhabitants emerged before me, and i imagined 
how it would have been here in the Middle Stone age … on the 
9th of March, 1942, i gave a presentation in which i first spoke on 

the contents of this book at a scientific evening in Berlin. That was 
how i last saw my son who was at that time in an anti-aircraft unit 
defending the city. a few days later he went to the eastern front as a 
volunteer.1 

in 1944 the German linguist franz Specht saw his magnum opus of 
Wörter und Sachen studies appear in print with the blessings of the ahn-
enerbe’s wüst. Specht’s book was a breakthrough work in comparative 
linguistics, but concentrating as it does on the origin of the declension-
al classes of the indo-european languages, it at first appears a strange 
publication to be allowed to appear in the year that also saw the libera-
tion of much of europe from nazi control. Specht dedicated the book 
to the memory of his son, Günther, who was missing, presumed dead 
in the region about Stalingrad. But the publication of Specht’s Origin 
of the Indo-European Declension was not only a recognition of his son’s 
sacrifice and his family’s loss—it was very much the kind of work that 
senior nazi academics like wüst were keen on patronizing. not only is 
Specht’s book, with its demonstration that grammatical features can be 
explained historically in terms of former semantic (and cultural) reali-
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ties, a brilliant contribution to the Wörter und Sachen field, it was also a 
highly original (if equally impenetrable to the non-specialist) addition 
to understanding the ancestral inheritance—i.e. the kind of work the 
ahnenerbe was founded explicitly in order to promote.

nonetheless, alongside the studies of figures such as Specht (whose 
occasional forays into romantic over-interpretation usually did not ad-
versely affect the caliber of his work), the ahnenerbe had begun as a 
center for markedly speculative and politicized studies. in fact already 
by the time Specht last saw his son, and despite the efforts of German-
ists like arntz and Behagel (as well as wirth’s enemies within the aca-
demic system), ideographic studies had finally (re)entered respectable 
academic discourse. it did not do so under the command of Darré or 
himmler, however, or any other form of overt coercion. instead, as 
weigel himself pointed out in 1943, although it had been a struggle, by 
the 1940s Sinnbildforschung had finally been accepted within the uni-
versities; it had become a respectable academic field.2 in the second 
half of the 1930s, the reserved distance maintained by many leading 
practitioners of old Germanic studies who had not been as accepting 
of the new theoretical currents as had neckel or fehrle finally gave way 
to this most radical and often patently fantastic of völkisch discourses. 
old Germanic studies sank to its nadir at the time, but it was not forc-
es from outside the universities which instigated this decline; at a time 
when runes were being used symbolically all over the new Germany 
with meanings developed in ideographic studies, it was brought on in-
stead by scholars from within. This acceptance of Sinnbildforschung was 
not a half-hearted accommodation of dilettantism by established schol-
ars either—on the contrary the enthusiasm of these university men for 
the new science is often palpable in their publications. The acceptance 
of ideographic studies by academic Germanists under the dictatorship 
represented the last victory of the völkisch cultural tide. experts today 
may shake their heads or even laugh at many of the publications of 
ahnenerbe researchers from the period, but much of the radical Ger-
manic studies of the SS was produced by established and even leading 
scholars who had volunteered to become himmler’s Germanists.

Moreover, these scholars also became part of another expansion of 
Sinnbildforschung and the ahnenerbe, one that would eventually bring 
even more shame upon their colleagues than did the base politiciza-
tion of their researches or their increasing toleration of dilettantes and 
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fantasists. By the 1940s, wirth’s paleo-epigraphy and the rustic expres-
sions of Sinnbildforschung most closely associated with weigel had de-
veloped broader Germanic and even indo-european provinces as well. 
Symbols from italy, iceland and the low countries also came into the 
purview of ideographic studies. But though the associated scholars may 
have often joined Specht in his antiquarian reverie, many also drank as 
much from the approach of his son. following the extraordinary suc-
cesses of the German armed forces, the ahnenerbe even came to take 
on a more overt political role as the völkisch approach to Germanic an-
tiquarianism was exported west and north too, and SS Germanists be-
came involved in and planned for the control and ethnic and cultural 
reorganization of the nazi empire. 

germaniC philology

in 1938 a Festschrift came out in time to celebrate Gustav neckel’s six-
tieth birthday. By this date neckel was a sick man, physically and if 
we believe his predecessor heusler, mentally as well. heusler also re-
marked, however, that it was strange that the Festschrift was entitled 
Contributions to Runology and Nordic Linguistics (Beiträge zur Runen-
kunde und nordischen Sprachwissenschaft). neckel’s speciality, like heu-
sler’s, was old norse literature. “Does he think most fondly of his 
lærisveinar (students) as runologists?,” heusler asked his friend wil-
helm ranisch rhetorically in their correspondence.3

The neckel Festschrift was a book of its time. along with hans 
kuhn’s Sinnbildforschung-inspired Wörter und Sachen contribution 
stood several other essays on topics dear to ideographic studies, one 
even by höfler’s detractor, the folklorist von der leyen. Suddenly ev-
eryone was a runologist. The appearance of a valueless paper from the 
pen of the amateur edmund weber was merely another sign of how 
ready the honoree was to sponsor völkisch antiquarianism.4 The contri-
bution most clearly supportive of the wirthian stance taken by neckel, 
however, was by his former student krause, who had just succeeded 
neckel in Göttingen at the end of 1937 (neckel’s position had been 
merged into hermann’s indo-european chair and krause became 
the Professor of indo-european Philology and runology, the first and 
hopefully last official German professor of runes).5 in it he investigated 



��0 The Science of the Swastika

the ideographic use of runes in light of two articles from 1936 in which 
he had come out squarely in favor of ideographic studies.6

Perhaps the most telling critique of wirth’s acceptance of the Oera 
Linda Book had been that of krause when he dismissed the forgery in 
terms of heusler’s Germanicness. Mindful of the political climate of 
the time, many of those critical of wirth no doubt felt it necessary to 
frame their rejection of the Oera Linda Book in terms that would not 
appear too damning. as arthur hübner concluded:7

we do not doubt wirth’s idealism. nor do we doubt his good intention 
to help bring about the spiritual renewal of our people either; but we have 
serious doubts that the intellectual position that obviously lies behind his 
research, his propaganda and his polemic really can be of much use to 
our race.

it is also worth noting at the same time, though, that hübner, the edi-
tor since 1930 of the German national dictionary (Grimms Wörterbuch) 
and later a member of the amt rosenberg, had already worked to un-
dermine wirth privately late in 1934, damning any scholastic merit he 
had in a report to the education Ministry.8

nevertheless, in 1936 krause publicly declared himself a support-
er of wirth’s Sinnbildforschung. in two papers from that year he dealt 
with the ideographic use of runes. in one of the articles, in the aca-
demic magazine Forschungen und Fortschritte (Research and Progress) in 
December, he announced:9

The fact that the runes were also employed as symbols is to be explained 
in my opinion only in the following way: caused by incidental likeness 
of form, they amalgamated with the at times much older symbols which 
are frequently met with on Teutonic soil, on gravestones, weapons, tools, 
urns and the famous Scandinavian rock-carvings.

what was formerly considered to be exceptional or regarded as the 
arbitrary whim of a writer of runes has proved to be a very ancient heri-
tage, an older stratum in the runic tradition which appeared rather late 
(3rd century a.D.), a heritage leading us back to a very remote pre-runic 
period. if we were to try to interpret these pre-runic symbols in them-
selves alone, we should be without any firm support and wholly given up 
to fancy. The meaning of the runes, however, is limited rather definitely 
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by their names, and as the runes seem to have taken on the heritage of the 
pre-runic symbols, they bestow the light of scientific methods even on the 
interpretation of the spiritual contents of many older signs.

That scientific method was the essence of wirth’s Sinnbildforschung.
krause’s other publications from the time are similarly enlighten-

ing. his 1936 contribution to the prehistorical journal Altpreußen (Old 
Prussia) seems to have been influenced by a brief mention of a work 
by him from 1935 by the archeologist hans-lüitjen Janssen who had 
pointed out that Sinnbildforschung (or rather Sinnbilderforschung) had a 
long academic pedigree before weigel’s popular book had appeared in 
1935.10 But as krause explained:11

hardly an area of Germanic antiquarian study has come to concern the 
widest circles in so strong and so lively a manner than in the rounds of the 
mysterious symbols that our forefathers first used and which they called 
runes. in thick books, in the journals of many disciplines and in the pages 
of the daily press, the question of the secret of the runes is discussed, of-
ten in a passionate manner, and hardly a day passes in which the ocean of 
writings on things runic is not topped up again.

he clearly felt it was time to put a properly academic perspective on 
things.

krause had come around to this idea already in 1935 when he 
had produced his What One Carved in Runes, which was clearly aimed 
at the popular market or rather as he put it “those in whose hearts a 
newly awoken sympathy for the consideration and the care of our Ger-
manic inheritance lies.”12 Janssen had already noticed that krause was 
supportive of Sinnbildforschung in this short survey. krause’s contribu-
tions from 1936 build further on this clearly enthusiastically völkisch 
sentiment.

although wary of wirth’s penchant for mega-comparison, krause 
was convinced that some of the runes had developed out of earlier 
symbols. he did not accept that the pre-runic symbols developed di-
rectly into a fully fledged and autochthonous script—he was only too 
well aware that many of the Germanic letters probably had a Mediter-
ranean origin. The question for krause was how the runes developed 
their “dual nature”—as ideographs as well as more regular alphabetical 
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characters. Some runes such as j (y) and η (ng) which had no clear 
Mediterranean forebears he thought were purely Germanic creations. 
for others, instead he suggested some sort of accommodation. he sug-
gested the t-rune (T) was compared with an arrow by the early Ger-
mans; thus its name Tyr, that of the god of victory. The o-rune ( ), 
odal “heritable land,” he compared with the form of a sling, the mod-
ern Danish word for which (løkke) is a homonym of that for a fenced-
in section of land.13 in his second article from 1936, however, he came 
out more strongly in favor of the notion of wirth that the ideographic 
values of the runes could be projected back onto the earlier symbols, 
and thus that the methodology of Sinnbildforschung was basically cor-
rect. he believed that several of the runes in fact were continuations 
of the pre-runic symbols, but unlike wirth and his devotees, probably 
not all. The more often he restated the premise of his interpretation of 
Sinnbildforschung, the more he came to sound like a neckel or a wirth. 
in fact his enthusiasm for his runological work had soon grown to the 
point of exuberance. in 1939 in an article suggestively entitled “The 
Power of the runes” he observed:14

in the new Germany the runes now enjoy a resurgence ... The revival of 
consciousness among the German people of the deepest changes in their 
existence and nature has at the same time led the old symbols, the ideo-
graphs of the old Germanic feeling of life, to be filled with new content 
and new worth. one can reconstruct now the life of every old symbol, 
from the beginning of Germanicness at the end of the Stone age to the 

present of our days, and seek them out in farm and village houses, in 
monasteries and churches. The runologist ... is pleased by this develop-
ment, as a kindling spark from that which until now was cherished and 
trusted only in the restricted circle of his few colleagues, has now spread 
to his whole people with alacrity.

krause had clearly become caught up in the spirit of völkisch antiquar-
ianism; like Specht his superlative runic vision stretched back to the 
Stone age. in 1934 we already find him discovering a form of the word 
“aryan” on a Scandinavian rune-stone;15 and with the endorsement of 
krause very soon the tenets of Sinnbildforschung came to be accepted 
by several other academics. The archeologist karl hermann Jacob-fri-
esen, a noted opponent of settlement archeology who had also been 
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one of the leading critics of wirth’s acceptance of the Oera Linda Book, 
responded to the new runological development in June 1937 declaring 
that he had discovered runic ideographs on an urn at the State Muse-
um of hanover, explicitly citing krause’s authority.16 krause’s articles 
on runic ideographs had become seminal reading. even wirth’s most 
vocal critics during the oera linda debacle had come to accept the va-
lidity of his Sinnbildkunde.

critics in völkisch antiquarian circles had long bemoaned that pro-
fessional runologists neglected the question of the relation of the runes 
to ideographs. arntz of course had dismissed this dilletantism in 1934. 
reichardt, on the other hand, had responded diplomatically in the 
foreword of his own Runology in 1936: he considered the understand-
ing of this relationship not to be sufficiently established for him to pass 
any comment or include any survey of other symbols in his book.17 
even Janssen who regarded himself as a voice of clarity in the area crit-
icized authors like reichardt for not providing an ideographic aspect to 
their handbooks.18 a runological unknown, Bernhard reiss, had pro-
duced a runic handbook for the publishers reclam in 1936 in which he 
pointed out that völkisch thought made it imperative that such symbols 
be included in any survey of runology, and even cited heusler’s name 
in his argument that runes were a creation of primordial Germanic an-
tiquity.19

The ahnenerbe’s huth in his review of reiss’s Runology (Runen-
kunde) for Germanien praised the author for precisely this point: ac-
cepting Sinnbildforschung as part of runic studies.20 krause would even-
tually follow suit, providing a survey of runic ideographs in the second 
edition of What One Carved in Runes in 1943. arntz, on the other hand, 
rubbished this section of krause’s work in his review: he had gone to 
great lengths to combat the Urschrift thesis and the Sinnbildforschung 
that had developed around it.21 arntz and arthur nordén, a Swedish 
expert in rock carvings, spent much time defending scholarship from 
these incursions from völkisch academia.22 arntz stood in marked con-
trast to his rival at Göttingen who seems to have been overcome with 
his enthusiasm for the occasionally ideographic nature of the runes.

There was an academic tradition of sorts, however, that had con-
sidered the possibility of a relationship between runes and the sym-
bols of prehistoric antiquity. in 1917, for instance, a folklorist robert 
Petsch had written an article on the symbols employed in an ancient 
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Germanic divination ceremony recorded by Tacitus. Petsch built on 
some ideas found in respectable Germanist circles—most clearly the 
Urschrift fantasies of von liliencron and Müllenhoff—after all, the de-
scription notae used by Tacitus in the Germania could clearly be trans-
lated as “ideograph.”23 Tacitus’ description was thought to be too early 
to refer to runes proper, however, so it had become generally accepted 
in philological circles that this reference must have been to pre-runic 
ideographs—swastikas and the like. commenting on the tendency of 
both academics and the public to call any ancient symbol a rune and 
suggesting this confusion extended also to pre-modern sources, Petsch 
contended that a distinction needed to be made between these symbols 
(Zeichenrunen) and the runic characters (Schriftrunen) proper. reich-
ardt’s teacher Mogk had also written a short work on the runes and 
the swastika in 1921 playing down the possibility of any relationship.24 
Yet there was a tradition in respectable scholarship that linked the pre-
runic symbols with the runes by concentrating on the Tacitean passage 
and contending that word rune itself was once used to refer to both 
sorts of characters.

krause seems to have been unaware of Petsch’s contribution and 
unaffected by the scepticism of Mogk. nevertheless, in 1936 he had 
come around to essentially the same taxonomy as Petsch, albeit ex-
pressed this time in terms of a direct relationship, i.e. under the influ-
ence of the Urschrift thesis. krause separated the use of runes as ideo-
graphs (Begriffsrunen) from the usual alphabetic employment where the 
runes represented individual sounds (Lautrunen) and he restricted pri-
mordial antiquity only to the former, not the latter usage of the runes.25

krause’s sophistry soon descended into fantasy, however: by the 
mid-1930s he had developed a predilection for finding runes in all sorts 
of unclear contexts—any scratch on a prehistoric find could potentially 
be a runic ideograph.26 By 1940 krause had even begun a relation-
ship with the ahnenerbe that, despite writing a dismissive review of 
weigel’s Runes and Ideographs in 1935, would see him join up with the 
amateur in early 1943 as wirth’s heir to the leadership of the Division 
for alphabetic and ideographic Studies.27 weigel and krause had al-
ready contributed complimentary articles to Wörter und Sachen in 1942 
(since 1939 an ahnenerbe-controlled journal) on a symbol discovered 
by weigel on a prehistoric urn, krause’s a preposterous contribution 
where he argued for an indigenous origin for the clearly latinate r-
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rune ( )—his belief in the ideographic theory had clearly become intel-
lectually overriding.28 with arntz’s gradual exclusion from academic 
life, krause remained the only runologist of note within the academic 
system. wirth’s Sinnbildforschung had begun to subsume mainstream 
German runology.

The relationship between weigel and krause had begun as early 
as 1939 when they had met at Plaßmann’s “haus ahnenerbe” near 
the extern Stones in horn. They soon established a working relation-
ship.29 in 1940 krause had weigel use his SS connections to try to 
ascertain the whereabouts of an ancient spearhead that seemed to bear 
some sort of inscription and similar inquiries were made in subsequent 
years to Sievers and Jankuhn about items bearing runic texts that had 
last been reported in museums in eastern europe, but which were now 
under German control.30 in 1942 krause went further still and decid-
ed to join the ahnenerbe outright. he submitted a plan to wüst to 
unite his institute for runology at Göttingen with weigel’s division of 
the ahnenerbe as a “center for runological and ideographic Studies” 
(Zentralstelle für runen- und Sinnbildkunde) under his direction, with 
him leading the runological section and weigel the ideographic one.31 
his suggested wording for the official establishment of the center be-
gins with the following words:32

a center for runological and ideographic studies is created in Germany 
therewith that will serve the needs of research, study and propaganda. 
runic and ideographic studies, as the scientific development especially in 
the last years has insistently shown, are loosely interconnected; but only 
through a firm and strictly scientific study of both areas might one ex-
pect to remove the great harm to the reputation of German science done 
by the manifold, often sensational fantasies that unfortunately again and 
again seem to encroach upon this area of study, and with time set down 
truly indisputable results.

There is a querying mark pencilled in red under the word Propaganda 
on the original of this document, but it is clear from what the center 
produced over the next two years that propaganda was indeed part of 
krause’s plan. after all, he was an enthusiastic promoter of Germanic 
antiquity and recognized that its promotion to the pubic at large by 
1943 served as völkisch propaganda. krause had sold out completely 
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to the nazis. his wish to rectify the damage done to the reputation 
of German scholarship over the preceding decade seems to have been 
inspired by a review of arntz’s Handbook by the Danish runologist erik 
Moltke—krause’s words replicate Moltke’s warning that “herman 
wirth ... has done irreparable damage to Germany’s scholarly reputa-
tion.”33 krause’s sentiment would seem worthy enough if it were not 
that the document also sets down the principle that:

... the ideographs of the Germanic and thus from the indo-european liv-
ing space, which can be shown to go back to the Stone age and from 
about 100 B.c. contributed to the creation of the runic script, live on in 
part in the traditions of modern and the most recent of times ... The work 
of the new Teaching and research Post will contribute in this way: to re-
discover and to revive long-buried sources of the beliefs of our people and 
most of all the spiritual bearing of our kind.

after receiving confirmation from himmler in early 1943, krause 
wrote to wüst thanking him for his support. he also asked for his help 
in his mission to clean up runic scholarship, to discourage in the fu-
ture “any Guido von lists or herman wirths,”34 and to channel any 
reports of runic matters through him, evidently so he could vet them. 
But in accepting Sinnbildforschung the would-be runological censor had 
already legitimized and himself been won over by völkisch antiquarian-
ism, albeit not in its most extreme form, but still one that is evidently 
quite far removed from one based in a dispassionate consideration of 
the available evidence.

with krause’s acceptance of the mandate of the ahnenerbe and its Sin-
nbildkunde, it is no surprise to see him publishing articles in Germanien 
after having first been sought out by Plaßmann for a commentary on 
the fraudulent american kensington rune-stone in 1937, and more-
over in collaboration with ahnenerbe identities such as weigel and 
Plaßmann.35 an article from 1941 was on the rune-inscribed spearhead 
from kovel (now in the Ukraine), which had been looted from a pri-
vate Polish collection by the archeologist Peter Paulsen, a member of 
the ahnenerbe involved in the SS “antiquarian rescue team” (Prähis-
torische Bergungskommando) assigned to German-occupied Poland in 
1939.36 it was held at ahnenerbe premises at Dahlem in Berlin, where 
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krause travelled in 1940 after being informed of the find by weigel, 
and again in the next year, having proper photos made of it for his 
Göttingen collection. his assessment of the inscription was partly pro-
voked by a fumbled reading from weber who had always been one of 
the most respected of the völkisch dilettantes—and it was duly invoked 
subsequently as yet another piece of evidence justifying German east-
ern ambitions in the SS-Leithefte in 1941.37 nevertheless, from that 
year krause had replaced weber altogether as runological authority for 
Germanien, the latter moving on to rosenberg-allied circles, becom-
ing especially involved in Sigrune, another völkisch antiquarian journal 
which merged with kummer’s Nordische Stimmen in 1942.

Ulrich hunger also recounts the struggle krause had stopping the 
publication of a monograph on a variant of the hieroglyphic thesis in 
the Germanien monographic series in 1943.38 The author, J. wilhelm 
hauer, Professor of religious Studies at the University of Tübingen, 
was the founder of the German faith Movement (Deutsche Glaubens-
bewegung), a völkisch neo-pagan group. he had also been producing 
lectures since at least 1932 on modern (i.e. mostly ariosophic) expres-
sions of indo-european belief and had long been working on an an-
thology or “lay breviary” for the ahnenerbe that would bring togeth-
er many of the key sources dealing with indo-european paganism.39 
Straying somewhat outside his field of comparative religious studies, 
however, hauer had been publicly promoting a paper in 1942 (later to 
appear in Germanien) on the use of the swastika in which he had traced 
runic use back to the Bronze age.40 krause, though, dismissed hauer’s 
wirth-like theories in a contribution to the German-language Brüsseler 
Zeitung (Brussels Newspaper) in the middle of that year.41 with the sup-
port of wüst, krause had decided to attempt to rid the ahnenerbe of 
the influence of the worst runic fantasists, and despite his academic 
credentials, hauer’s ideas were clearly of this ilk. after several sharp 
letters between krause, wüst and Sievers, and another caustic assess-
ment of hauer’s theories by krause published in the review journal 
of the Göttingen academy in 1943, the publication of the book was 
finally put off indefinitely despite its imminent appearance already hav-
ing been announced in Germanien.42 krause thought he could reshape 
the runological section of the ahnenerbe along empirical, even neo-
grammarian grounds. Yet the ahnenerbe had been founded to foster 
the radical research that was ideographic studies and the specter of 
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wirth still lay on his former Pflegstätte until the time of its dissolution 
in 1945.

The new Sinnbildforschung stripped of wirth’s more incredible fan-
tasies made a strong impression on several academics. krause himself 
lauded weigel’s last original work Carved Symbols of the Threshing Floors 
of the Black Forest (Ritzzeichnungen in Dreschtennen des Schwarzwaldes, 
published as a supplement to Wörter und Sachen in 1942) as suitable 
for acceptance as a doctoral dissertation and encouraged weigel to 
complete the other studies necessary to achieve the German Promo-
tion.43 only the loss of the war stopped him from attaining a doctor-
ate. it is clear that ideographic studies had evolved beyond the völkisch 
fringe it had inhabited for many years and returned to the academic 
sphere in which its seeds had first developed. as an exposition of the 
latest trends of scholarship, weber had clearly been correct to devote 
a chapter or more to ideographic studies in his SS-published Runologi-
cal Digest (Kleine Runenkunde) of 1941, despite the reservations which 
might be held of judgements he made elsewhere in his runological dith-
erings.44 The writings of a number of academics had become flushed 
with völkisch thought over the course of the 1920s and even more spe-
cialists in Germanic antiquity had been supportive of wirth’s Sinnbild-
forschung when it had first appeared. krause, as neckel’s heir at Göttin-
gen, had continued his teacher’s legacy, adding to ideographic studies 
the respectability that allowed other scholars to use Sinnbildforschung 
in their own work. krause no doubt felt that he had successfully pared 
ideographic studies of the worst of the obscurantism of wirth much as 
wüst thought he had similarly remodelled the ahnenerbe in the guise 
of an academic learned society. The ideographic theory, palpably quite 
specious outside the context of the völkisch revolution, captured many 
of the leading German scholars of the time, and led to the preparation 
of scores of publications that today are no longer considered a part of 
respectable scholarship.

folklore

with the expansion of Sinnbildforschung after its institutional adoption 
by the SS in 1935, wirth’s theories also soon began to affect the field 
which at that time was still dominated by his old doctoral supervisor 
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John Meier. Meier, a man of independent means, had left Basel in 
1911 and returned to Germany, to the University of freiburg in Bre-
isgau where he was granted an honorary professorship in 1913. Volk-
skunde was still largely unrecognized in Germany in terms of chairs at 
that time—except for otto lauffer who held the sole German chair in 
folklore (which had been created at the University of hamburg dur-
ing the early years of the weimar republic), most of its practitioners 
taught courses in music, theology or more commonly old Germanic 
languages and literatures instead. Meier, himself a former student of 
the neogrammarians Sievers and Paul, proposed that a research insti-
tute needed to be set up to promote the establishment of Volkskunde as 
an autonomous discipline within Germanic studies. a league of Ger-
man folklore Societies (Verband deutscher Vereine für Volkskunde) al-
ready existed and Meier himself had headed it since 1911; but it lacked 
the gravitas of an institute with secure funding. he also inaugurated a 
scheme for a Volkskunde atlas—an encyclopedic survey of German folk-
lore on the scale of the Monumenta Germaniae historica. Meier began to 
implement the project in 1927 after winning the support of the DfG. 
Yet it was not until the nazi accession in 1933 and with Meier ap-
proaching his seventieth birthday that he seemed to be about to realize 
his wish with the foundation of the league for German folklore (Bund 
deutscher Volkskunde) which he hoped would lead in due course to the 
establishment of a central research institute for Volkskunde.45

although Meier had the support of the education Ministry, in 
1934 the DfG turned instead to a younger folklorist, adolf Spamer, 
then teaching at the Technical University of Dresden, to lead its new 
folklore section (which included responsibility for the production of 
the Volkskunde atlas). Under Spamer, it looked again for a time that 
Meier’s plans would soon be realized. But then rosenberg stepped 
in. recognizing that German folklore was a field that studied the Volk 
directly, rosenberg moved to coordinate Volkskunde throughout Ger-
many, and his chief folklorist Matthes Ziegler destroyed the plans of 
Meier and Spamer, and their supporters at the DfG and the educa-
tion Ministry. although he had been given a chair in Volkskunde at the 
University of Berlin in early 1936, Spamer was forced to retire from his 
DfG posting later that year, and Ziegler became the leader of the folk-
lore division of the new rosenberg-aligned working Group on Ger-
man folklore (arbeitsgemeinschaft für deutsche Volkskunde) founded 
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in January 1937. Meier now attempted to win the support of himmler, 
but when the SS finally came to the party their action was belated and 
typically cannibalistic. himmler had supported rosenberg’s work-
ing Group at first, but friction developed between Ziegler’s folklorists 
and those of the ahnenerbe, particularly in light of the kummer affair. 
Ziegler, an adherent of the Viennese mythologist school, attacked SS-
aligned researchers such as höfler and his Männerbund theories, and 
even attempted to set up a sort of rival to the ahnenerbe’s ideography 
division. in turn, heinrich harmjanz, by then the folklorist responsible 
for the Volkskunde atlas at the DfG, defected from rosenberg’s circle 
and took the atlas over to the ahnenerbe. rosenberg had his revenge, 
denouncing the traitor harmjanz for plagiarism in 1942. But eventu-
ally, much as in archeology, separate brown and black organizations 
for German Volkskunde were established; and as europe moved closer 
to war, German folklore grew to be dependent upon the Party’s chief 
two ideological organs for all manner of institutional support.46

The most active supporter of Sinnbildforschung within the Volk-
skunde establishment at the time, however, was eugen fehrle. Meier 
had politely declined his former student’s request to become involved 
with wirth’s first intellectual prehistory exhibition in 1933—he thought 
at the time that wirth’s theories might damage the credibility of Volk-
skunde.47 But Sinnbildforschung had other friends more closely aligned 
to the Party. not only did radical Party folklorists like Ziegler clearly 
approve of the new approach to Germanic studies, in keeping with his 
earlier indication of support for wirth’s Emergence published in the 
Baeumler volume, from 1934 fehrle began to assemble a photographic 
collection of ideographs at heidelberg as part of the development of a 
Volkskunde archive and went so far as to have copies made of some of 
the casts wirth had executed during his Scandinavian tours. fehrle’s 
own exhibition of Sinnbildforschung-inspired Volkskunde seemed merely 
to be an expanded version of those of wirth; he even chose to include 
graphic representation of the claim that the nazi salute was of aryan 
(rather than roman) antiquity, obviously in line with erwin richter’s 
argument in his extreme piece of swastika mania from 1931.48 fehrle 
also attracted several young folklorists to heidelberg, including sup-
porters of eccentricities such as the rune-houses of Stauff and weigel, 
by the late 30s making the University of heidelberg in effect the lead-
ing center for Sinnbildforschung outside the ahnenerbe. fehrle’s stu-
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dents produced a two-volume collection of studies entitled a Handbook 
of Symbol Studies (Handbuch der Symbolforschung) in 1941, calling their 
studies Symbolforschung in an apparent attempt to distinguish them-
selves from the older, and arguably more empirical, epigraphically fo-
cused ideographic studies; and fehrle’s Festschrift from 1940 (entitled 
Brauch und Sinnbild—Custom and Ideograph) is full of papers on what 
its contributors no doubt saw as a suitably refined version of folkloric 
Sinnbildforschung.49

The focus of the criticism of fehrle and the other folklorists was 
the Sinnbildforschung developing around the more adventurous studies 
of weigel, Plaßmann and huth. as Sinnbildforschung among the less 
linguistically or prehistorically concerned had begun to move on from 
ancient ideographs to what are more properly native symbolic expres-
sions such as the christmas tree or recurrent decorative motifs such 
as Germanic zoomorphy, Sinnbildforschung had more clearly come to 
trespass on the territory of folklorists. lauffer, a contributor to fehrle’s 
Festschrift, wrote scornful reviews of the works of some of the worst 
dilettantes who had been attracted to Sinnbildforschung. in fact the cir-
culation of Germanien had boomed since 1935, rising from 2,000 at the 
time of the foundation of the ahnenerbe to 12,500 by 1937.50 Sinnbild-
forschung in the form of weigel’s works and as one of the major focuses 
of Germanien had come to reach a broad audience. Many respected 
folklorists were concerned by this wild new amateurism that was sup-
ported by the SS. Yet Volkskunde had become dependent on the new 
regime institutionally—lauffer’s sole folklore chair from 1932 became 
one of many under the dictatorship—and as good national Socialists, 
figures like fehrle actively supported the more mainstream forms of 
Sinnbildforschung developed by Plaßmann, krause and huth.

a longstanding and ambitious national Socialist, fehrle had be-
come the local Party district leader at heidelberg, and though he had 
earlier been associated with Baeumler, by the late 1930s he put his for-
mer affiliation to rosenberg’s people behind him and as an associate of 
Meier began to build up contacts with the ahnenerbe instead. in 1935 
he had attempted to have Meier’s proposed research institute set up 
in heidelberg with help from the amt rosenberg, but had only suc-
ceeded in alerting himmler to his ambitions.51 werner haverbeck, a 
member of the SS and a young friend and private student of wirth’s, 
was subsequently assigned to fehrle as an assistant. himmler no doubt 
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had thought haverbeck would keep an eye on the ambitious Party folk-
lorist, while at the same stroke cleaning up some of the unfinished mat-
ters left behind by wirth after he had relocated to Marburg. haverbeck 
is perhaps more remarkable because of his postwar career as a leading 
purveyor of racist mysticism, but like huth and weigel represents well 
what the right kind of connections and academic taste could win some-
one under the nazis. 

a former member of the nazi Students’ league and the hitler 
Youth, haverbeck had been involved with wirth and his Sinnbildforsch-
ung since 1930, although by 1933 the budding young ideographist  
had returned to Munich. with the nazi accession, however, haverbeck 
had found favor with hess, and with his support founded the reich 
league for national Tradition and homeland (reichsbund Volks-
tum und heimat) within the Po. This body, associated with the kdf, 
worked to promote folk customs such as traditional music and dance, 
and both Plaßmann and huth had also been involved with haver-
beck’s group from an early stage. The league had come under suspi-
cion in 1934 as a haven for Strasserites, however, and was taken over 
by Spamer in 1936 (haverbeck had since approached Spamer to su-
pervise him in Berlin after wirth had assumed other duties). But under 
fehrle’s tutelage haverbeck eventually attained a doctorate at heidel-
berg later that year, a doctorate in Sinnbildforschung.52 haverbeck even 
completed a professional thesis at heidelberg entitled “German folk 
Belief in ideography” (“Deutscher Volksglaube im Sinnbild”) in 1938, 
making him (unlike wirth) a full Professor.53 The journal of the reich 
league for national Tradition and homeland became a new organ for 
ideographical speculation, and fehrle’s students and other associates 
especially lent their names to the new discipline, one paper in fehrle’s 
Festschrift even trying to reconcile wirth’s “rune of life” theory with 
the “man rune” of listian tradition by postulating the influence of a 
“woman” ideograph ( ) based on the shape of a woman’s pudenda.54 
But haverbeck’s academic career was put on hold when war broke out, 
albeit not ended altogether.

in 1939 fehrle finally left the Sa for the SS and four years later 
was duly awarded the Pro-rectorship of the University of heidelberg. 
fehrle’s acceptance of ideographic studies was clearly not merely op-
portunistic—it was consistent with the völkisch aspect he had always 
brought to his Volkskunde. over the course of the 1930s he produced 
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papers on ideographic concerns such as the swastika, all the while 
building up his own ideography collection which formed the basis of 
his department’s permanently exhibited folklore archive.55 fehrle did 
not add to the literature on ideographs-cum-folk symbols in as signifi-
cant a manner as did the other SS-aligned scholars. haverbeck aside, 
his other students only came to the new field somewhat belatedly. But 
it is clear what kind of folkloric research they would have continued to 
produce if it had not been for the loss of the war. nevertheless, fehrle’s 
accommodation of ideographic studies did add to the impression prev-
alent after 1945 (especially promoted by lauffer) that there had been 
two folklores in Germany at the time. one Volkskunde was thought to 
be a credible continuation of the tradition of cultural analysis of the 
Volk represent in the Grimms’ collection of fairytales. The other was 
incredible, most patently in the example of huth, weigel, fehrle and 
the other folk symbol-focused purveyors of Sinnbildforschung.56 Yet as 
the reassessment of Volkskunde that began with the studies of hermann 
Bausinger and wolfgang emmerich has shown, there was no such two-
fold distinction.57 By the 1930s Volkskunde had become riddled with 
ideological concerns and owed most of its institutional development to 
Party support. with the rise of a radical political movement that took 
its very name from the Volk, Volkskunde—as Volk-lore—itself became 
infested with reactionary ideas. The poor Volkskunde of the day was not 
just misgiven, it was ideologically driven. Sinnbildforschung merely rep-
resented the most extreme expression of what völkisch thought wrought 
on the folkloric studies of the day.

ClassiCal antiquity

The Symbolforschung of fehrle and the other folklorists was only a side 
issue in contemporary Volkskunde generally, though, given the influence 
of the Much school and the more traditional folkloric researches of fig-
ures like Spamer and lauffer. The area of Germanistic inquiry most 
influenced by Sinnbildforschung remained runic studies. Yet perhaps 
the most striking contribution to Sinnbildforschung remains in the works 
produced by the classicist franz altheim, one which maps out territory 
that, as was recognized by wüst, suggested that there was a broader 
indo-european aspect to the study of traditional ideography. in the late 
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1930s, altheim and his archeologist-mistress erika Trautmann (later 
Trautmann-nehring) won a stipend from the ahnenerbe to investigate 
the rock carvings of the camonica Valley in northern italy.58

These rock carvings had become linked to the runes through sev-
eral odd coincidences. first, the pictorial representations were clearly 
of a late Bronze–early iron age date and a number of archeologists had 
previously compared them with the similarly vivid and contemporary 
Scandinavian pictographs. Second, in 1925 rudolf Much had put for-
ward (spurious) philological evidence to argue that ancient Germanic 
tribes had been active in the alpine region as early as the sixth cen-
tury B.c., at least 400 years previous to their first classical attestation 
in the region.59 This theory of early alpine Germanic tribes (Alpenger-
manen) became focused by the decipherment in 1925 by the norwe-
gian linguist carl Marstrander of an inscription on a helmet found in 
Schöniak, negau (now Slovenian Ženjak, negova) in southwestern 
Styria in 1811.60 The inscription on the helmet was clearly Germanic 
in language and as the script in which the helmet inscription was writ-
ten was one of the pre-roman, so-called north etruscan alphabets 
of the alpine region, the inscription seemed to represent evidence for 
Germanic speakers living in the region in about the third century B.c. 
Moreover, three years later, Marstrander came to the conclusion that 
the runes had developed from this very script (or one very much like 
it).61 Marstrander’s north etruscan thesis of the origin of the runes 
had become the dominant one in established runological circles by the 
early 30s, perhaps as represented most comprehensively in the first edi-
tion of arntz’s Handbook. The importance of Schöniak/Ženjak to Ger-
manic antiquarianism saw the village renamed harigast by the national  
Socialists after the invasion of Yugoslavia, harigast being the Germanic 
name inscribed on the helmet. after an inconclusive excavation in late 
1942 by walter Schmid (an austrian archeologist of Slovenian extrac-
tion whom it seems the locals had purposefully pointed to the wrong 
location), the site was established as an archeological park, much as 
were the extern Stones.62

The north etruscan inscriptions found near the camonica Val-
ley seemed to be the closest in form to runes. The inscriptions of this 
region had still not been deciphered, however. Yet if they could be 
shown to be Germanic, it could be demonstrated exactly where these 
shadowy early alpine Germans had lived. The eminent German pale-
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ographer (and Party member) Georg Baesecke had focused attention 
on the evidence for ancient Germanic tribes in this region in 1934 in 
an article in Schröder’s Germanisch-Romanische Monatsschrift, linking 
the origin of the runes with the wanderings of the early Germanic tribe 
of the cimbri who had campaigned in this region at the end of the sec-
ond-last century B.c.63 in fact Baesecke subsequently described this 
putative cimbrian discovery of the runes in a moment of völkisch hy-
perbole as “a master deed of the Germanic, the cimbrian spirit, one 
unparalleled in the whole of the oriental experience.”64 Much’s alpine 
Germans had become rune-bearing Germans. consequently, the con-
nection between pictorial rock carvings and runes would clearly be of 
concern to ideographic studies. altheim’s expedition was duly judged 
suitable for ahnenerbe sponsorship.

altheim, however, was first and foremost a classicist and quite 
prominent academically. his fame rested on his History of Roman Reli-
gion (Römische Religionsgeschichte), a work valued highly enough to be 
translated subsequently both into english and french.65 Since archeol-
ogists such as oscar almgren had attempted to elucidate the religious 
motivation behind the Scandinavian rock carvings, altheim would nat-
urally have been drawn to attempt a similar interpretation of the com-
parable carvings from italy. Yet by the late 1930s, it seems he had be-
come obsessed not just by the camonica Valley, but also with runes.

on his expedition altheim did make an important discovery: he 
uncovered a number of inscriptions in the camonica Valley that he 
judged to be of great importance. These camunic inscriptions he 
thought might prove to be sensational in terms of Sinnbildforschung and 
the question of the origin of the runes. he first announced his findings 
to the academic world in 1937 and although he disagreed with much of 
what wirth and neckel had theorized about the runes, altheim’s find-
ings also subsequently appeared as the second offering of the Germanic 
studies monographic series of the ahnenerbe. his 1939 study From the 
Origin of the Runes (Vom Ursprung der Runen), also saw him granted his 
own division within the ahnenerbe and with it he began a new phase 
in the evolution of Sinnbildforschung.66

although seemingly concerned principally with the iconography of 
the rock carvings, from the very beginning altheim had dabbled with 
runes. he had first proclaimed the rock carvings celtic, based on a 
rather specious attempt to link some of the iconography with Gaulish 
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representations.67 The discovery at the same time of camunic inscrip-
tions, however, soon led him to make another connection very much 
in line with Sinnbildforschung. The second edition of his ostensibly col-
laborative work (Trautmann, although she had first put altheim on to 
the camonica Valley, provided mostly only the pictures) he entitled 
The Cimbri and the Runes. although the autochthonous thesis of the 
origin of the runes is rejected in this work (altheim, of course, followed 
Marstrander’s north etruscan thesis), much like krause he still man-
aged to accommodate Sinnbildforschung within his investigations. his 
aim became to establish a link between the carvings of the camonica 
Valley and those Swedish petroglyphs which had fascinated previous 
generations of prehistorians, but at the same time to explain both the 
clear evidence for a north etruscan origin of the runes and retain ele-
ments of the Urschrift theory promoted by wirth and neckel.68

Yet instead of looking for an alpine Germanic identity in these 
carvings (à la Much), altheim’s philological training pointed to evi-
dence that these inscriptions belonged to the italic group of languages. 
They evidently were not latin. instead, they appeared to him to be 
related to the language of the ancient neighbours of the early latins: 
the faliscans.69 if the rock carvings were also to be associated with the 
early italic tribes (from which, of course, the romans and faliscans 
had sprung), the early italic peoples must have shared an iconographi-
cal repertoire with that of the Swedish rock carvers.

altheim contrasted the similarities shared by the south and north 
with other comparable carvings from the rest of europe (and even 
egypt): yet he found no other iconography so Germanic as that of the 
camonica Valley. he also sought to give his speculations linguistic 
credibility by pointing out the many similarities shared by the German-
ic and italic languages. he further claimed this relationship was also 
betrayed by a number of similarities in the religious lives of rome and 
ancient Germany. Most of all, however, he argued for a shared iconog-
raphy and repertoire of early ideographs.

over the next few years, he expanded his theory to connect the 
figurative rock paintings, the symbols, the inscriptions and the runes 
more comprehensively. he came to see the runes as borrowed from 
ancient italic peoples by the Germanic cimbri, but with important in-
trusions from the ideographic repertoire of the camonica Valley. al-
though his theory did not ascribe an origin for the runes as purely Ger-
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manic as had neckel, in his opinion the northern italic and Germanic 
tribes were so close in terms of culture that this did not matter. indeed, 
altheim clearly sought to show that the energy and brilliance of rome 
was a reflection of that same superlative aryan spirit that was equal-
ly (if not more) manifest in Germanic experience. By the late 1930s, 
altheim had managed to enlarge the Germanic identity to encompass 
that of rome. Yet he did not stop there. in Italy and Rome (Italien und 
Rom), his tour de force from 1941, altheim extended this italo-Ger-
manic identity to include the celts, the illyrians and finally also the 
Greeks.70 Sinnbildforschung had now become truly aryan.

altheim’s interpretations of the rock carvings of the italian alps 
had descended into Germanomania. in 1937 he thought he had dis-
covered celtic images among the italian rock carvings; by 1941 he 
was finding runic ideographs and depictions of odin there too.71 his 
own descent into Germanomaniacal fantasy is probably signposted by 
an essay from 1938 that appeared in Klio, a respectable journal of an-
cient history, where he argued runic symbols could be seen depicted 
in the standards of Germanic troops in roman service from the period 
of the late empire.72 not only had he come around to essentially the 
same conclusion as krause with respect to the ideographic origin of the 
runes, he had put a novel italian perspective on his Sinnbildforschung-
based theory, and had even begun to broaden the focus of academic 
Sinnbildforschung to incorporate heraldry and other forms of historical 
iconography much as had list and his ariosophical followers.

a more broadly aryan approach to ideographic studies was devel-
oped in articles by other ahnenerbe researchers and only the imminent 
loss of the war prevented the appearance of several other ideograph-
based accounts of aspects of Germanic and aryan culture. wirth had 
been working on an atlas of indo-european ideographs and hauer had 
wanted to publish a survey with a similar theme. wüst had even con-
tributed an article on aryan ideographs to Germanien in 1940.73 not 
only had Sinnbildforschung survived the debacle of the Oera Linda Book, 
with krause, fehrle and altheim it had clearly achieved full academic 
status. Given time weigel would obviously have been habilitated into 
a more properly scholarly tradition and hauer, huth and wüst were 
also talking about the broader indo-european aspects of ideographic 
studies. in fact doctoral students of Sinnbildforschung such as haver-
beck had emerged—a new generation of ideographists had begun to 
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pass through the academic system. a völkisch mania had infected aca-
demic antiquarian studies and had been legitimized in the form of the 
academic ideographic studies of the early 1940s. But the expansion of 
ideographic studies did not stop there. a further, grimmer stage was 
yet to come.

empire

altheim and wirth were not the only members of the ahnenerbe to 
win funding for international research trips. in 1938 the Detmold-
based dialectologist Bruno Schweizer made a study tour of iceland 
and its Germanic Thing-places, temples and traditionally constructed 
buildings, observing its folk beliefs, customs and practices apparent-
ly untouched by modernization.74 The fantasist rahn, although not 
a member of the ahnenerbe, had also won money for similar trips 
searching for hints of the final resting place of the holy Grail, and a 
zoologist, ernst Schäfer, in company with an SS anthropologist Bruno 
Beger, even managed to win ahnenerbe backing for a trip to Tibet in 
1938–39—the ahnenerbe’s research and Teaching Post for inner asia 
and expeditions (and its associated Sven hedin Tibet institute) was 
clearly founded in light of claims (which had become part of nazi folk-
lore) that a secret community of aryans was hidden somewhere in the 
himalayas.75 But political events soon intervened that would radicalize 
the SS’s learned society further. 

The Anschluß of austria in 1938 had once again led to an expan-
sion of the ahnenerbe. The SS quickly took over responsibility for 
several prominent austrian antiquarian journals, perhaps most nota-
bly the Wiener prähistorische Zeitschrift (Viennese Prehistorical Journal).76 
otto höfler again showed his willingness to be of use to the regime 
by reporting on the suitability of scholars in what was now the nazi 
ostmark and SS scholars were despatched to Salzburg and Vienna to 
ensure that the new developments in Germanic studies were suitably 
represented.77 ahnenerbe functionaries such as Plaßmann and Siev-
ers even became involved in planning for the resettlement of German 
speakers from italian alto adige as part of himmler’s role in the solu-
tion to the “South Tyrolian question” concluded with the italian am-
bassador in June 1939, himmler subsequently being appointed by hit-
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ler as the reich commissar for the consolidation of German nation-
hood (reichskommissar für die festigung deutschen Volkstums).78 But 
with the outbreak of war later that year, the ahnenerbe threatened to 
implode. Some of its researchers such as ruppel (who, given that hall-
marks were usually held to be the domain of legal historians had since 
become involved with eckhardt’s German law institute at Bonn) had 
their relationship terminated, others joined the armed forces. Siev-
ers resolved to reform the ahnenerbe in order to make it more clearly 
useful to the war effort. The SS ancestral inheritance organization ex-
panded its role from one of supporting studies of the national heritage 
to altogether more sinister purposes. Under Sievers’s direction, from 
1939 the learned society expanded into anatomical, physiological and 
entomological research, developments in which now scholarship too 
could join in the national Socialist project to plumb ever more lows in 
the annals of european inhumanity.79

The outbreak of war thus led to another period of rapid expan-
sion for the ahnenerbe. after all, the year 1939 had seen the institu-
tion of the war operation of the German humanities (kriegseinsatz 
der Deutschen Geisteswissenschaften) by the education Ministry, an 
organ for supplying specialist academic help to the German armed 
forces, and in 1940 a similar accommodation was reached between the 
German archeological institute and the army to aid in the protection 
of monuments and works of art in lands under German occupation.80 
The ahnenerbe’s own publishing house, the ahnenerbe-Stiftung (ah-
nenerbe foundation), was also founded in 1939 in Dahlem, and SS 
academics like Plaßmann now found they could contribute to the war 
effort in direct, army-connected ways. Moreover, with the invasions 
of Denmark, norway and the low countries, suddenly the minds at 
ahnenerbe headquarters realized they had new audiences of German-
ic-speaking academics and public to cater for. The old, antiquarian 
ahnenerbe quickly moved to expand its operations, most notably into 
holland where an outpost of the ahnenerbe was established at The 
hague in 1940. Soon several Dutch scholars found themselves being 
courted by their German colleagues and the netherlanders were intro-
duced to Sinnbildforschung SS-style.

The only runologist in holland of any note at the time was the Uni-
versity of Groningen’s Johannes M.n. kapteyn. local runic finds had 
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been known since the nineteenth century and over the course of the 
1930s kapteyn, a frisian language specialist, had published a handful 
of articles on the local inscriptions (and even a recent Swiss runic dis-
covery).81 as was often the case with his German colleagues, though, 
kapteyn’s interest in things runic seemed concomitant with Germano-
mania and extreme right-wing political views. his offering on the or-
igin of the runic script that appeared in a German journal in 1936, 
for instance, saw kapteyn attempting to ascribe a second millennium 
B.c. pedigree to the earliest runic inscriptions, using some scratches 
on a piece of Bronze age amber as his evidence.82 his investigations 
of other finds are similarly prone to overzealousness and are not held 
in much regard today. kapteyn’s political contribution, on the other 
hand, was far more significant. By the 1930s he had become renown 
for his hatred of all things hollandic—i.e. those associated with the 
province of holland proper, the main region of Dutch political and in-
dustrial power. a folk traditions-enthusing, starchy old conservative, he 
became a champion of a local form of pan-Germanism focused on the 
“Saxon” characteristics of the northeastern Dutch, a political stance 
which obviously made him potentially rather useful to the German oc-
cupying power.

The main Dutch prewar fascist party, however, the nationaal-
Socialistische Beweging (national-Socialist Movement), was strongly 
in favor of netherlandic autonomy and unity. in contrast, kapteyn 
rejected “holland” and instead hailed Germany as the savior of rural 
Dutch and especially frisian tradition. in 1939 he had helped found 
a bimonthly academic journal Saxo-Frisia that promoted the frisian 
and the Dutch Saxon patrimony (i.e. that of the Dutch speakers of the 
northern netherlands). after the German invasion, though, heeding 
the call of the new regime he became involved with the Dutch outpost 
of the ahnenerbe.83 kapteyn set up a Saxo-frisia foundation (Stichting 
Saxo-frisia) in 1941 which published a popular spin-off of Saxo-Frisia 
called Het Noorder Land (The Northern Land) that promoted northern 
netherlandic particularism, and he gave lectures on similar themes in 
both holland and Germany.84 in fact when Sievers put plans together 
for a conference of “black” Germanic studies in hanover in 1943 (the 
Tagung der Germanischen arbeitsgemeinschaft), only four invitations 
were sent to figures not officially in the SS. Two of the four went to 
Dutch nationals. kapteyn, by this stage with German help the rector of 
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the University of Groningen, was the most senior of the Dutch academ-
ics in the orbit of the ahnenerbe.85 nonetheless, kapteyn was a sep-
tuagenarian by the 1940s, and although he was especially interested in 
folklore and German–Dutch friendship he did not become involved in 
SS-sponsored Sinnbildforschung in Dutch territory.86 Yet not only were 
there others of his countrymen willing to offer themselves to the service 
of the new science, wirth’s shadow had returned to holland.

kapteyn’s organization was only one of several netherlandic groups 
that the invading Germans thought they could make use of, although 
the nazi planners were careful not to be seen to be favoring regional 
particularists over the much more numerous hollanders. The main in-
terest of the SS just seemed at first to be the recruitment of Dutch na-
zis, after all, an ambition that required some sort of accommodation 
between the local fascists and particularist groups like kapteyn’s.

 The first suggestion that a Dutch branch of the ahnenerbe might 
be founded appeared in october 1939. Plaßmann, like several other 
Germanists had volunteered for military duty, but for many of them 
their age ensured this service was mostly performed in non-combatant 
roles. like arntz, Plaßmann still found time to continue on with his 
philological work while undertaking his military service. But Plaßmann 
had other ideas as well. late in 1939 he mooted an involvement of the 
ahnenerbe in the creation of propaganda in the netherlands. in 1940, 
come the invasion, plans were set in motion for the erection of an im-
perial arm of the ahnenerbe under the control of the young SS-Ger-
manist hans ernst Schneider.87

Schneider has gained more notoriety in recent years for his post-
war activities.88 in the late 1930s he was known as the editor of the 
literary journal Die Weltliteratur (World Literature), however, and more 
infamously, in the last years of the war the leader of a new, imperi-
al branch of the ahnenerbe, the Germanischer wissenschaftseinsatz 
(Germanic Studies operation, Gwe), an organ set up to coordinate 
Germanic studies in the occupied territories of hitler’s reich.

like huth, Schneider was somewhat younger than the Plaßmanns 
and Sievers’s; in fact the königsberg-born east Prussian had only com-
pleted his dissertation (on the German reception of the russian writer 
Turgenev) in 1935. his doctoral studies bridged the cataclysmic years 
of 1928–35 and despite his specialization in modern literature, he had 
already deeply imbibed the spirit of völkisch antiquarianism. Schneider 
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had read German folklore and prehistory during the course of his stud-
ies, and after joining the Sa late in 1933, he had briefly been a mem-
ber of the kdf’s reich league for national Tradition and homeland, 
the folk song and dancing-enthusing organization that wirth’s student 
haverbeck had once led.89 But Schneider’s true calling seemed to be 
as an organizer. he switched from brown shirt to black in the spring of 
1937, and after spending much of that year unemployed (save for one 
of two short stints in the army, the earlier in late 1936), he won a posi-
tion in the ruSha under Darré and subsequently joined the ahnen-
erbe in october 1938. after a posting in the ahnenerbe-Stiftung which 
often saw him flitting between Berlin and Vienna, in 1940 Schneider 
was dispatched to the occupied netherlands where he became respon-
sible for setting up the first official imperial outpost of the ahnenerbe.

There had been contacts between völkisch antiquarians in Germany 
and holland before the May 1940 invasion though. a Dutch group had 
been associated with the Detmold friends since the early 30s, and in 
wirth and Plaßmann the ahnenerbe and the friends had long had en-
joyed a netherlandic accent. But the first suggestion of a Dutch outpost 
of the ahnenerbe had been inaugurated in Dutch fascist circles some 
years before the invasion. an organization patronized by members of 
the nationaal-Socialistische Beweging had been founded in 1937 by a 
group of activists who had previously had no ties to the German an-
tiquarian scene. it was called the Vaderen erfdeel (ancestral inheri-
tance), which was clearly a Dutch calque on Ahnenerbe, and some of 
its members, including its leader, the industrialist frans farwerck, had 
been in contact with Sievers and Plaßmann since at least late 1939.90

Schneider had at first been supposed merely to accompany Plaß-
mann to The hague, but the older nazi Germanist pulled out at the 
last minute (hurrying off to newly occupied Paris instead) leaving Sch-
neider to arrive in holland alone in July 1940.91 he quickly set about 
his task of organizing local antiquity enthusiasts, only to be informed 
by hanns rauter, the SS’s head man in the netherlands, that the lead-
er of the Vaderen erfdeel had formerly been a high-ranking mason. 

This was a time of intense work for both rauter and Schneider: amid 
the scramble to find collaborators who would remain independent of 
arthur Seyß-inquart’s official netherlandic satrapy, a Dutch form of 
the SS, the SS-Standart “westland,” was set up within the nation-
aal-Socialistische Beweging. Schneider also set out to form a separate 
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group of antiquity enthusiasts free from any masonic taint and a selec-
tion of Dutch nazis, most of whom belonged to the Dutch SS, were 
roped in to form a rival to the Vaderen erfdeel. This organization, the 
Volksche werkgemeenschap (Völkisch Study Group), did not become 
an official branch of the ahnenerbe until 1943, but it had already been 
substantially a German expression from the date of its inception in au-
gust 1940.92 

farwerck soon saw the writing on the wall, however, and by oc-
tober 1940 had reached an accommodation with Schneider. he rolled 
his group and its publishing house (which used Teudt’s irminsûl as its 
emblem) into the Volksche werkgemeenschaap, delivering Schneider 
control of their antiquity-enthusing journal Volksche Wacht (Völkisch 
Watch) that had formerly been named after the wolf hook (Wolfsan-
gel), a medieval protective symbol (often called a rune) which had been 
adopted by the nationaal-Socialistische Beweging.93 Schneider had al-
ready begun preparations for a rival to the Vaderen erfdeel’s Volksche 
Wacht that august, however, and the Volksche werkgemeenschaap’s 
new journal Hamer—a glossy quarter-monthly—soon became the flag-
ship publication of the Dutch ahnenerbe.94

Schneider was so happy with Hamer he organized a sister flemish 
publication that first appeared early in 1943. himmler, too, seemed 
especially to like it and after some delay a German version of Hamer 
was produced in 1944 (fritsch’s longstanding völkisch journal of the 
same name, after all, had been wound up in 1940).95 indeed Danish 
and norwegian editions of Hamer were also part of Schneider’s plans. 
The Dutch journal was much more magazine-like than Germanien, and 
with a print run of up to 9,000, it proved a great success. Hamer also 
became, even more so than Germanien, an important organ for the pro-
motion of Sinnbildforschung.

Hamer featured articles written by local staff on Dutch manufac-
tures and customs, always stressing the ideographs hidden in all aspects 
of Dutch folk life, much as had been the diet of the amateur contribu-
tions to Germanien. nearly every issue seems to have an offering deal-
ing with Dutch ideographs in it. Translations of, most of all, weigel’s 
ideographic musings also appeared regularly in Hamer.96 The epony-
mous publishing house in amsterdam that produced Hamer also is-
sued a monographic series which included a work on Dutch ideographs 
by one of the local völkisch enthusiasts (cowritten by one of the Van 
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houten brothers who ran hamer publishing) and a book by kapteyn, 
by now an SS captain, on the topic of the frisian and Saxon inheri-
tances. These appeared alongside the Hamer Series’s translations of the 
major studies of regular ahnenerbe identities such as Plaßmann.97 Yet 
a more clearly Dutch academic pedigree was given to the journal by 
commissioning Jan de Vries, holland’s most famous nordicist of the 
time, to contribute articles on old Germanic culture. 

De Vries had first come into contact with the Volksche werkge-
meenschaap while Seyß-inquart had been planning his own research 
foundation.98 The leiden philologist had no links with the nationaal-
Socialistische Beweging and seems to have been a reluctant collabora-
tor at first. But his early reticence soon left him; within a year De Vries 
had embraced the new opportunities afforded by the invasion. 

The Dutch philologist already had a substantial scholarly profile 
in Germany as his contributions to nordic studies had been well re-
ceived by all manner of German academics. neckel, for instance, had 
reviewed one of his works in 1931 at the same time as Teudt’s Ger-
manic Shrines, praising them both as examples of what the spirit of the 
new heuslerian notion of Germanicness could achieve.99 By 1943 De 
Vries had become so close to the ahnenerbe that he had been the other 
Dutch academic invited by Sievers to the “black” hanover conference 
along with kapteyn. De Vries had started acting the same way as many 
of his German colleagues had done faced with the new agenda in Ger-
manic studies, penning articles on runic topics despite never having 
written in this area before.100 Moreover, his better-known works from 
this period such as his Intellectual World of the Germanic Peoples (Geistige 
Welt der Germanen) and Gods of the Teutons (De Goden der Germanen) 
similarly ooze with völkisch sentiment, and though clearly expressions 
of the Germanicness consciousness stressed by heusler, they can only 
be seen as statements of his intellectual and political pan-German-
ism.101 like kapteyn, De Vries had become politically tainted through 
his collaboration, in fact so much so that he fled the allied armies in 
September 1944 and a position was found for him back at what was 
now his spiritual home, at leipzig where he was supported by DfG 
grants. De Vries and kapteyn had stood by unmoved by the aryaniz-
ing of Dutch universities and the continuing strikes and other unrest 
that by 1943 had seen over 600 Dutch, Belgian and french students 
imprisoned at the concentration camp at Vught.102 kapteyn had even 
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become complicit in the death of one of his Jewish colleagues, leo Po-
lak, at Sachsenhausen concentration camp, after he had denounced 
Polak to the SD in 1941.103 Schneider, in turn, was involved in the 
procurement of medical instruments for use in the gruesome physio-
logical experiments of the SS researcher Sigmund rascher at Dachau 
in 1943.104 in keeping with nazi propaganda which promoted hitler as 
“führer of all the Germanic peoples” (Führer aller Germanen),105 how-
ever, the main role of the Dutch outpost of the ahnenerbe remained 
to promote Sinnbildforschung and the study of other shared expressions 
from Germanic antiquity that fostered a sense of greater Germanic 
unity in occupied holland. 

nevertheless, quite another role was assumed by the ahnenerbe 
with the German invasions of Denmark and norway, not that the SS’s 
Scandinavian policy was ever set out in a programmatic way. Jankuhn 
had quickly won permission to extend his excavations at haithabau 
across to the other side of the Danish frontier and wirth’s SS-funded 
tours of Scandinavia were now followed by those of better-established 
academics. Both höfler and krause visited Denmark as Gwe guest 
professors during the “protectorate,” höfler’s visit as part of a broader 
book-buying Scandinavian tour. Both  seemed shocked at the anti-Ger-
man sentiment they encountered at the time. höfler, recognizing that 
in the nordic countries “a common Germanic conception of history 
is seen as merely a disguised thesis of German propaganda,” reported 
to his SS masters that the Scandinavian universities were “perhaps our 
most dangerous and toughest opponents in the north.”106 even their 
northern runological brethren seemed less than happy to see them.

This hostility was exposed most publicly in 1941 when continued 
anti-German foment at the University of oslo was responded to by 
forceful German action. The norwegian rector, the nordicist Didrik 
arup Seip, was judged part of the problem and arrested along with over 
a thousand members of the staff and student body (the first professor 
arrested had been the runologist Marstrander). By 1943, the univer-
sity had been closed down and Seip and about 700 of the students im-
prisoned in German concentration camps where, apart from suffering 
the usual physical abuses, they were subjected to efforts from ahnen-
erbe identities such as wüst and huth to reeducate them.107 Unlike the 
case of the brutal suppression of the Jagiellonian University in cracow, 
however, some of Seip’s German colleagues went further than merely 
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protesting this cruelty.108 Seip had, after all, been awarded an honor-
ary doctorate by the University of hamburg some years before and the 
incident was not only causing shock and disgust throughout Scandina-
via. Mustering what influence they had, finnish scholars, in the light of 
similar entreaties from some of Seip’s German colleagues, successfully 
had him released at the end of 1942 after Seip had signed an under-
taking no longer to engage in anti-German activities. in a development 
Sievers fraudulently claimed after the war had all been down to him, 
Seip was first required to remain under wüst’s watchful eye at Munich, 
then later to be supervised by Plaßmann and hans kuhn in Berlin.109 
The norwegian students, on the other hand, were released during the 
last days of the war as part of count Bernadotte’s dealings with the still 
rune-obsessed himmler. in fact Jankuhn was sent to norway on one 
of his antiquarian trips for himmler soon after the first oslo arrests as 
norwegian scholars had refused to comply with one of the reichsfüh-
rer’s archeological requests, Jankuhn taking the opportunity at the time 
to write a security report for the ahnenerbe on his antiquarian oslo 
colleagues (despite his postwar obfuscations to the contrary).110 Most 
of the official activities of the ahnenerbe in the Scandinavian countries, 
though, were performed through the Gwe and the provision of guest 
professors. höfler, who had given a paper to an SS conference on the 
origin of Scandinavian Germanophobia in 1942, was even sent to co-
penhagen to lead a German Scientific institute there the next year, one 
whose main mission was to ensure that a proper awareness of Germanic 
commonality would be reinvested in the north.111

The ahnenerbe also looked east as well as north and in many as-
pects much more grimly. Many of the crimes of SS medical special-
ists were perpetrated in concentration camps established in occupied 
Poland, although not all were organized under the ahnenerbe’s offi-
cial institute for Military Science-focused research (institut für weh-
rwissenschaftliche Zweckforschung). This arm of himmler’s learned 
society saw hundreds of imprisoned Jews, russians and others killed 
as part of experiments with mustard gas, pressure chambers and refrig-
eration. The activities of ahnenerbe antiquarians in the less fully Ger-
manic countries, however, were generally restricted to more quotid-
ian matters of security and exploitation. The SS archeologists Paulsen 
and Jankuhn competed in occupied Poland and the Soviet Union with 
rosenberg’s prehistorians to see who could secure the contents of the 
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most museums and libraries, and even (enlisting Soviet Pow forced 
labor) archeological sites, sending their spoils back to clearing houses 
in Germany such as the ahnenerbe’s offices in Berlin. in fact Jankuhn 
was evidently so excited by the prehistorical potentials in the occupied 
east he mooted the erection of a local branch of the ahnenerbe on 
the crimea at the time, this being the last known outpost of speakers 
of Gothic.112 on the other hand, in the less clearly Germanic west, 
Plaßmann’s call to Paris had been to advise the army and the Ger-
man embassy on the reconstitution of the french national library and 
national archives (which had been scattered as a war-time precau-
tion), while Jankuhn’s french sojourns involved excavations in Brit-
tany and an investigation of the Bayeux Tapestry, in Paris (rather than 
Bayeux), whither it had been taken under the auspices of the German 
army’s “art protection.”113 in fact in a similar manner to höfler, an 
SS-aligned University of Bonn archeologist, kurt Tackenberg, ran a 
German Scientific institute in Brussels from 1942 as a center for co-
ordinating Germanophile research and promoting Germanicness.114 
nonetheless, most involvement of German academics in occupied 
Belgium and france was through branches of the nazi authority other 
than the ahnenerbe—from the celticist leo weisgerber’s propaganda 
trips to rennes under the auspices of the SD, to the involvement of 
helmut arntz’s one-time collaborator, the rGk archeologist hans 
Zeiss, in investigations of frankish-era cemeteries in france under the 
guise of the army’s “art protection.” indeed Zeiss and his rGk pro-
tégé Joachim werner clearly saw their archeology in terms of a cultural 
mission to reclaim territory that had once been home to frankish (i.e. 
Germanic) speakers.115 with the establishment of the reich University 
of Strasbourg in 1941, though, with SS help werner and huth took 
up professorships alongside one of the most infamous of all ahnenerbe 
researchers, the biologist august hirt, parts of whose ghoulish Stras-
bourg anatomy collection were selected while his incarcerated Jewish 
and russian victims were still alive.116

Yet the main mission of the ahnenerbe in these new territories was not 
one of espionage, plunder, archeological exploitation or the facilitation 
of medical crimes. instead it was one enunciated most clearly in the 
case of a manuscript penned in collaboration by weigel and krause in 
the early 1940s. 
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in 1943 krause and weigel put together a manuscript intended for 
publication as a monograph under the title “runic Primer” (“runen-
fibel”). The title seems to be a deliberate reference to two ariosophi-
cal publications from 1935 which krause wanted to critique and since 
his conversion to a more academic mode of thinking, weigel too.117 
Their editor at Dahlem sought two referees to look at the manuscript, 
not from scholars with academic posts, but rather senior Party mem-
bers instead. one, written by rudolf Brandt, himmler’s personal sec-
retary, complained that the work did not do enough to make clear the 
ideographic meanings of the runes, not citing those krause had de-
duced more or less empirically, but referring instead to those which 
had developed among list’s followers.118 krause and weigel wrote a 
reply to the issues raised, complaining that this sort of ignorant ama-
teurism stemming from the “false interpretations that first appeared 
with the “researches” of Guido von List and his followers” was exactly 
what their section of the ahnenerbe was there to combat.119 The other 
reviewer, the Gwe’s hans Schneider, loved the work, however, and 
commented to the editor:120

But shouldn’t we get used to having our authors think of the entire Ger-
manic area? i think it’s clear that catering only for the purely German 
view in many ways can mean a sacrifice and a loss. now that we are re-
sponsible for the entire Germanic region, shouldn’t we consider this also 
with regards to this small manuscript?

Schneider further suggested that norwegian and Dutch translations 
also be made of the work to cater for this broader Germanic perspec-
tive that had been created with the aid of the wehrmacht.

The work was never published, however. The manuscript was 
proofed and corrected and a selection of suitable photographs was as-
sembled,121 but in a letter from ahnenerbe headquarters in Dahlem 
from october 1944, it was explained to krause that all publications 
had ceased “for the moment” due to the exigencies of the (faltering) 
war effort.122 october 1944 also saw the last issue of the SS-Leithefte 
and other similar Party journals. krause had remained faithful to the 
ahnenerbe until what in publishing terms represented the bitter end.

krause’s project to make Sinnbildforschung academically respect-
able had succeeded in official channels. The amateur ideographic 



���Into the Academy

studies that had characterized weigel’s early works were still popular 
among some elements of the Party, however, and both the old Sinn-
bildforschung and the new were clearly judged useful to the imperial 
propaganda of the reich. although half-blind, it is perhaps no surprise, 
then, to find krause contributing an article at this time to European 
Science Service, the new journal established for Germans running the 
academic sections of the nazi empire in foreign countries, laying down 
the official word on runes, ideographs and their origin.123

The empirical tradition of Germanic antiquarianism had been founded 
by the Grimms and their fellows in the heady nationalistic days of the 
Kulturnation and the frankfurt Diet. The patriotism of the Grimms 
and their successors had long been recognized to have led on occa-
sion to an overvaluing and misinterpretation of the sources from which 
they worked. The Müllenhoffs and the Muchs who followed had been 
tolerated in antiquarian circles but had been respected in the main for 
their scholarship, not the more fantastic aspects of their work. Many 
antiquarians under the nazis contended that they only followed in the 
steps of this chauvinistic expression of the empirical tradition. as Plaß-
mann commented in an editorial in Germanien in 1943:124

The gestative, productive balance between individual and community is 
knowledge of the Germanic peoples and the Germanic period ... here is 
the battlefield upon which we forge a measured, so-called natural-scien-
tific nationalism, and take up the fight ... in essence, this objective bears 
no difference to that taken up by each of the early Germanic studies peri-
odicals that appeared in the time of Jacob Grimm, and whose inner drive 
was to awaken a love of German prehistory in the entire thinking German 
world. we recognize that in this respect the period of scientific specializa-
tion has impoverished the sphere of activity of these journals ... we have 
assigned ourselves the task to reawaken the sympathy for the old valuing 
of our national traditions ...

nationalism under the nazis had taken on a shriller, darker tone than 
had the patriotism of the time of the Grimms. antiquarian scholar-
ship under national Socialism beat out a similar path. The ahnenerbe, 
through its periodicals, sought to popularize Germanic antiquity, yet 
at the same time it was also required to be scientific and progressive. 
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it was not, like the amt rosenberg, a place for reform of the educa-
tional system, or of propaganda or ideological pedagogy of a more ex-
plicit form. instead, it was supposed to rekindle the drive of the time 
of Goethe and the Grimms, the seminal decades of the Kulturnation. 
according to Plaßmann this drive had been diluted by the increasing 
specialization of the sciences: the ahnenerbe was to be a mechanism 
through which this effort could be refocused. krause perhaps expressed 
the plan of the academics of the ahnenerbe in a more revealing man-
ner, however: its task was to make more accessible the secret treasures 
of Germanic philology, to broaden the eligibility requirements for ac-
cess to the greater German Germanophile, if not outright Germanoma-
niacal völkisch antiquarian garden of delights.

Yet unlike the case with the Grimms, the Müllenhoffs and the 
Muchs, the researchers of the ahnenerbe legitimized and expanded 
upon notions developed in the works of amateurs who in previous times 
had mostly only been influential in the world of the völkisch fringe. it 
was plainly not only figures like the seemingly unwell neckel who had 
succumbed to this appropriation of academic inquiry by a political–
ideological agenda at the time. a catalogue of the leading austrian and 
German names in Germanic antiquarian studies of the day responded 
favorably to this new discourse that had developed first in the realm of 
völkisch studies of antiquity. The archeologist kossinna had been the 
first senior academic to accommodate figures such as wilser, Schirmei-
sen and Teudt, and now his call had resounded in Germanic philol-
ogy too. although the enthusiasts represented by the ariosophists and 
the federation of friends of Germanic Prehistory had been kept more 
or less at arms length, a similar distance was not maintained from the 
other manifestation of völkisch antiquarianism. The friends had been 
founded by Teudt and Platz, two patriotic sexagenarian antiquarian 
fantasists. They soon attracted a body of younger and often better edu-
cated Germanists to them, and most of these young enthusiasts joined 
the nazi Party at the same time as they joined the friends—Plaßmann, 
huth and weigel were all “old fighters.” Sinnbildforschung, the most 
radical form of völkisch antiquarianism, had captured first völkisch en-
thusiasts such as the friends; then it made its way up through Party 
ranks until it captured Darré and himmler. The radical politicized 
völkisch antiquarian tradition best represented in wilhelmine times by 
the work of wilser had finally found its way now also into the academy. 
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The mixed academic reception to the studies of wirth in the late 1920s 
had been an early sign—many of the academics who accepted his con-
tribution were radical conservatives if not “old fighters.” over time 
acceptance broadened and criticism developed into refinement, soph-
istry, sycophancy and legitimization. The ahnenerbe had evolved from 
an expression of the herman wirth Society and the Detmold friends 
into a place where völkisch enthusiasts, völkisch Germanism and profes-
sionals met. a decade or more after the release of The Emergence, the 
twilight world of wilser, wirth and Teudt had grown to cast its half-
light over the academic mainstream in the form of the research of the 
ahnenerbe. Moreover with the outbreak of war, the project of rescuing 
the national inheritance had itself developed: the radical spirit of pan-
Germanist antiquarians such as kossinna and the Muchs had trans-
formed into a project of pan-Germanic renewalism that saw scholars 
like Specht descend into Germanomaniacal fantasy even as their sons 
died in their millions in the name of an imperialism of incomparable 
brutality that their research clearly served and had helped validate.
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epilogue, aftermath

On doit des égards aux vivants;
on ne doit aux morts que la verité

Voltaire

in 1992, an american romanist was in Berlin with his researcher-wife 
and while there decided to do a favor for a Belgian friend, a professor 
at the Technical University at aachen, by chasing up some nazi-era 
archival material for him. his good will was to turn into shock, though, 
when his friend told the romanist, earl Jeffery richards, about an old 
photo the american had sent him of the Gwe’s hans ernst Schneider. 
The young man in the photo bore an uncanny resemblance to the for-
mer rector of the University of aachen. richards had stumbled across 
one of the strangest cases of reinvention by a former SS academic. Sch-
neider’s postwar doppelganger, hans Schwerte, had become a noted 
critic of the conservative academic establishment in the 1960s and was 
even seen in some quarters as a hero from the days of the student pro-
tests of 1968. his duplicity was breathtaking; Schwerte’s former col-
leagues were variously dumbfounded and horrified.1 

The Schneider/Schwerte affair did not become public in Germa-
ny until 1995, though, when Dutch journalists became aware of ru-
mors that had arisen in the wake of the discovery that Schwerte was 
the same man who had led the Dutch outpost of the ahnenerbe during 
the war. Uproar soon ensued in Germany, Schneider/Schwerte lost his 
pension rights, emeritus standing and finally even his doctorates. he 
had completely reversed his public wartime persona: in 1943—in light 
of the losses at Stalingrad—Schneider had penned an article lauding 
the German embrace of tragedy; in his 1962 study of the faustian, a 
similarly popular conservative theme, as Schwerte he had concluded 
that it was an invention of the German national right.2 false names, 
Schwerte subsequently claimed, had been common in the postwar 
years, and it had just seemed pointless to him to take his old name 
back. he had gone to great lengths to reinvent himself, having himself 
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declared dead, doing a new doctorate, remarrying his wife and adopt-
ing their daughter—as well, in time, as establishing a completely new 
politics. his former Dutch colleagues had been severely punished for 
their dealings with him, but Schneider/Schwerte now seemed to think 
that the wartime skeletons in his closet could now all be forgotten.

Much like hans Schneider, Sinnbildforschung as a discipline disap-
peared in 1945. its former practitioners did not, however, and nor did 
many of the other attendant expressions of völkisch Germanism, or what 
a Swedish scholar writing in 1944 called “the absurdity of the extreme 
applied antiquarian studies of the German philologists.”3 This, howev-
er, was the last frank academic assessment of Sinnbildforschung and the 
excesses of German antiquarianism of the national Socialist period to 
appear until 1982. The völkisch antiquarian past had proved a very dif-
ficult topic in the immediate postwar years for a variety of reasons.

Marburg fell within the american sector of the postwar allied Military 
Government and wirth was denounced and interned from 1945–47 
by the americans. But after adding his mother’s maiden name ro-
eper Bosch to the end of his own, he managed to pass himself off as a 
Dutchman and a victim of nazism. he was released and left Germany 
for holland as a displaced person.

in 1949 wirth then went to Sweden, where he became involved 
with the institute of color Photography in lund. he returned to Ger-
many upon his retirement, settled in Marburg again and revived the 
herman wirth Society.4 in 1953 he was even able to get the casts he 
had made in his ahnenerbe days back. his first postwar exhibition pre-
miered in December 1960 and the decade that followed saw the ap-
pearance of several new works on Sinnbildkunde and Geistesurgeschich-
te.5 in the 1970s his Holy Sacred Script was reissued by his Society’s 
publishing house and reprints of his Emergence and What is German? 
duly followed in 1993. The herman wirth Society exists to this day, 
although it has been subsumed by the group Primordial europe (Ur-
europa), which was formerly known as the Society for the Study of 
early european Society (Gesellschaft für europäische Urgemeinschafts-
kunde). in 1980 wirth devotees even managed to solicit a promise of 
funding for a museum of intellectual prehistory from the government 
of the state of rhineland-Palatinate, although wirth was eventually ex-
posed by the press as a former nazi and racist theorizer.6 The master 
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of Sinnbildforschung died in 1981, but his legacy lives on today in the 
form of his Society and other similar groups who inhabit the extreme-
right european fringe, as well as a private museum in Spital am Pyhrn 
in austria which has inherited his collection of casts.7

Theodor weigel disappeared into obscurity after 1945. he some-
how managed to prove to the postwar authorities that he too had been a 
victim of nazism and after being released from internment in late 1947, 
he produced a handful of studies for local newspapers and magazines on 
antiquarian themes. he also attempted to get support from wolfgang 
krause in the 1950s, hoping to win some sort of return to academic life. 
Unsuccessful, he died, somewhat symbolically, in Detmold in 1953.8

at the end of 1945, otto Plaßmann was forced to retire at the 
age of 50 from the position in Bonn he had won as a leading figure 
in the ahnenerbe. he protested after the war that he had never actu-
ally joined the nazi Party and despite all the evidence to the contrary, 
had distanced himself from the SS after 1937. During the early 1950s 
he published a version of his professional thesis and a handful of ar-
ticles on medieval Germany, and the University of Bonn granted him 
emeritus status in 1958.9 By this time he had also become involved in 
veterans’ affairs, however, and by 1954 had become leader of a Ger-
man veterans’ group, the Bund deutscher kriegsverschädigter und 
hinterbliebener, Bonn, and even served on the presidium of a similar 
international body, the fédération européenne des ancièns combat-
tants, founded in 1955.10 he died in 1964, his past as a leading nazi 
functionary seemingly forgotten.

otto huth fled Strasbourg in autumn 1944 in the face of the al-
lied tide and was found a place at the institute for Volkskunde at the 
University of Tübingen. after losing his position in 1945, he soon 
slipped into obscurity, only to resurface in 1961 as a specialist librarian 
at the University of Tübingen, a position he held until his retirement 
in 1971.11 he also published several articles on symbol studies in the 
Swiss Jahrbuch für Symbolforschung (Yearbook for Symbol Studies) during 
the early 60s and resurfaced again in the 1980s when he wrote a book 
on the novelist wilhelm raabe.12

an institutionally more marginal fate was visited on otto höfler’s 
former whipping boy, the nordicist Bernhard kummer. kummer es-
caped from Jena—where the Soviet administration had dismissed 
him—to the west, and in the 1950s published a German translation of 
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the Edda, a book on the extern Stones and a handful of other nordic 
works of no note.13 Unable to win any sort of institutional accommo-
dation at all, in Bremen in 1954 he also founded a journal, Forschungs-
fragen unserer Zeit (Research Questions of our Time)—it continued on for 
some years after his death in 1962 and the associated publishing house 
even issued a new edition of his Midgards Decline in 1972.14

a similar destiny was in store for the amt rosenberg’s other lead-
ing antiquarian. hans reinerth had been expelled from the Party in 
1945 in light of herbert Jankuhn’s claim that rosenberg’s archeology 
chief had associated with Jews like Gerhard Bersu. further ostracized 
by the romelings, after being released from internment in the late 
1940s reinerth renewed his acquaintance instead with a private prehis-
torical foundation called the association for Stilt-Building and home-
land Studies (Verein für Pfahlbau- und heimatkunde) on the shores 
of lake constance that he had been involved with during his time in 
the amt rosenberg. reinerth had written a work on the prehistoric 
stilted lake dwellings of the area in 1922 which he continued to rework 
a number of times after the war and as president of the association he 
edited their journal Vorzeit (Prehistory) from 1952–78 as well as guides 
to their museum.15 reinerth’s involvement with the association ended 
only with his death in 1990.

Some other figures associated with wirth and the völkisch anti-
quarian project lived long enough to get involved in rightist environ-
mentalist circles. a leading example is werner haverbeck, the former 
leader of the reich league for national Tradition and homeland, who 
had received a doctorate in Sinnbildforschung in 1936. after disappear-
ing for a time into the priesthood of a radical protestant group and 
then returning to academic life at the newly established Bielefeld Uni-
versity of applied Sciences, haverbeck renewed his association with 
the völkisch project, joining up again with wirth in the 1960s, and was 
still active as late as the early 1990s in radical environmental circles. a 
holocaust denier, haverbeck has even fulfilled one prewar theologian’s 
suspicion that wirth’s Emergence was a sort of paleo-anthroposophy by 
becoming a leading figure in the revival of the racist anthroposophy of 
the prewar years. his former followers still advertise conferences and 
publish monographs and journals today where anthroposophy, neo-pa-
ganism and neo-nazism meet in a whirl of anti-Semitism, anti-capital-
ism, anti-americanism and outright völkisch fantasy.16 
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of all the academics who were caught up in Sinnbildforschung that 
did not owe their positions to Party influence, only holland’s Jan de 
Vries suffered any long-term censure for collaborating with the nazi 
regime. The other leading Dutch Germanist collaborator, Johannes 
kapteyn, was tried and convicted by a Dutch court in 1948; but he 
was in his late 70s by the time and died in 1949.17 as an active associ-
ate of the ahnenerbe’s Volksche werkgemeenschap and its successor 
the Germaansche institut, however, De Vries had fled the advancing 
allied forces for Germany and had been set up with DfG funding at 
leipzig in 1944.18 in 1945 he was handed over to the Dutch authori-
ties, interned and subsequently forbidden to hold an academic posi-
tion within holland. De Vries published his best material after the war 
and now stands as the most influential nordicist holland has ever pro-
duced. nevertheless, in the 50s and 60s his books were banned and the 
Dutch state even went so far as to put up barriers to his participation at 
international conferences. his fate stands in stark contrast to that of his 
German contemporaries.

Despite all the evidence for involvement with the SS, krause was 
able to maintain his position after 1945 as he had never technically 
joined the Party. Undoubtedly he was too old and too visually impaired 
to be made a regular member of the SS. his institute for runology was 
officially dissolved in 1950, but his section of the University of Göt-
tingen retained its position as the center for runic studies in Germa-
ny and remains so under his successors today.19 krause’s runological 
magnum opus, the revised edition of his Runic Inscriptions in the Older 
Futhark, appeared in 1966 with archeological contributions prepared 
by his old ahnenerbe compatriot herbert Jankuhn. Jankuhn had de-
clined an offer from the communist east to take back the chair he had 
won at rostock in 1943; despite having to restart his career in the more 
liberal west, he was eventually able to win back his preeminent place 
in German archeology nonetheless in time for the “issues concerning 
the Teutons” conference of 1982. recent research has laid out in full 
Jankuhn’s involvement in the mass pillaging of artifacts from collec-
tions in eastern europe, though, his personal association with him-
mler, and how his political career had even culminated by 1942 in his 
enrolment in the waffen-SS.20

helmut arntz, however, was unable to regain his academic posi-
tion at the University of Giessen at the end of the war. krause had 
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won. arntz had attempted some sort of accommodation with the dic-
tates of the Party by cozying up to the amt rosenberg late in 1942 and 
produced a poster of runes and ideographs he hoped would appear in 
German classrooms.21 instead, the most vociferous German opponent 
of Sinnbildforschung had been edged out of academic life. he did take 
his case to the west German government and won a settlement that in-
cluded a brief return to runological study at the University of cologne 
in the late 1940s.22 But runology thereafter proved only an interlude 
to his postwar working life. instead arntz worked for the Press and 
information Bureau of the frG at wiesbaden for much of the 1950s 
through to the 70s where he prepared government publications such 
as Germany Today (Deutschland heute) and Facts about Germany (Tat-
sachen über Deutschland),23 serving as president of the German Society 
for Documentation (Deutsche Gesellschaft für Dokumentation) from 
1962–72 (which he had helped found during the dictatorship). he also 
served on several UneSco committees on archival and library doc-
umentation in the 1970s, and is currently honorary president of the 
German Society for the history of wine (Gesellschaft für Geschichte 
des weines) as well as remaining a member of the German indo-euro-
peanists’ Society (indogermanische Gesellschaft), the leading body of 
historical linguists in Germany today.

a 65-year-old in 1945, eugen fehrle was interned from 1946–48, 
but during an appeal to the verdict in his original de-nazification trial 
somehow managed to convince the court that he had only worked with 
the regime in order to minimize the harm that a more radical appoin-
tee might have wrought upon the University of heidelberg.24 Despite 
the widespread opprobrium his colleagues felt for him he was granted 
emeritus status by the university in 1950 and continued to produce a 
very völkisch folklore up until the time of his death seven years later. 
his collection of copies of wirth’s casts and photos of other expres-
sions of völkisch folklore was dispersed in the 1960s and 70s as his suc-
cessors tried to rid themselves of the legacy of his obsequiously na-
tional Socialist form of Volkskunde.25

The ahnenerbe’s second and last leader walter wüst was interned 
and lost his position at the University of Munich at the end of the war. 
The ahnenerbe’s secretary wolfram Sievers was condemned to death 
at nuremberg for his role in coordinating the horrific medical experi-
ments performed by ahnenerbe researchers on the unwilling inmates 
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of concentration and Pow camps in the occupied east. wüst’s treat-
ment by the postwar authorities was surprisingly lenient by compari-
son. he clearly had been responsible at the time of the earliest of these 
forays into scientific inhumanity, although he had lost his command 
over the natural science activities of the ahnenerbe in 1943. he had, 
strangely enough, also been handed a pretext to escape postwar cen-
sure by rosenberg whose distaste for wüst is clear in his nuremberg 
memoir.26 rosenberg had finally got the chance to revenge himself on 
wüst in 1944 by closing down parts of his university in the wake of the 
white rose affair. Yet instead, rosenberg probably saved wüst’s life 
by inadvertently making him a victim of nazi intrigues.27 as rector, 
wüst had been responsible for calling in the Gestapo when the Scholl 
siblings and their friends had begun distributing anti-nazi propaganda 
early in 1943. Yet despite the odium associated with the ahnenerbe, 
especially after nuremberg, and the status that the white rose have 
achieved as the most romantic of all German resistance groups, wüst 
was, nevertheless, not shunned by his former colleagues. franz altheim 
used his help in his History of the Huns (Geschichte der Hunnen) in 1961, 
a number of new monographic studies of wüst’s on indo-iranian phi-
lology appeared in the 50s and 60s, and he was still reviewing books 
for a respected Viennese linguistic journal as late as 1974.28 

altheim himself moved on to other topics after the war. he did 
not retreat from his ideographic speculations in his subsequent works 
and indeed some of his opinions resurface from time-to-time in anti-
quarian literature today.29 The second edition of his From the Origin of 
the Runes remained a much-quoted work into the 50s and 60s despite 
the preface addressing his thanks to himmler for enabling his research. 
nevertheless, none of the studies by his students in altheim’s Festschrift 
from 1969–70 touch upon matters associated with his earlier foray into 
Sinnbildforschung.30

otto höfler was another matter entirely. Described as one of the 
Germanist “fanatics” by heusler in 1937,31 höfler soon regained his 
position at Munich after de-nazification—one that he had first won on 
the insistence of wüst—and continued on his project of völkisch anti-
quarianism, eventually returning to Vienna in time to give his armin-
ius oration of 1959. an intensely stubborn man, he did not consider 
recanting. By the 1970s höfler had even decided he was an expert in 
runology and even went so far as to link his Männerbund theories with 
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the question of the origin of the runes. honored with two Festschriften, 
höfler’s nazi legacy is still papered over by his former students today.32

The fate of former nazi academics underlines the lack of resolve 
in postwar Germany to punish professionals who had collaborated 
with the regime. The americans had dealt firmly with those involved 
in the medical outrages of the ahnenerbe. But once responsibility was 
handed over to the German judiciary, the de-nazification process was 
clearly compromised. Those Germanistic scholars who lost their posi-
tions were generally those whose universities had fallen under Soviet 
military administration. after de-nazification, however, even many of 
those whom the Soviets had dismissed were able to find themselves 
employment again in the more tolerant west. only the most compro-
mised academics such as reinerth and wüst or those who had won 
their positions through Party connections rather than proper academic 
channels were unable to find publicly funded posts again. even senior 
nazi Germanists such as Plaßmann and fehrle were able to win emeri-
tus status at universities in the west and it is no wonder that nazi show 
ponies such as Jankuhn and höfler were quickly able to find themselves 
new positions after de-nazification. wüst was even accepted back into 
academic discourse in the late 1950s, albeit in a limited manner, and if 
the romelings had not been concentrated in the west, reinerth might 
not have had to hide in an obscure private archeological foundation. 
only the Dutchman De Vries felt any long-term censure for his active 
dalliance with national Socialism, though he probably proved himself 
in his publications after the war to have been the most gifted of all the 
völkisch Germanists.

it is no surprise then to see that some expressions of the worst of 
völkisch Germanism continued on after 1945. in a similar manner to 
the half-hearted de-nazification of academic personnel, postwar Ger-
manistic scholarship was similarly only partly reformed. in folklore 
there was a denial of the effect völkisch thought had had on the disci-
pline: the worst scholarship was scapegoated, the rest was legitimized 
in the myth of the two Volkskunden. in archeology instead there was 
perhaps an overreaction, although the prewar split between the set-
tlement school and the romelings made the reform of the discipline 
somewhat simpler. few German linguists seemed to think that their 
approach needed to change, however, until the advent of generative 
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grammar in the 1960s when most of the old school were swept away. 
not all German and austrian academics found it easy to recant their 
allegiance to the Volk. The most notable case of malingering, though, 
is probably that of the Much school which in the person of höfler en-
joyed a second wind after 1950. Völkisch Germanism has retained an 
especially clear influence in postwar German runology and in studies 
of old Germanic ideology or religious belief.
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conclUSion:

The Secret Garden

It is indeed a desirable thing to be well descended,
but the glory belongs to our ancestors

attributed to Plutarch

Two short years after the fall of Berlin an exchange of correspondence 
was published in the Göttinger Universitäts-Zeitung (Göttingen University 
News) between the Swiss theologian karl Barth and its editor erich 
von holst, a senior zoologist. in it Barth recounted his first-hand ex-
perience of academic life in prewar Germany and lamented the state 
of denial still prevalent in the German university system at the time. 
roy Pascal, who had been in a delegation of British university teachers 
to the occupied British sector, published Barth’s comments in German 
Life and Letters, remarking that they were representative of what the 
delegation to the universities in their sector had also found:1

Between 1921 and 1933 i found that the professors i got to know social-
ly, or met in common rooms or at meetings of the senate and elsewhere, 
were, with few exceptions, fully occupied with the then fashionable strug-
gle against Versailles and the poor weimar republic. They were far from 
giving the latter a fair chance, and i can still only call their attitude sabo-
tage. not only did they offer no resistance to the political nonsense to 
which large numbers of students of the period used to devote themselves, 
but rather bestowed on it their paternal benevolence and sometimes their 
direct encouragement... Pray where were your eyes, dear colleague, if you 
today assert you have never seen that type of professor?

Then you saw what happened in 1933 ... You saw how, with a few 
honourable exceptions, they all changed their colours; they readjusted 
themselves and began to pipe loudly or softly, as the case may be, their 
modulation of the latest tune. what somersaults were then to be seen! 
what interpretations and re-interpretations were to be heard! ... i had 
always considered this catastrophe of the spirit to be an obvious conse-
quence of the German-nationalist (deutschnational) attitude which had 
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not been dropped in 1918, but on the contrary had won more devoted 
adherents than before ...

and today? Today i note that no one admits to having had anything 
to do with this ... deep down—in those depths from which the national-
Socialist evil arose—they remain the same, having learnt nothing and for-
gotten nothing, and continue to be able to combine the quality of being 
very decent with the quality of being very reactionary.

The editor, von holst, replied, attempted to explain away Barth’s criti-
cisms and recounted the experience of a friend, now in internment be-
cause of his Sa and Party membership:2

he was one of the many who joined the party out of pure idealism in the 
years around 1933, i.e. at the time when the “movement” still contained 
valuable, productive forces ... afterwards he became embittered by what 
he saw and did endless good by sheltering persecuted people (at the risk 
of his own life) and by keeping his own work strictly clear of any taint of 
nazi ideology (as indeed only a party member was able to do).

Von holst seemed surprised that Barth thought that the weimar re-
public had any good in it and continued to attempt to explain away 
any blame that might be thought to be attached to his generation of 
academics. Pascal commented that the British delegation had heard 
similar pleadings from other academics in the British sector. Von holst 
claimed that most of his colleagues had buried themselves in their work 
and had remained apolitical. Barth would have none of this.3

it was so in 1933, when members of the German universities were able to 
interpret national Socialism with such consummate skill, such profundity 
and such idealism, and, as a result of all these excellent interpretations, 
most certainly furthered the cause of national Socialism.

a man can never educate German students to become “free men” if 
he can today, in 1947, look back to 1918 and ruminate over the German 
defeat and Versailles, instead of seeing that the German people were then 
for the first time given the opportunity of shaping their own future among 
the other nations as a free people.

Since the nineteenth century German academics had come to see 
themselves as the guarantors of German Kultur. as ringer has argued, 
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by the dawn of the new century they had built themselves up as a new 
elite.4 although in the time of the Grimms German scholars had rep-
resented the liberal aspirations of the nation, by the early twentieth 
century they had become part of a new reactionary elite. This elite by 
its nature was resistant to change and like other sections of the Ger-
man mandarin class was antipathetic to the weimar republic. The re-
actionary nature of German academia was revealed both in the sham 
“un-political” stance claimed by the majority of scholars in the 1920s 
(which in fact meant “anti-parliamentary politics,” or rather “anti-de-
mocracy”) and in the veritable self-coordination (Gleichschaltung) of 
the universities in 1933.5 The academies were already full of German-
nationalist hagens well before the brown-shirted huns first appeared 
in their halls.

in the example of the Germanists, the most extreme of their col-
leagues, the German-nationalist attitude was revealed by an accep-
tance of völkisch thought in their work. for some Germanists this ac-
ceptance seems at first glance no more than an occasional flourish, 
pandering to the realities of the times. But the acceptance of völkisch 
approaches to the study of antiquity ran much deeper and more per-
vasively in old Germanic studies than it did in other disciplines. Barth 
witnessed mental acrobatics first in 1933, but it is clear they have a 
much longer pedigree in academic Germanic studies.

in 1936, Plaßmann wrote of the need to establish “the correct rela-
tionship between völkisch will and exact method.”6 This nazi German-
ism was the most developed form of the völkisch antiquarianism that 
had its seeds in the nineteenth century. But it did not have its immedi-
ate origin in the nationalist distortions of the Grimms or the spirit of 
herder and humboldt as Plaßmann seemed to think. it had its origin 
instead in the new post-empirical thought of chamberlain and wilser 
who themselves garnered their wisdom from the völkisch literary tradi-
tion of men such as lagarde and wagner. klaus von See, a noted post-
war critic of völkisch nordicism, links the new Germanic ideology of 
the interwar period to events after 1918 (much as did höfler in 1943), 
but it clearly had a longer pedigree than that.7 This post-empirical tra-
dition inspired rosenberg and many other völkisch thinkers who are 
dismissed as half-read literati today. Similarly, chamberlain and wilser 
were at first held at arms length from the academic establishment. But, 
as we have seen, völkisch post-empiricism gradually came to influence 
the academic tradition and finally to conquer it. a line of scholars from 
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kossinna and the Muchs and through to the more opportunist aca-
demics of the 1930s had encouraged and cultivated a radical national-
ist academic antiquarianism. By 1944, a Germanist like krause could 
attack the extreme dilettantism of list and even wirth, but still incor-
porate more respectable völkisch Germanism within his work without 
qualms. This process of influence and ultimately arrogation is clearest 
in the development of Sinnbildforschung as it came to be established as 
a proper academic discipline in the late 1930s.

over the course of the nineteenth century, old Germanic studies 
had been strongly influenced by the discourses of German nationalism. 
in fact for some thinkers they had become central to it. Some of the 
theories that were formed in light of this nationalist context, such as 
the humboldtian approach to language, have survived in respectable 
academic discourse to the present day. Some, such as the notion of 
the “mirage oriental,” have dropped out of use altogether, while others 
still, such as aryanism, have mostly receded only into the background. 
in the early decades of the twentieth century, new similarly national-
ist discourses arose, ones which this time were more clearly völkisch in 
their formulation or employment. The cultural concept of Germanic-
ness and the Wörter und Sachen manifesto were clearly conceived in 
pan-Germanistic and renewalistic terms, and soon became wedded to 
the growing völkisch antiquarian project. The first völkisch antiquarians 
such as wilser were easily recognized and dismissed as such. But as 
critics such as feist were silenced as the weimar republic lurched to-
wards oblivion, a new discourse arose that rescued the more respect-
able völkisch approach to antiquity. in archeological circles it was the 
figure of kossinna that the new völkisch academia grew up around most 
patently. his journal Mannus became an organ for the dissemination of 
increasingly radical prehistorical scholarship. heusler and his German-
icness played a similar role, as a new generation of philologists became 
ever more adventurous in their attempt to rescue the Germanic spirit 
apparently surrendered in the face of modernity. The Much school 
with its völkisch continuities and cavalier regard for empirical logic was 
the most radical form of völkisch philology, but its leading exponent 
höfler was not alone in his Germanist fanaticism. The linguistic philol-
ogists had their Germanomaniacs among them at the time too and in 
the figures of Trier and weisgerber had even managed to wed völkisch 
philological content to a framework of linguistic structuralism. Völkisch 
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antiquarianism, like national Socialism, was very anti-modern and cul-
turally pessimistic but also very modern and renewalistically optimistic 
at one and the same time.

it was in this atmosphere of growing völkisch academic Germano-
mania that wirth’s Sinnbildforschung appeared. Decried at the time 
by many of his erstwhile colleagues as fantastic, he was, nevertheless, 
still supported by others, neckel and fehrle perhaps being the most 
notable among the Germanist community proper. The acceptance of 
wirth’s scholarship by himmler led in due course to the establishment 
of the SS-ahnenerbe. But it was at first an organization chiefly for am-
ateurs who were so excited by wirth’s Emergence and the new völkisch 
antiquarianism of kossinna and neckel. a whole body of popular ideo-
graphic thought developed and the ideographs of wirth and weigel in-
augurated an ideographic mania similar to the hallmark frenzy of the 
late nineteenth century. Slowly but surely, however, university academ-
ics began to be drawn into the SS. The archeologists were first, in a 
reflection of the earlier surrender of kossinna to the völkisch half-light. 
But then philologists were inducted too. By the late 1930s, Germanists 
like krause were moving in SS circles and soon they were claimed by 
the radical spirit of völkisch Germanism that had produced Sinnbild-
forschung. The entomologists and physiologists were not far behind and 
they transformed an organization established to promote völkisch Ger-
manism into an institute of inhumanity. The SS-ahnenerbe was born 
as an expression of radical Germanic antiquarianism and became an 
organ not just for propaganda, but also surveillance, torture and plun-
der. few of the Germanists applied for access to concentration camps, 
but as the intellectual accomplices to the crimes of nazism most man-
aged to debase themselves in other ways instead.

The runomania and swastika mysticism of the day was expressed 
in all sorts of antiquarian endeavor: from the abjectly obscurantist, to 
the empiricist, the two extremes separated by a völkisch middle ground. 
other forms of Germanic antiquarian studies had followed suit: in ar-
cheology with the settlement method, in philology and linguistics with 
its Germanicness and neo-humboldtian wholeness, and in Volkskunde 
with the rootedness of the völkisch continuities. By the early 1940s, 
the völkisch middle ground had often swallowed up the empiricist, a 
development most clearly represented by the academic acceptance of 
ideographic studies. other academics in Germanistic fields—the arche-
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ologists, the literary philologists, the linguists and the ethnographical 
philologists cum folklorists—had made their peace with völkisch Ger-
manism at different times and in different ways. But the most revealing 
of all the cases of surrender to völkisch Germanism is that of the ac-
ceptance of Sinnbildforschung, which had as its seminal text the decid-
edly non-empirical studies of herman wirth, an activist of the mind 
whose main claim to be a serious scholar by the late 1920s was that he 
thought he understood the history of the symbols which had come to 
be the emblems of the völkisch movement.

old Germanic studies underwent a revolution during the wil-
helmine autumn and the weimar spring that followed. This revolution 
was influenced from its inception by völkisch Germanism. The intru-
sion of völkisch thought into Germanic antiquarian studies at the time 
transformed it and, with the völkisch revolution of 1933, radicalized 
old Germanic studies further still. for some, evidently, Germanic an-
tiquarian studies became the key to an empire of the Germanic spirit, 
to a hidden garden of völkisch fantasy. even those who shied away from 
the racial imperative that was rife in the scholarship of the most radical 
Germanists could succumb to the lure of this illusory empire of Ger-
manicness. The effort to rescue the Germanicness of the past, or in fact 
to invent a fantastic old Germanic delusion, seems to represent a posi-
tive, creative foil to the otherwise overwhelmingly destructive nature 
of German fascism. rosenberg recognized that Germanic antiquarian 
study could be enrolled as part of his project to achieve a sophisticated 
and mature völkisch weltanschauung he hoped to use in schooling new 
generations of nazis. a proper understanding of Germanicness, and 
especially its tales and symbols, would serve as the core of an elabo-
rated völkisch ideology that had long accepted that the vision of the dis-
tant Germanic past legitimized its racism and imperialism. Yet no mat-
ter how deeply they had fallen under the spell of völkisch Germanism, 
the krauses of the day could still see what was just around the corner 
for the academic community if the nazis had won the war.

in the face of the prospect of exile, some of the German literati 
who remained in the reich claimed that they reacted to the creation 
of the völkisch tyranny by entering an inner emigration (innere Emi-
gration).8 whatever we make of this defense against the criticisms of 
those who did go physically into exile, the academic Germanists under 
the dictatorship seem to have responded in a similar, though converse 
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manner. from among the ranks of the antiquarian Germanists in the 
universities, only konstantin reichardt followed Thomas Mann into 
exile. his solitary antiquarian fellow to depart the fatherland was the 
schoolmaster Sigmund feist, although as the only Jewish antiquarian 
Germanist of note still in the country, feist’s departure in 1939 was a 
matter of necessity rather than conscience. at the end of their sketch of 
the activities of Germanists under nazism Joachim lerchenmüller and 
Gerd Simon seek to show some balance by including Germanists who 
resisted nazism.9 Sadly, they were only able to list intellectuals from 
other fields who strayed into Germanistic discourse—an especially tell-
ing testimony to the politicized state of Germanic studies at the time, 
given that rates of dismissal and (physical) emigration were so high in 
most other academic fields. German Volkskunde has its martyrs who 
were imprisoned or even executed for political resistance and there was 
similarly a handful of Germanists like the conservative Von der leyen 
whose careers were cut short in the 1930s for being outspokenly criti-
cal of the perversion of their discipline. But these cases are vanishingly 
small if we compare them to the losses of about 15 percent of academic 
staff in other disciplines.10 feist’s daughter, who carved out an aca-
demic career for herself after her family escaped to the U.S. (feist died 
in Denmark shortly before the rest of his family were spirited off to 
Sweden), comments that it was well known how political Germanists 
were in general in the late 1920s.11 when they were not actively collab-
orating with the regime (and even for many such as krause who were), 
for the overwhelming majority of academic antiquarian Germanists the 
only emigration they made was into the secret garden of völkisch de-
lights, an emigration from the empirical tradition of scholarship into a 
radical world of reactionary post-empirical renewalistic delusion.

The collective emigration of Germanistic scholars from the reserved 
heights of the ivory towers into the caverns and cellars of a world of 
völkisch delirium began with the appearance of the new paradigms—ex 
Septentrione lux, Germanicness and the holistic linguistic cult of the 
German mother tongue. There were precursors, German voices in the 
desert such as kossinna, wilser and their contemporaries the Muchs in 
austria, whose “Teuton-books” proved significant in stoking völkisch 
sentiment in the broader community. But the collective decline and 
prostitution of the discipline to political concerns began, rather, at the 
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time it was to be transformed so thoroughly by the philologist followers 
of heusler, Much, Meringer and helm. The level of Party member-
ship among academic Germanists might not be so remarkable given 
the generally high levels among German and austrian civil servants in 
general. But the number of “old fighters” and early supporters of nazi-
allied groups (many of whom already held senior positions within the 
discipline before 1933) is extraordinary. clearly, right-wing students 
were attracted to Germanistic study and hence younger Germanists 
were the most likely of their fellows at the universities to become nazi 
idealists. But the number and the influence of those who indulged in 
völkisch Germanism in the 1920s points to the infiltration of not just 
conservative, but radical reactionary and indeed fascist thought into 
senior austrian and German academic circles well before the time it 
seemed to have become mandatory to be a völkisch Germanist. The 
lack of a concerted resistance to the new völkisch discourse that rap-
idly became ubiquitous in Germanic philology, in contrast to, say, the 
attacks on the settlement method in archeology, is especially telling. 
archeologists have written of the “faustian bargain” entered into by 
figures such as Jankuhn and a similar sentiment is displayed in the ro-
manist leo Spitzer’s description of an academic “collaboration with 
Baal.”12 The pact was often much less personal in Germanic philology 
and with the strange emigration undertaken by many of its proponents 
became as much Gylfi’s beguiling as it was an understanding made 
with Mephistopheles. By the late 1920s most Germanistic scholars in 
austria and Germany were already supporters of the radical forces of 
reaction. over the course of the 1920s and into the 30s, practitioners 
of old Germanic studies in Germany and austria went enthusiastically 
and en masse into the service of the völkisch revolution and two gen-
erations of Germanistic scholars became intellectual accessories to the 
crimes of national Socialism.

Sinnbildforschung began in studies of the swastika, but is itself sym-
bolic more generally of the surrender of the scholars of Germanic an-
tiquity to the challenge mounted by völkisch idealists. The dumb ideog-
raphy of the ancient Germanic past proved to be a canvas upon which 
völkisch beliefs could be mapped. This was also the case for many other 
aspects of old Germanic studies. But it was in Sinnbildforschung, the 
most radical form of Germanic antiquarian discourse, that this process 
is most palpable. a tenet or a belief that reflected a prevailing ideol-
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ogy or weltanschauung lay at the core of ideographic studies. it looked 
for a golden age of Germanicness and aimed to reveal and to culti-
vate awareness of the continuing legacy of this superlative ancient Ger-
manic spirit. its practitioners recognized that a complementary project 
had become manifest at the political level in the nazi project to reform 
German society, to re-awaken Germans to past Germanic glories and 
to re-energize them and make them heroes again. The case of Sinnbild-
forschung shows that the völkisch ideal could shape the thinking of those 
who were immersed in it in a manner now mostly opaque to those who 
stand outside it. The völkisch ideal may seem only worthy of scorn in 
the face of the complexity of Marxism or liberal positivism, but like 
other forms of right-wing thought it could command as powerful a grip 
on its adherents nonetheless. The effects of social dislocation and eco-
nomic collapse are often stressed as the principal explanations for the 
rise of national Socialism and the acceptance of its ideals is usually 
credited to propaganda or baseness. The hold that völkisch thought had 
on German intellectuals in the late 1920s and onwards into the years 
of the dictatorship, however, has not been well explained by those who 
stress factors external to the völkisch tradition such as political disen-
chantment and economic misery. ideology is the key to a proper expla-
nation of the behavior of academic Germanists under national Social-
ism and it is perhaps only those scholars who treat ideology as the pre-
serve of progressive expressions in political thought who cannot accept 
its fundamental role in the attraction of the German people to nazism. 
only the acceptance of the ideals of völkisch thinking explains the rise 
and ultimate academic acceptance of Sinnbildforschung. The gradual 
permeation of society with the new radical nationalist thought led Ger-
man scholars increasingly to accept a völkisch viewpoint as normal and 
natural, and in the end allowed them to recast their scholarship in a 
deliberated, sophistic völkisch guise. no better example of the power of 
this weltanschauung cum ideology exists than in the world of Sinnbild-
forschung; a world of ancient Germanic and German utopia where the 
essential mores of that past life were communicated to the present by 
those who could read their runes; a world where research fed fantasy 
and fantasy fed research and some of the brightest minds of the coun-
try lost their way in the woods of the ancestral Germanic past.
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Illustrations

Figure 1. 
The Gothic (runic) alphabet according to the Magnus brothers

Figure 2.
Iron Age spearhead from 
Dahmsdorf, Mark Brandenberg 
(reverse and obverse), featur-
ing a runic inscription and vari-
ous symbols (now lost)
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Figure 3.
The evolution of the runic alphabets

Figure 4.
The Nordic model of the Armanen runes
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Figure 5.
The Aryan migrations out of Germany in prehistory

Figure 6.
The migration of the swastika according to Lechler in 1935
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Figure 7.
The evolution of sun symbols according to Dechelette in 1909
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Figure 8.
The swastika in Scots dancing according to Richter in 1931

Figure 9.
The masthead of Heimdall 5 (1900), with its motto written  

in pseudo-runes



Illustrations

Figure 10.
‘Anyone who claims that the Germanic peoples were cultureless 

heathens falsifies history and commits a crime against the German 
people.’ Display from the ‘Living Prehistory’ exhibition of the Reich 

Institute for German Prehistory

Figure 11.
Alfred Rosenberg speaking at the Third Reich Conference for German 

Prehistory, Ulm, October 1936



Illustrations

Figure 12.
Herman Wirth (1885–1981)

Figure 13.
The cover of Wirth’s Emergence 
of Mankind (1928)



Illustrations

Figure 14.
‘Tree of life’ sculpture on the Atlantis House, Bremen, by Bernhard 

Hoetger (destroyed in 1944)

Figure 15.
‘That es that forma sinnebild Wralda’s’ – the runic lore of the Oera 

Linda Book
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Figure 16.
A rock carving from Tose, Sweden, featuring boats, a swastika and a 

circle-cross



Illustrations

Figure 17.
The Extern stones, Lippe, shortly before Andrée’s excavation

Figure 18.
The opening of the Extern Stones Foundation by the Gauleiter of 

Lippe, March 1934
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Figure 19.
Wilhelm Teudt (1860–1942)

Figure 20.
Walther Wüst (1901–1993)
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Figure 21. 
The recreation of Irminsûl
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Figure 22.
The SS yule-fire shrine featuring 
the six-spoke wheel, the symbol 

of Wralda in the Oera Linda Book

Figure 23.
The ‘rune of life’ in traditional 
architecture
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Figure 24.
Cover of the March 1935 issue of Darré’s Odal featuring runes, 

Irminsûl and a swastika
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Figure 25.
An Odal rune in traditional architecture according to Weigel in 1938

Figure 26.
Children showing off festive (circle-cross) bread
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Figure 27.
Nordic ideography and Chinese writing

Figure 28.
A steer in a folk festival apparently bearing a “rune of life” on its head.
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