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1. Introduction

First of all I would like to tell you that it is a great pleasure for me, to speak to you at this jubilee conference.

I must confess, however, that I didn’t realize, how complicated, even confusing the history of the German learned societies is, when I began working on my paper. And the present situation is not much better. I sometimes felt like a knitter, who constantly is in danger to drop a stitch.

To organize the matter in a proper way, what means making the present situation understandable and the chances for the future visible I decided to start with the origins of learned societies in Germany in the very early 19.th century.

2. Origins

The French Revolution, Napoleon’s attempt to occupy the German States, all ending with the “Befreiungskriege”, the secularization of ecclesiastical territories, the end of the “Heilige Römische Reich deutscher Nation” and the Romantic movement in concert resulted in an increasingly strong interest of the 19th. Century society in their own history. They started to discover antiquities and built up impressive collections. They explored the stocks of archives, mainly those, which had belonged to the monasteries, to pick up historical texts for transcribing and publishing them.

Above this they got more and more interest in historical, especially medieval buildings, which became not only objects of research, but influenced 19 th century architecture, creating the so called “Historismus” style.  

To do their work successfully the organized themselves in learned societies or in German “Verein”, each within the frame of the actual political unit. 
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If you look at the political map of early 19 th century Germany you will
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realize a great number of larger and smaller units, which nearly all had their own learned societies. 
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In modern language we would say, that 19th. Century Germany had a very dense supply of learned societies. But cooperation between them was on a very low level. 

3. Structures

To repair the lack of cooperation a society was created in the last decade of the 19th century, which understood itself as a head organization of all German learned societies, named “Gesamtverein der deutschen Geschichts- und Altertumsvereine” a political creation following Bismarck’s Reichsgründung in 1871 initiated by Berlin. But section I, the Altertumskunde, was given up soon. A similar function had the “Reichslimeskommission, an imperial institution, which was after its dissolution in 1900 followed by the “Römisch-Germanische Kommission”.

The answer to these state institutions was the self-organization of the traditional societies – many of them 80 and more years then existing – in a greater unit. And consequently not nationwide. For in 1900 those societies found together which belonged to the part of Germany, occupied by the Romans. The name originally was “West- und Süddeutscher Verband für römisch-germanische Altertumsforschung”, later “West- und Süddeutscher Verband für Altertumsforschung”. 

Only four years later at Hannover following the same pattern the „Nordwestdeutscher Verband für Altertumsforschung“ was founded collecting all learned societies, which be longed to the “Not-Roman World” in Germany, the so called “Barbaricum”. More than twenty years later in the Eastern part of Germany the “Mittel”- and the “Ostdeutsche Verbände für Altertumsforschung” were founded, reflecting the slavic roots of that region.

As the societies organized themselves, all four Verbände consequently had no personal memberships and have it not until now. 

At the same time when the “Verbände for Altertumsforschung” came into existence, some of the traditional fields of the original societies having been established in the early 19 th century were taken over by regional museums, university departments and learned commissions. These institutions all became member of the “Verbände” as well. 

But the four “Verbände” didn’t succeed in finding to a greater unit, a “Verband” operating nationwide or not really didn’t want it.

At certain dates they organized common conferences, but mostly had their own meetings.

Only in the early thirties, the first years oft the Nazi Regime they tried to find together to a national society in order to resist the so called “Gleichschaltung” in the “Reichsbund für Altertumsforschung” established by the “Nazis”. They didn’t succeed and were only able to help themselves, to stop work on the whole level, which came near to dissolution. They saw it as their only chance to escape the “Gleichschaltung” in the “Nazi Reichsbund” with exception of certain characters, who discovered a chance of making their career in joining the “Reichsbund”.

Chairmen and boards survived in the underground about twelve years, though especially the “Nordwestdeutsche Verband für Altertumsforschung”, responsible for the Germanic world of Germany, was in the focus of interest of Nazi Germany, mainly in the interest of Himmler and Rosenberg. 

So it is not surprising, that two of the four “Verbände”, those which had been 
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operating in the western part of Germany, came back from the underground in 1946 and continued work without any change, including the rather intensive cooperation with the European neighbours they already had had before the Second World War, as they had arranged conferences in Basel, Vienna and Groningen. 


The Division of Germany into two parts in 1945 gave the establishment of a “Verband”, working on a national level, no chance of any realization. The general opinion was, that this had to wait up to the time if Germany would be united again.


The traditional pattern of working of the two “Verbände” was left for the first time, when in 1970 study groups, so called “Arbeitsgemeinschaften”, were allowed to attend the conferences. These groups, whose number was constantly increasing and still is, concentrated their discussions an special research subjects, par example on “Theory in archaeology”, “The archaeological museum”, “Science in archaeology” and even “Women, working in archaeology”.

Other study groups concentrate on special periods like “Neolithikum”, “Bronze- and Iron Age” and “Medieval and Post medieval archaeology”.

They are used to join either the annual Conference of the “Nordwestdeutsche Verband” or the “West- und Süddeutsche Verband”, depending on the conference’s place, whether it fits to their subject of discussion or not. 

In opposite to the “Verbände” they don’t take care of the traditional division of Germany into a Roman and a Non-Roman world with a few exceptions. They mostly operate nationwide, even on a European level.

After the fall of the Berlin wall in 1989 the “Verbände” in concert with other institutions for antiquaries like the “Römisch-Germanische Kommission” saw a new chance of realizing the foundation of a “Gesamtdeutsche Verband für Altertumsforschung”. But again, they didn’t succeed. Especially members of the “Nordwestdeutsche Verband” showed a somewhat fiercefull resistance against this idea.

Instead of this the “Mittel- und Ostdeutsche Verband” had its revival after its self-dissolution in 1936.

And they came to the agreement to organize a “Deutsche Archäologen-

kongress” every three years. In a regular turn one of the three “Verbände” is responsible for the organization of the “Kongress”, which is open to all archaeologists, not only the members of the three “Verbände”. They started with the first “Kongress” in 1990. The place was Siegen in Nordrhein-Westfalia, or I should better say in the south to Westfalia, as the organizer was the “Nordwestdeutsche Verband”. 

At the moment the 6 th Kongress is going on in Mannheim, organized by the West- und Süddeutsche Verband and has about 1500 participants. In place of a “Gesamtdeutsche Verband für Altertumsforschung“ a head organization for the „Verbände“ was created in 1990, called „Präsidium der Verbände für Deutsche Archäologie“. The Chairmen of all three „Verbände“ for Altertumsforschung became automatically members of the Präsidium. Other institutions for archaeology are asked to join the Präsidium as well, as there are the “Landesarchäologen” Deutschlands”, the “Römisch–Germanische Kommission”, the union of university professors, teaching archaeology, but also the “Deutsche Gesellschaft für Ur- und Frühgeschichte, on organization basicly for lay archaeologists and in difference from the “Verbände” allowing personal membership. It is to hope that other societies and unions, working on special subjects in archaeology as the “Obermeier Gesellschaft” for the Stone Ages or the “Deutsche Gesellschaft für die Archäologie des Mittelalters und der Neuzeit” will join the Präsidium in near future. The Präsidium got even its own publication, the “Archäologische Nachrichtenblatt”. Independent of this the three “Verbände” publish quite regularly the “Führer zu vor- und frühgeschichtlichen Denkmälern Deutschlands” introducing regional historical and archaeological monuments with reference to the places, where they hold their conferences.

4. Perspectives

And this is the situation you will find in the moment. In spite of the fact having several abortive attempts in history to manage to establish a “Gesamtdeutsche Verband für Altertumsforschung” the “Präsidium” will not give up the idea.

They hope step by step to find a way to establish a society of national character speaking with one voice for archaeology in Germany and above this in Europe. They realize, however, that it will be a way very difficult to go because of the old structure of the “Verbände” and the strength of their historical roots. 

I myself must confess, I am pretty sceptical and don’t really belief that they will be successful. History offered more than one chance to find together to a “Gesamtdeutsche Verband für Altertumsforschung”. But the chances have been missed.

I think it will be more effective to strengthen the influence of the “Präsidium” without taking away the identity from the traditional “Verbände”. 

The huge patchwork of German learned Societies at a whole shows a great variety of structures and determinations, much too different as one would be able to unite them in a “Gesamtverband”. That means that the Präsidium should try to adopt as many societies as possible, try to balance their divergent interests, to formulate claims of common interest and communicate them into the world outside of archaeology. 

I will bring my paper to an end now and thank you very much indeed for your patience bearing this “Gewusel” of German learned societies.

But I will not finish my paper before giving you the warmest congratulations for the Tercentenary of the Society of Antiquaries – in the name of the “Präsidium der Deutschen Verbände für Archäologie”.   
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