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Since the Second World War, scholarship on German perceptions of North America has focused on the 

role of 1776 in sparking sustained engagement with the peoples, history, and geography of the continent. 

Highlighting the transformative effect of the American Revolution on both sides of the Atlantic, this 

emphasis reflected the strong ties between the United States and Western Europe that developed during 

the postwar era. The books, articles, and international conferences occasioned by the 1976 American 

bicentennial helped reinforce this focus on 1776 as a decisive moment in Germany’s Amerika-Rezeption.

Rainald Becker’s suggestive study, based on his 2010 Munich Habilitationsschrift, challenges the 

assumption that only after 1776 did serious interest in North America on the part of German scholars and 

publicists began to flourish. He bases his conclusions on a careful and detailed analysis of more than a 

hundred texts published by some sixty South German authors between 1650 and 1800. These texts show 

a remarkable level and range of interest in Amerikakunde on the part of writers from diverse backgrounds. 

Becker’s relatively narrow focus on South Germany makes his case all the more persuasive: instead of 

concentrating on areas where one would expect heightened interest in North America (e.g. Hannover, 

owing to its dynastic link with Great Britain after 1714, or the Palatinate, the area of heaviest German 

migration to British America), he draws his evidence from a region seemingly more peripheral to the 

Atlantic world. How, in areas like Bavaria and Franconia, does one explain the surprising volume of 

published work devoted to North America in the century preceding the American Revolution? Who were 

the agents of this reception, what was their cultural and intellectual milieu, and how, despite their 

differences in background and outlook, did their writings nonetheless reveal a distinctively South German 

perspective on the continent?

Decisive in stimulating South-German interest in North America was the region’s mixed confessional 

landscape. In Wittelsbach Bavaria, where the Society of Jesus remained a dominant presence up until its 

abolition in 1773, a highly developed infrastructure of Jesuit colleges and universities connected the 

region to an international network of missionaries who since the sixteenth century had reported regularly 

on the geography, history, and peoples of the Americas. For them, Mexico – and by extension, the 

southwestern part of North America – had always been identified as an integral part of the continent. 

Conduits of information included Jesuit writers like Heinrich Scherer, a geographer at the University of 

Dillingen, and the Swabian historian Joseph Stöcklin, whose forty-volume edition of missionary 
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correspondence appeared between 1726 and 1761. The focus of these and other Jesuit writers was 

understandably on areas under Spanish rule, although the arrival of missionaries in Pennsylvania prior to 

the Revolution helped shift attention to British America. A Pietist counterpart to Jesuit publicists was 

Samuel Urlsperger, senior Lutheran pastor in the imperial city of Augsburg. As a leading champion of the 

some 20,000 Salzburg Protestants exiled from their Catholic homeland between 1731 and 1734, 

Urlsperger developed a transatlantic network of contacts and information in conscious imitation of the 

Jesuits. His edited volume of reports on the Salzburger settlement of Ebenezer, situated in the newly 

founded British colony of Georgia, appeared between 1735 and 1752 (four more volumes were edited and 

published by his son between 1754 and 1767). Unlike their Jesuit counterparts, these reports were 

relatively uninterested in recounting efforts at Christianizing the local indigenous population; they focused 

instead on the Georgia Salzburgers themselves as a persecuted band of the faithful, actors in a divinely 

inspired, transatlantic drama of exile and salvation. 

Aside from confessional rivalry, other factors encouraged the publication of works on North America. 

Longstanding commercial interest in the continent on the part of Augsburg and Nuremberg merchants was 

a spur, as was the status of these cities as major publishing centers. Especially in Nuremberg, the 

publication of cartographic and geographic works was a major source of knowledge about North America. 

Fascination with the geography of the Americas had a long history dating back to the Renaissance 

navigator and geographer Martin Behaim, a Nuremberg native who produced what is held to be the 

earliest surviving globe. Nuremberg publishers like Johann Baptist Homann and Christoph Weigel, in 

collaboration with the mathematician and cartographer Johann Gabriel Doppelmayr, consciously invoked 

and celebrated Behaim through the publication of a world atlas that helped popularize and update 

knowledge about the continent. Another catalyst was the crucial role of German-speaking immigrants in 

the European settlement of British America. Around 85,000 of them migrated to the thirteen colonies 

between 1700 and 1775, sparking a blend of pride and concern. More Anglophile South-German 

observers celebrated the participation of Germans in Britain’s imperial project, while others were wary of 

the demographic cost of emigration.

Finding one’s way through Becker’s analysis can be challenging at times. His discursive style and detailed 

summaries of texts sometimes serve to obscure his broader arguments, the presentation of which would 

have profited from more succinct exposition. The reader tends to lose track of the innumerable authors 

and published works that recur throughout the study. On a more narrow point, I was surprised by the lack 

of attention paid to Regensburg, another South German imperial city and since 1663 the permanent seat 

of the Imperial Diet. Not only major territories of the empire, but all of Europe’s leading colonial powers 

maintained permanent embassies there. Regensburg was a major diplomatic hub, and as Susanne 

Friedrich showed in her revised Augsburg dissertation (2007), the presence of the diet generated an 

insatiable demand for political information in the form of newsletters, newspapers, pamphlets and private 

correspondence. That too may explain why knowledge relevant to North America would have circulated in 
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South Germany earlier and more widely than otherwise expected.

Still, Becker has written the most detailed study to date of the Amerika-Rezeption in a particular region of 

Germany. Although he does not link his arguments to recent scholarship on the pre-history of German 

colonialism, Becker implicitly sheds light on the subject. Relative to other European territories, Germany 

may have arrived late to the scene as a colonial power in its own right. But Germans themselves, long 

before they embarked on their own colonial ventures in the late nineteenth century, knew more about the 

world beyond Europe than has been previously assumed.
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