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FRIEDRICH JÄGER (editor-in-chief), for the Institute for Advanced
Study in the Humanities (Essen), Enzyklopädie der Neuzeit, 16 vols.
(forthcoming, 2005–2012), c. 9,600 pp. ISBN-13 978 3 476 01935 6.
ISBN-10 3 476 01935 7. Vol. 1: Abendland–Beleuchtung, ed. Brigitte Egger
(Stuttgart: J. B. Metzler, 2005), xxxviii + 1,186 pp. ISBN-13 978 3 476
01991 2. ISBN-10 3 476 01991 8. Subscription advance price for 16
vols. EUR 169.90 per vol., after subscription period (through book-
shops only) EUR 199.90 per vol.

The first volume has appeared in a major project undertaken jointly
by the Institute for Advanced Study in the Humanities at the
University of Essen, and the publisher J. B. Metzler. The publishers
intend this to be a chronological continuation of their other estab-
lished encyclopaedias, Der Neue Pauly (19 vols.) on the ancient world,
and the Lexikon des Mittelalters (10 vols.) on the Middle Ages. The first
volume, reviewed here, appeared in May 2005 and the last is sched-
uled for October 2012. A substantial discount is offered for early sub-
scribers and the publishers intend that the work will only be sold as
a complete set.

A total of 16 volumes is planned, covering subjects alphabetically
from Abendland to Zyklus. Articles are graded according to the signif-
icance attached to each entry. There will be 100 ‘key articles’ of about
ten pages each on overarching themes, such as agriculture, architec-
ture, civilization, peace, or work. Another 900 major articles will
focus on more specific topics like absolutism, electricity, expeditions,
family, and the Thirty Years War. A further 3,000 entries of a page or
two provide the detail on individual aspects of the larger topics, for
example, workers’ rights as a subsection of the essay on work. It
appears that the project may have hit problems of length, since the
prospectus issued prior to the first volume envisaged a further thou-
sand short entries. The first volume contains around 250 topics, few
of which receive less than two pages each. The entries are cross-ref-
erenced and the series will be completed by a sixteenth volume con-
taining an index. In the meantime, subscribers can access an interim
electronic index. 
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The layout is clear and well-organized. Each article starts with a
series of bullet points to guide the reader. The material is subdivided
into short sections, generally starting with a definition of terms, out-
lining how the topic has been studied, providing some information
and illustrative examples, and concluding with a brief list of sources
and further reading. Most of the more substantial articles in the first
volume have at least one well-chosen black and white illustration.
These are integrated into the text and provide a valuable extension to
the discussion. 

The series is intended for a wider public, not just historians or his-
tory students, but anyone seeking the historical context of other dis-
ciplines. The approach is cross-disciplinary, seeking to contextualize
rather than specialize, and relying on the fairly extensive supporting
bibliographic detail to assist those requiring more information. The
key guiding principle is thematic, and there are no separate entries
on individuals, countries, or places. The editorial team has selected
entries by working outwards from a group of ten basic subject
groups that are introduced by the general editor in his introduction.
The first group is essentially political, and includes the state, govern-
ment, and the international states system. Entries derived from this
include political ideals, forms of government, and strategies of war
and peace. The second concept is ‘global interaction’, covering the
interaction of European and non-European peoples through trade,
exploration, slavery, and multi-cultural influences and perceptions.
‘Law and constitution’ encompasses the individual branches of
jurisprudence, legislative procedures, and the institutions and
processes of justice. ‘Life styles and social change’ group together
inter-personal interaction and life courses from birth to old age, cov-
ering gender relations, family, and the like. All economic aspects,
including political economy, form a fifth group of concepts. The
other five are self-explanatory and are labelled ‘science and medi-
cine’, ‘education, civilization, and communication’, ‘churches and
religious culture’, ‘literature, art, and music’, and ‘environment and
technological change’. These conceptual groupings are not overt,
since the entries are arranged alphabetically, but they have been fun-
damental in deciding what subjects to include, what space each
receives, and what to exclude.

While the prospectus translates the title as Encyclopedia of the Early
Modern Period, the German original better describes the time frame,

61

Encyclopedia of the Early Modern Period



since the editors intend to cover modern history from the mid-fif-
teenth to the mid-nineteenth centuries. In doing so, they consciously
distance themselves from the approach adopted by the six-volume
Europe 1450 to 1789: Encyclopedia of the Early Modern World, edited by
Jonathan Dewald, that was published by Scribner and Sons in 2004.
Friedrich Jäger makes clear that his team believe that modernity is
defined by socio-economic rather than political change. Political and
intellectual changes are still recognized as important, helping to
define what the editors term the ‘bourgeois epoch’ of c. 1750 to c.1850,
but the fundamental divide between their ‘early modern’ and moder-
nity does not occur until the mid-nineteenth century and is attributed
to the breakthrough of the Industrial Revolution, modern capitalism,
the intensification of market networks, class formation, and the rise
of nationalism and mass politics.

It is easy to find fault with major projects such as this. Large,
multi-volume compendia require complex editorial decisions. Inevit-
ably, some topics are left out, or given reduced space, while certain
themes are emphasized in preference to others. It is not the intention
here to pick holes in these decisions. The editors have done an excel-
lent job of organizing very complex material in a manner that makes
it accessible for the uninitiated, whilst still providing concise defini-
tions and precise discussions that should satisfy all but the most
pedantic specialist. The contributors have been well-chosen and are
recognized experts in their respective fields, such as Bernd Wunder
on officialdom, or Daniel Hohrath on sieges. The cross-referencing of
articles, together with the promised index, should balance the work’s
framework and allow readers to access material by subjects as well as
concepts. The work is attractively produced and illustrated, and any
serious library will want to have a copy.

That said, some reservations need to be voiced. The focus is on
Europe within a world context. While it is acknowledged that most
of the entries will concentrate on ‘old Europe’, the editors deny a
Eurocentric bias, stressing instead the interaction between Europe
and the wider world as a defining feature of early modernity. Yet
Europe is the only world region to be given a key article. Readers
searching the first volume for Africa will find an entry on African
religions, but otherwise will be referred to articles on the ‘Atlantic
world’, ‘European expansion’, ‘colonialism’, ‘continent’, and ‘world
history’. This approach is not inherently wrong, but there is a danger
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that the conceptual framework will define topics by looking out-
wards from Europe, rather than from non-European perspectives.
Moreover, this ‘European’ view looks rather ‘German’. The team is
not exactly as ‘international’ as is claimed. All 24 senior editors
responsible for the ten basic subject groupings are from German-
speaking central Europe, with only four outside Germany itself. Only
11 of the 60 sub-editors in charge of the principal themes are not
based in Germany, and only two of these are outside Europe. Of the
190 or so contributors to the first volume, only 18 are not at German-
speaking universities, and only four of these have institutional affili-
ations outside Europe. The extensive references to American and
other scholarship indicate the influence such writing has had on our
understanding of the early modern period. Input from this direction
during the planning stages might have produced a rather different
set of key concepts, including jettisoning terms like ‘Englische Revo-
lution’ that are no longer current amongst specialists in that field. 

PETER H. WILSON is Professor of Early Modern History at the Uni-
versity of Sunderland. He is currently completing a book on the
Thirty Years War for Penguin Press.
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