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The myth that Livland had been a German colony since its Christianization in
the 13th-century began to serve contemporary political interests around
1900. How did this myth present itself in art historical narratives?

Though German colonialism was geographically widespread, spanning the continents of

Africa, Asia and Oceania, its history is usually seen as a very short-lived phenomenon (roughly

the period 1884–1914).  This article looks at this topic via a different angle: the old myth of

the  as the very prototype of European colonialism. It was namely believed that

the Christianization of the Baltic lands by the Germans in the early 13th century led this

region to become a German colony.

19th-century interpretation of the first contacts between the Christianizsing Germans and

the local inhabitants of the Baltic region. Friedrich Ludwig von Maydell, Envoys of the Bishop

of Riga Captured by Rebellious Livs. Anno 1211. Copper engraving from the series Fünfzig

Bilder aus der Geschichte der Deutschen Ostsee-Provinzen Russlands nebst erklärendem

Text, B. 2. Dorpat 1842. Eesti Kunstimuuseum, Tallinn, Free access - no reuse

In the general history of colonialism, the idea of 'protocolonialism' has mostly been applied to

the contexts of the Mediterranean region during the medieval period or in the 17th and18th

centuries, namely, the immediate pre-history of 19th-century colonies.  But how much sense

does it make to talk about the colonization of Livonia  in these terms? 

Colonial relations certainly existed also inside Europe.  Eastern Europe more broadly has
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long been marginalized in the Western discourse – constructed as the 'internal other' – a

dimension that narratives of architectural history in particular, so tightly connected to

geography, have the capacity to make visible.  In the case of the Baltic region, seeing this is

not so much a question of one’s imagination: such arguments appear in plain sight in the 19th

and early-20th-century rhetoric. So where can  and  be placed in the global

debates about (post)colonialism?

From colonial fantasies to colonial narrative

In the Baltic region, several empires and 'cultural contestants' were at play in the 19th

century: the nationally 'awakening' communities of Estonians and Latvians, the local Baltic

German cultural elite, their German 'motherland', as well as the Russian 'fatherland'. From the

point of view of cultural and art history, it was the relationship between this borderland and

Germany that was central.

In the first decades of the 20th century, art historical material was often used in the service of

political narratives about the present. Scheme of German buildings abroad. Verein für das

Deutschtum im Ausland. Dresden, Free access - no reuse

One of the first authors to address the myth of colonization was historian and geographer

Johann Georg Kohl in 1841, who described the Estonians as the culturally least developed

people of Europe. His account was criticized by contemporaries, but the important part is that
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he wrote of Old  as a transmarine colony. Kohl stressed that it was the only colony the

Germans had had.  Instead of seeing the Baltic region as a negative example of slavery within

Europe, such discussions served to make it into an exemplary case of early German

colonialism – to show that in its attitude toward the local peoples, the Ostsiedlung had been

more noble and humane than was the case in the later transoceanic colonies.  As the Baltic

German intellectual Alexander von Hueck wrote in 1845: “Livonia is a colony of Germany.

Nevertheless, the Germans here were by no means colonists in the sense in which they are

today in the forests of North America.”

To take it a step further, the Baltic lands were essentially given the title of the prototype for

all later colonies. For the emerging German colonial self-image such exaggerations were most

fitting. As historian Ulrike Plath has aptly pointed out, at that time we can speak about

colonial fantasies rather than an established discourse, which only began to develop with the

unification of Germany.  In the late 19th century, however, this began to be shaped into a

fully-fledged colonial narrative. A significant example is the Deutsche Kolonial-Atlas, compiled

by the German geographer and cartographer Paul Langhans , which sought to map the

history of this 'cultural mission' in the distant peripheries, including the trading colonies of the

Hanseatic League.

Reinventing medieval trade relations, settlement and migration histories in colonial

terms. Historical map Deutsche Kolonisation im Osten. II. Auf slawischem Boden from

Paul Langhans’ Deutscher Kolonial-Atlas, Nr. 7. Gotha 1897. Forschungsbibliothek

Gotha der Universität Erfurt, Free access - no reuse
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He argued that the German contemporary colonial project did not simply appear out of

nowhere – it was framed by many centuries of colonial activity.

In short, the colonial shadow cast upon Eastern Europe appeared to make up for the colonial

deficit of the young German state. Indeed, it must have been a reassuring idea, as Plath

asserts, that “Germany may not have entered the stage of colonial empires too late, but too

early”, meaning that “its fundamental global historical importance had simply been forgotten”

over time.

This found a response in the art historical writing about the Baltic region, and a surprisingly

uncritical one. Architect and art historian Wilhelm Neumann repeatedly wrote of the “colonial

character of Old Livonia”.  German influence was the common trope of any writing on Baltic

art ever since the first professional accounts were published (in German until the 1910s).

Colonial discourse around World War I

In 1841, Kohl had begun his account with the sentences: “The colonies which the Germans

founded in the 12th and 13th centuries on the eastern coasts of the Baltic Sea, and the

territories which they acquired here in the lands of the Latvians and Estonians, were formerly

– before they fell into the hands of the Russian scepter – better known in our [German]

fatherland than they are now.”  Georg Dehio – this most influential name in German art

history and heritage preservation, born in  (Reval) – wrote more or less the same in

1915: “In Germany there is great ignorance about the Baltic Germans. There is more

indifference towards our oldest, nearest and largest colony than there is about the precarious

settlements of Africa and Australia.”  In the same year, the Baltic provinces were described

as the “oldest and only colonies of the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation”  by the

historian Theodor Schiemann, another Tallinn-born scholar and a distinguished Berlin

professor, one of the father figures of Ostforschung.

Maintaining the role of a cultural boundary between Western Europe and Russia was believed

to have been an important mission and historical contribution of the Baltic lands. In the

politically charged rhetoric of World War I, the idea of German supremacy – and indeed the

perspective of becoming a part of the German Reich – proved to be particularly effective

tools.  Dehio implied just that when he claimed in 1918: “The fact that the Baltic Sea still

belongs to the West is thanks to the Livonian colony.”  He called the readers to “imagine

what would have happened if Livonia, Estonia and  had been colonized by Russians

instead of Germans”.

Many scholars adopted similar patterns with their own twists, also after Estonia and Latvia

became independent republics in 1918. Although first “transplanted onto colonial soil,

12

13

14

15

Tallinn

16

17

18

19

Courland
20

Kristina Jõekalda The Baltic Region as the Prototype for All of Colonial History?

Seite 4 von 8



Germanness has become rooted in this soil” over the centuries, wrote architect and historian

Heinz Pirang in 1926, believing that this 'Germanness' had developed significant regional

characteristics.  He divided the history of Baltic architecture into three periods, starting with

the era of construction (1200–1550) “under the sign of ‘colonial thought’”, when “German

colonial culture is represented in the most dignified form by Gothic architectural

monuments”.  This was followed by an era of destruction during the Livonian War and the

Great Northern War; and ultimately an era of reconstruction (1721–1914), by which time

independent “Baltic thought” was clearly visible.

It is more difficult to figure out if this open emphasis on the sovereignty of Baltic German

culture was building on, or counter-reacting to, the above-mentioned ideas of colonization.

Compared to the common 'victim' narrative that the Baltic Germans adopted for their history

since the 1920s, these examples certainly tell a very different story. Although his motive

continued to be to demonstrate that Baltic art was part of German art, Dehio also declared:

“Note that, for example, Reval today has more late-Gothic carved altars in its churches than

Straßburg, Rostock more than Ulm – so it is proved that there can be no talk of an inferiority

of the colonial lands compared to Old Germany”.

In the Nazi German period, maps of the historical influences of Baltic art before

1918 became even more explicit. Reproduction from Niels von Holst, Die

deutsche Kunst des Baltenlandes im Lichte neuer Forschung. München 1942, p.

9. Free access - no reuse
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Historians should be careful not to overload the occurrences of colonial vocabulary in old

texts with today’s interpretations. But the rhetoric of World War I does make the German

colonial ambitions towards the Baltic region most evident – all the more so as the downsides

of a colonial world order are hardly ever hinted at. These 700 years of 'grand colonial history'

were, of course, the same period that Estonian scholars of the national 'awakening' (such as

Jakob Hurt or Carl Robert Jakobson) named the 700 years of colonial darkness.

From this perspective, the Baltic region represents a perfect case of “intra-European

colonialism”, a narrative that was to reach its high tide in the early 20th century. Although the

myth of having a colony since the 13th century did not quite fit European models of

colonialism, it nonetheless serves as an important addition to the broader structures of

colonial history and imagination. Projecting one’s contemporary conditions – and wishful

thinking – onto history often happens when historical justification is demanded for enforcing

the political goals of the present. Today, as Europe witnesses new violent attempts by states

to claim neighboring territories as their own, these texts can thus serve to remind us that

taking up intellectual arms is not a mere matter of mind game: it can have very immediate

effects on the real world.
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