
In explaining the sources of Freikorps violence, earlier works emphasized the legacy of
frontline war brutalization. Pomplun’s work calls that emphasis into question, noting that
less than half of Freikorps fighters had demonstrable wartime fighting experience.
Pomplun focuses instead on the relative absence of institutional and structural restraints
on Freikorps brutality, implicating the civilian politicians who not only tolerated but relied
on the deployment of Freikorps violence. As Pomplun notes, Social Democratic
Reichswehrminister Gustav Noske issued an infamous order in the midst of the intense fight-
ing in Berlin in March 1919 to “immediately shoot any person found with a weapon” (178).
Although that order was rescinded a few days later, it set an important precedent for the use
of virtually unrestrained violence.

Finally, Pomplun deals extensively with the issue, emphasized or at least implied in
almost all accounts of the Freikorps phenomenon, of continuities with National Socialism.
Pomplun demonstrates that while important individual continuities can be documented at
the leadership level, such connections do not generally apply to the rank and file of
Freikorps members. In broad terms, the number of ex-Freikorps fighters who eventually
joined the Nazi Party was roughly proportionate to the overall German male population,
not greater. Pomplun’s analysis of the Nazi SA (238–253) and SS (254–276) reveals an even
lower proportional level of ex-Freikorps membership. The image of a fundamental connec-
tion between the Freikorps and the Nazis, while perhaps applicable in terms of idealized
imagery and a mythologized fighting spirit, was rather limited in terms of personnel and
membership.

Pomplun’s research is thorough, his findings significant, and his presentation of often
complex developments laudably clear. This is an important book that deserves a wide
readership.
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Prophecy, Madness, and HolyWar in Early Modern Europe:
A Life of Ludwig Friedrich Gifftheil

By Leigh T.I. Penman. New York: Oxford University Press, 2023. Pp.
xii + 274. Cloth $110.00. ISBN: 978-0197623930.

Jacob Böhme

University of Cincinnati

Leigh T. I. Penman’s book offers a fascinating biographical portrait of Ludwig Friedrich
Gifftheil (1595–1661) and, in the process, provides new insights and perspectives on the
“murky underworld of seventeenth-century prophecy and religious dissent” (4).
The German barber-surgeon turned prophet was an iridescent and contradictory figure,
who came to reject the “apocalyptic foment of Lutheran confessional culture… in favour
of a heterodox spiritualistic religiosity.” The ideas of this “new prophet,” who endeavored
“to challenge, not strengthen, the territorial churches,” are more akin to those within the
European theosophical movement (5).

Penman pays close attention to Gifftheil’s sociological setting (his Sitz im Leben) and iden-
tifies the man’s early life experiences as the most formative influence on his thought.
According to Penman, the prophet must be understood not only within the religious and
intellectual currents of his time (theosophy, etc.), but, significantly, also within the context
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of his own personal and family history. His father’s disgrace and his brother’s suicide left
him with a sense of belonging to a family wronged, and, thus, “Gifftheil’s story, at its
most basic level, is that of a man’s attempt to redeem his family’s lost honour” (11).
All later stages—from his rebirth as a divine prophet to his feverish pursuit of world
peace via violent means—were rooted in these early experiences.

Penman moreover shows that the prophet’s religious ideas were not outliers to the con-
temporary European spiritual community. Instead, Gifftheil’s story and teachings were
embedded in the social, cultural, intellectual, and religious milieu of his time. He drew on
the religious concepts of Paracelsus, Johann Arndt, and Jacob Böhme, but connections also
abounded to earlier sixteenth-century movements, such as Anabaptism, Thomas Müntzer,
and the Münsterites. Instead of dismissing Gifftheil as a mad prophet, Penman highlights
the prophet’s many loyal followers, who found inspiration in his calls for inner renewal.
Still, there resided a fundamental incongruity and idiosyncrasy in Gifftheil’s teachings.
On the one hand, he was driven by a deep desire for peace that, Penman claims, later became
all-consuming (30); on the other, Gifftheil came to advocate violence to attain such peace
and even attempted to field his own army. Although in service to ultimate world peace,
his turn toward militancy became a point, on which many of his initial supporters in the
theosophical movement disagreed and eventually parted ways with him. The question of
warfare continued to be a contentious issue within Europe’s spiritual community.

Penman further underscores that, in addition to the relatively strong following within the
theosophic community, Gifftheil had remarkable access to a wide range of political leaders.
The prophet was a restless man who never married and only reluctantly settled down
toward the end of his life, when age and health became too great of an obstacle.
Until then he repeatedly traveled to England, France, the Netherlands, and other lands
within and without the Holy Roman Empire to convince rulers of his vision and to obtain
support for his action plan. While the prophet’s success in obtaining admittance to centers
of power is striking, it must be said that Gifftheil was not really “heard.” Heads of govern-
ments quickly dismissed the prophet and what they considered his outlandish designs, such
as his request for resources to finance an army under the prophet’s leadership. Penman con-
tends that Gifftheil’s ability to secure access to the mighty manifests the robustness of his
spiritual community and the instability of the time when a confused message of peace
and war could find a hearing. The author also speculates that the perception of Gifftheil’s
madness or foolishness may have been the key to the corridors of power (105).

Gifftheil’s paradoxical pursuit of true peace through holy war remains a mystery. He had
served as a soldier and a field surgeon in the armies of the Protestant Union during the
Thirty Years’ War and, thus, had close experience of war’s destructive side. In lieu of any
written evidence, Penman conjectures that war must have traumatized his protagonist.
But why Gifftheil embraced war’s role in bringing about world peace remains elusive.
Here, a deeper contextualization within trends toward active apocalypticism may have
been beneficial.

The author enhances Gifftheil’s portrait in other important ways. Although his contem-
poraries repeatedly commented on the prophet’s lack of formal training, Gifftheil was skilled
at adapting his message to fit his audience. Penman also submits that “Gifftheil’s adoption of
a prophetic identity … allowed him to transcend his lowly social status” and enabled him to
speak to political leaders (10). A most intriguing aspect concerns the ways in which Gifftheil
“fashioned” his persona—literally. Dressed in a solemn gray coat, carrying a staff, and sport-
ing a long beard and flowing hair, he unmistakably signaled his prophetic calling to the
world.

Penman’s biography does not end with the prophet’s death but considers the role
Gifftheil’s writings played within the pietist movement and Lutheran global missions.
While Gifftheil did not become a prominent stimulus, pietists and missionaries nevertheless
read his books and found common ground in their goals of inner reform and spiritual
rebirth.
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Organized according to turning points in Gifftheil’s life, the book is well written and free
of jargon. Penman draws particularly on the prophet’s epistolatory network, which adds
valuable new information to our understanding of this colorful figure. The author also suc-
cessfully situates Gifftheil in various contemporary contexts, e.g., the theosophical environ-
ment. Regarding links to earlier radical figures and movements, such contextualization is
much less in evidence. Thomas Müntzer, the Kingdom of Münster, and the Mennonites
are mentioned but their connections to and importance for understanding Gifftheil remain
largely unexplained. Another point on which more contexts would have been helpful con-
cerns the disillusionment among Lutheran ministers, among whom Gifftheil found many
willing followers. A brief elucidation of the contemporary state of Lutheran clergy would
have been useful. All the same, Penman’s book is a wonderful contribution to the growing
literature on prophecy and spirituality in the seventeenth century.
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The historian Andreas Greiner opens his monograph Tensions of Transport with a 1908 flyer by
a German lobby group titled, “Caravan and Railway”. With a circulation of over 100,000 cop-
ies, the mentioned brochure tells a familiar story of development and progress. It focuses on
German East Africa (1891–1918) and includes a telling two-part sketch: the image on the top
shows African porters slowly hauling precious goods through the savannah; below, there is a
railway undertaking the same journey with ease. While such publications point to colonial
fantasies of easily transferring modern technologies, Greiner’s study explores “the conflic-
tual history of porterage and caravan transport in German East Africa” (5). Aiming to
paint a much more nuanced picture of what contemporaries called the “porter question”,
Greiner is ultimately successful in uncovering “the longevity of vernacular concepts, struc-
tures, and practices” and in assessing “the power and resilience of their agents” (5).

Each of Greiner’s multi-layered chapters deals with specific aspects of caravan transport.
He begins by explaining how German “ambition to extract obedience from their crews”
repeatedly clashed with “their own dependence on this labor force” (42). On balance, cara-
van routes and mobilities formed and defined the German colony. For instance, Herrmann
von Wissmann’s expeditionary forces, with some consisting of 1,200 soldiers, went to war
against the Yao ruler of Makonde (Machemba) and the ruler of Unyanyembe, Isike, among
others. Volunteers such as Ingereza Ng’wana Sweya (Unyanyembe) joined an expedition
against the Wahehe “because I wanted money” (45); in other instances, the Germans
demanded porters, which then deserted. Greiner thus captures complex interactions and
dependencies; he also includes subaltern voices. In his view, German state officials were ulti-
mately more successful in controlling and exploiting porters than previous regimes.

The chapter titled “Facing Established Businesses” deals with policies and regulations of
caravan mobility throughout the first decade of German control. The protection of the

576 Book Reviews

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0008938924000918
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 52.15.217.237, on 17 Apr 2025 at 05:55:11, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0008938924000918
https://www.cambridge.org/core

