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At the conclusion of her autobiographical sketch published a few years ago, 
the Italian historian Ilaria Porciani, living in Florence but working in Bologna, 
writes:

‘Like many Italian historians, I am a commuter. The saying that ever}’’ Italian 
academic carries a train timetable could not be truer. The conversations which 
take place on Eurostars turn out to be a sort of extension of faculty or 
department meetings and (...) this is usually the right time not only to complain 
about the new reforms and shortage of money but also to discuss a new book or 
a project. (...)

But I also think that I have also been a “passeui2’ as the French would say: a 
traveller between different cultural traditions and countries. I have often missed 
the stability of a single school and a linear track. But I have enjoyed the much 
richer liberty- of diverse approaches.

1 Porciani, “Self portrait cf an Italian historian,” 152.

Since I have spent and spend so much time commuting and travelling, maybe 
it will not come as a surprise that I started this contribution on a plane and that I 
have continued to write it - like others of my work - at least partly on trains: so 
mobile is our historians’ workshop nowadays.’1

‘Self portrait of an Italian historian as a woman on the train’ thus seems to 
end in a world of placeless scholarship, where the historian, forever on the 
move, contemplates reality on the basis of ‘the view from nowhere’, to borrow 
the title of Thomas Nagel’s well-known book from 1989. In what follows, the 
mise-en-scène of modern historiography will be central, and by extension the 
culture of the humanities that speaks from this mise-en-scène. Historiography, as 
we will see, underwent a clear process of self-localisation in its first phase of 
professionalisation, between 1870 and 1914. It was practised at precisely 
identifiable places, in workshops with concrete, tangible practices. But just as 
Porciani’s mobile workshop refers to a specific type of historiography - 
cosmopolitan, eclectic, open to innovation - so the workshops of the decades 1 
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around 1900 also represent specific historiographical ideals. Hence the use of the 
term ‘mise-en-scène’: the discipline’s locations are not chosen by chance, and are 
not neutral, but are meaningful sites at which the production of knowledge - in 
this case historical knowledge - responds to or is supposed to respond to 
specific ambitions. They are real locations, but also counterlocations, and 
sometimes virtual locations too, shaped by dreams whose conversion into reality 
Ees in the fűmre. Their culture defines modern historiography, and mutatis 
mutandis the other humanities disciplines too — archaeology, art history and 
musicology, literary studies, philology and linguistics, philosophy and theology7. 
Even the mind has its fixed abode.

Three iconic places will be examined here: the attic room or garret of the 
university building, the study in the professor’s home, and the laboratory. 
Together, they form the disciplinary? landscape in which modern historiography? 
took shape around 1900, a ‘geography of scientific knowledge’, in David 
Livingstone’s formulation.2 In these garrets, studies and laboratories, historical 
research took shape, but what was more, a form of education was created there 
whose purpose was to make a nouvelle histoire possible. The web of meaning that 
was woven around these places was extensive: they? were about a rejection of 
showmanship and a yearning for authenticity?, about masculine detachment and 
family involvement, about prestige and progress, and above all about a desire for 
domesticity7 and the nostalgia that this ultimately entailed.

2 Livingstone, Putting science in its place (2003).

The garret: the rhetoric of modesty

The historical discipline in the late nineteenth century? underwent a process of 
transformation into a science and professionalisation: it acquired a method and 
became a profession. These changes were coupled with academisation. This 
meant that from around 1870 the universities - and no longer the societies, 
traditional academies or clubs — became the hauts lieux of the historical discipline, 
and that from then on, the tone in the profession was set by university? 
professors. The situation was similar in the other humanities disciplines too. It 
was not just that the number of professors grew in these disciplines: the 
universities also exerted a greater power of attraction in the subject. In literary- 
studies, for example, writers and critics who not long before had denied the 
professors any? say in literary? questions sought to secure a university? chair of their 
own after 1900. At the same time, the university? became a place of research: the 
professors increasingly? started to focus on research, specialising and forming 
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research groups or schools. In the natural sciences, this led to a new and 
powerful paradigm: laborator,- science.

In the historical discipline, this research-oriented development assumed its 
most explicit form in - as is well-known - the seminar, which claimed a position 
alongside and opposite the traditional lecture.3 In the lecture, an overview of 
(part of) the past was offered ex cathedra. This form of instruction did not 
disappear after 1900. It has indeed been pointed out recently how tedious the 
basis of many of these lectures was: the reading out of the same lecture notes 
time and time again.4 The seminars offered an alternative, however. Here, the 
students were trained as independent researchers by discussing a specific 
historical problem together on the basis of a number of documents selected by 
the professor. They learnt what source criticism was and received training of a 
highly technical nature.

3 Lingelbach (ed.), Vorlesung, Seminar, 'Repetitorium (2006). For the origins of the “research 
seminar”: Clark, Academic charisma, 141-182.

4 For the procedure at the University of Amsterdam in particular: Knegtmans, "laefde voor de 
ivetenschap”, 13-16.

5 For Fredericq’s own efforts in this area: Tollebeek, "Pirenne and Frederick’, 383-409.
6 For the following, see: Tollebeek, Fredericq <& Zonen, 51-58.
7 Fredericq, ^’enseignement supérieur de l’histoire, 54.

The contrast between these two educational forms was accentuated by 
locating them in different places. This mise-en-scène was the work of those who 
championed the further spread of the ‘practical classes’. One of these was the 
Ghent professor Paul Fredericq. This specialist in the history' of the Inquisition 
was to acquire international fame primarily as a result of the reports that he 
published in the 1880s and 1890s on his tours of German, French, British and 
Dutch universities. For Fredericq’s European and American readers, these Notes 
et impressions de voyage were a showcase in which they could see which practices 
were in the ascendancy in modern historiography.5

Fredericq found the traditional lectures most obviously represented in the 
large auditoria and amphitheatres, with their podiums and lecterns, in the Collège 
de France in Paris.6 7 These were stately and imposing lecture halls, in keeping 
with the majestic, sweeping vistas that were presented there. Listeners would 
walk in and out from hall to hall, just as they went from chapel to chapel in 
churches. They were not just students - quite the contrary: the majority of the 
audience for these lectures consisted of tourists, persons of independent means 
and passers-by, noted Fredericq. Nor did he hesitate, in a display of misogyny, to 
comment that quite a few of the lectures mainly drew women: beaucoup de dames et 
même un certain nombre de prêtres.1 But the Collège de France did not have a 
monopoly on such practices. In Berlin, Heinrich von Treitschke gave his famous 
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Vorlesungen in the so-called Barakken-Auditorium, which could seat no fewer 
than seven hundred and fifty listeners (and the hall was too small even so).8 In 
England, where the ‘German’ seminars did not enjoy much popularity, the 
lectures to large audiences were laconically justified with a reference to the goal 
of education: We make not books but men.’9

8 See the anecdote in Ahrens, Gelebrten-Anekdoten, 74-75.
9 Quoted in Moretti, "A new community of scholar/’, 298.

10 Pirenne in A Godefroid Kurth, 157.
11 Fredericq in A Godefroid Kurth, 174.
12 Lamont, How professors think, 54.
13 Schwartz, Spectacular realities. (1999).

How different the situation was with the seminars ... Often, they were held in 
small rooms in the university library, because it was easier to have access to the 
necessary study material there. Fredericq himself originally chose such a location 
for his ‘practical classes’. But he knew that the premises were often even more 
cramped. In Paris, he had to climb the stairs of the Sorbonne to finally reach the 
fourth floor. There, below the roof, the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes 
organised its seminars, in small, low-ceilinged rooms, presque des mansardes. 
Fredericq described the chambrettes in detail: how they were packed from top to 
bottom with books, the dark furniture and simple inkpots, the white porcelain 
stove, the view of the Sorbonne’s peaceful cour, the clock. In 1898 his Ghent 
colleague, Henri Pirenne, similarly recalled the cours pratique that he had attended 
under Godefroid ICurth in Liège: a small room on the second floor of the 
university building, with a stove, a few decrepit benches, one chair. There had 
been a view of the garden of the Ecole des Mines, with its old machinery, and of 
the Meuse, ‘from which the whistle-blasts of the steamboats rose’.10 11 Simple but 
picturesque places, then, where time was forgotten: ‘The business was carried 
out,’ said Fredericq, ‘like all important business: modestly, without any fuss, in a 
small comer of the university.’11

The garret versus the amphitheatre — the rhetoric of modesty that permeated 
the Paris and Liège vignettes revealed a vision of science, didactics, 
‘epistemological style’ (the term is borrowed from Michèle Lamont12) and ethics. 
Whereas the lectures were presented as events with all the features of that 
spectacular amusement for which there was such a taste in the fin de siècle,13 and 
where the ultimate aim was pseudo-science, the seminars appeared to be humble 
contributions to ‘true’ science: serious work was done there, without disruption 
by outsiders to that science. The didactics differed just as much: whereas the 
panoramic overviews were presented in the amphitheatres in a monologue with 
beguiling rhetoric, knowledge was sought in the garrets in discussions between 
the professor and the students (although the reality did not always live up to the
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ideal, with tongue-tied students who could not resist applauding the professor as 
though they were in an auditorium).

There were still more differences. The proceedings in the amphitheatre 
revealed a hierarchical world in which scientific authority was only conferred on 
whoever stood on the podium or behind the lectern. In the roof of the university
building, by contrast, the professor sat in the midst of his students, not on a 
raised platform. As a matter of principle, he showed respect for what others had 
to say, for knowledge was not regarded as a given or as immutable; it originated 
in discussion, and even the students’ work represented folly valid contributions 
to this. What the students learnt there for themselves was not an elaborate 
method (although this was codified in textbooks towards the end of the 
nineteenth century14). Rather, they learnt a trade, with skills, ways of doing things 
and best practices. However, these were guided by certain epistemic virtues: 
suspicion towards the transmitted documents, criticism, impartiality. At the same 
time, an ethic was acquired — a bourgeois ethic: science was a matter of self
discipline, steadfastness, character.

14 Torstendahl,TTz»z«’ all-round to professional education”, 17-31.
15 Tollebeek, "Exegi monumentuni’, 120-121.

The garrets were sites where the historical discipline renewed itself. By 
stressing the modesty of these places, Fredericq and his allies emphasised the 
revolutionary character of what was conveyed in the seminars. In the mansardes, 
on the margin, a break was made with the establishment.

The study: the rituals of intimacy

Much of what took place in the university garrets (or in the side-rooms of 
university libraries) could be found in intensified form in the place that was 
naturally perceived as more personal: the professor’s own home, and the room 
that was regarded as the heart of that home, the study. For virtually all historians 
around 1900, the study was still the self-evident place where they carried out 
their research; despite the academisation of the historical discipline, it remained a 
community of ‘home workers’. In fact, the professor’s house often had an 
extensive library and gave its owner the atmosphere that he apparently needed 
for his work. Anyone who sought routine and regularity could find it there: both 
the Leiden professor P.J. Blok and Pirenne would withdraw at set times every
day into the cabinet de travail of their town house to write their great national 
history.15 Others found peace and quiet in the study of their dwelling located out 
of town. Johan Huizinga, who was a professor in Groningen, expressed his 
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exultation to a friend after moving out of the town in 1911: ‘From my study I 
can see for miles; all the way to the Himalayas if I wish.’16

16 Hanssen-Krul-Van der Lem (eds.), Briefivisseling, vol. 1, 121, also quoted in Idem, Jóban 
Huipinga. Leven en werk, 124.

17 Fuhrman, „5ind eben alles Menschen gewesen“, 36-40 and 45—49 (for the gelehrte Gehilfe: 77-90).
18 See the example in Daston-Galison, Objectivity. 216 and 218-219.
19 Richmond, ’'The ‘domestication’of heredity”,565-605.
20 Otterspeer, De wiekslag van hun geest, 395—396.
21 Eskildsen, "Leopold Ranke’s archival tun!’, 425-453. See also Müller, "Doing historical research in the 

early nineteenth centurf’, 81-103. More in general, Huistra-Paul-Tollebeek (eds.), Historians in the 
archive. 3-148.

The study was the Holy of Holies. So it had been for a long time already. 
When, in around 1500, a separate museum or studiolo (to quote the Latin terms for 
the room) was defined in the scholar’s house for the first time, its express 
purpose was to guarantee the scholar a detached existence: the study was a 
protection against the intrusion of worldly affairs into his life. This was no longer 
so starkly expressed in the nineteenth century, but the longing for separation was 
never far away. It could also apply to whole enterprises: the gelehrte Gehilfe of the 
Monumenta Germaniae Historica, the great German series of editions, worked under 
the direction of both Georg Heinrich Pertz and Georg Waitz in the director’s 
official home in Berlin; the former even regarded the Monumenta as sein 
Hausvermögen.17

Modern historiography too was thus - from a research viewpoint - still a 
domestic discipline. This distinguished it (and the other humanities disciplines) 
from the natural sciences, which in the course of the nineteenth century had 
generally become laboratom sciences, located outside the home. To be sure, 
Victorian biographers succeeded in ‘domesticating’ the heroes of science, such as 
Isaac Newton: as depicted in their history of science, in some cases they went 
from being godlike geniuses to domestic figures in dressing gowns, with children 
playing around them.18 But the natural sciences were only really domestic — 
biology among the Cambridge geneticists around 1900 being a case in point19 — 
when their research was regarded as too marginal to be eligible for the ‘ordinary’ 
infrastructure to be allocated to it, and in such cases women too started to play a 
more than ‘ordinary’ role in the design and execution of the research. Humanities 
disciplines such as history were domestic as a matter of principle rather than 
from necessity; their house, as was said about the professors of Leiden in the late 
nineteenth century, was their bulwark.20 This was not completely self-evident, for 
since Leopold von Ranke historiography had to a significant extent borrowed its 
identity as a disciphne from the archive work that it performed. This had turned 
it too into a sometimes adventurous fieldwork discipline.21

33



Jo Tollebeek

This domesticity recalls the long history traced out by Gadi Algazi: how could 
the scholar, who since the late fifteenth century had exchanged his life as a 
bachelor for a householder’s life (a Process der ‘Fatniliarisierung), maintain his 
status as a scholar?22 Or, from another perspective: what was the position of the 
woman — the wife or in some cases the sister — in this constellation? The 
outcome was usually clear: the woman was, like the maid who was always present 
in the professor’s home, denied access to the study — the Holy of Holies. A wife 
‘who will never invade my study’ was how it was put by the young English 
historian John Richard Green, preparing for marriage.23 So what was expected of 
the woman? Fredericq, who had remained single and lived with two sisters, 
associated them with the hearth of his home: the woman created the possibility 
for the man — for the historian — to work comfortably.24 The romantic ateliers in 
which man and wife worked closely together, as had been the case with Jules 
Michelet and Athénaïs Mialaret, seemed to have no further place at the end of 
the nineteenth century.25 But the wives of Blok, Pirenne and indeed of Green - 
his wife was Alice Stopford, who would also publish herself — in fact often did 

more than tend the hearth: it was not uncommon for them to take on the task of 
preparing their husband’s manuscript for printing.26

22 Inter al. Algazi, “Scholars in household?', 9-42; Idem, "Geistesabwesenheit", 325-342.
23 Quoted in Smith, The gender of history, 79.
24 See Tollebeek, Fredericq & Zonen, 99-109.
25 Smith, The gender of history, 83-102. For a case study: Tollebeek, 'Writing history in the salon vert', 

35-40.
26 See for example Keymeulen—Tollebeek, Henri Pirenne, historian, 29-30.
27 Moretti, ”A new community' of scholars”, 291-312, especially 293-295. On such mémoires: 

Popkin, History, historians, & autobiography (2005).
28 For example, the Leiden professor Robert Fruin did this; see Tollebeek, “Fmin’s aristocracy.”
25 Inter al. Eskildsen, "Leopold von Rank?', 462-482.

All of this was connected with the research that the historian performed. 
However, the professor’s house was also a place of instruction in the decades 
around 1900 — instruction that was far harder to separate from research at that 
time than was the case later on, as Mauro Moretti has recently emphasised on the 
basis of, among other sources, Friedrich Meinecke’s mémoires.27 In other words, 
historical instruction also had a domestic character. This was less true of the 
lectures, although these too were given by some professors at the end of the 
nineteenth century in their own home — in a specially equipped ‘lecture room’.28 * 
Above all, it was true of the seminars. This was how they had originated in 
Germany: Ranke, Johann Gustav Droysen and Waitz had set up their historische 
L ebungen {exercitationes historicae) as private Gesprdchs^irkel and received the students 
who attended them in their own Studierzimmer?^ Their example was followed: 
towards the end of the nineteenth century, professors of all descriptions left the 
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library rooms and garrets to hold their seminars in their own homes. In Paris, 
Gabriel Monod taught students the métier in an apartment — a modest one of 
course, for the same rhetoric apphed — which was also referred to as an offshoot 
of Waitz’s seminar.30 In Belgium, Kurth and Fredericq now also received 
students at home. The image arose of a European chain of houses and 
apartments in which documents were discussed.

30 Hartog, JT XIXe siècle et l'histoirem 98.
31 See Tollebeek, Fredericq & Zonen, 86-99.
32 Fredericq, "L’origine et les développements des cours pratiques d’histoire en Belgique”, 66-67.

In this domestic setting, the seminars gained a specific, domestic character.31 
The number of students admitted to the classes in the professor’s house was 
small. It was a group that regarded itself as the elect, and could experience the 
sensational proximity of the discipEne in the study: on Waitz’s desk the proofs of 
the next volume of the Monumenta lay ready ... The room emanated warmth and 
Efe. The intimacy was reinforced by the manner in which the study was fitted out 
for the seminars. The students took then- places around a long table, in the half- 
Eght, between the packed bookcases. The documents to be discussed - whether 
originals or copies - lay on the table, together with the most important reference 
works and several foEo editions of sources. In this intimate setting, the 
discussion got underway, always remaining informal.

Simply by virtue of the place where it occurred, the seminar was a private 
affair: privatissime, as it was caEed in BerEn. This privacy was confirmed in many 
ways. The members of the company became acquainted with the secrets of the 
craft in weekly sessions [seances') in a private room. They were inducted into the 
discipline. ReEgious terms were often employed: they were ‘novices’, who were 
‘initiated’ (among other things into the rules of source criticism) and underwent a 
rite de passage. Together, they formed a ‘brotherhood’, a company that shut itself 
off from the world. The creation of the group’s own history was another element 
of this: after each meeting, a previously designated member of the group 
recorded in detaE what had been discussed and what had taken place. The 
scientific work was also combined with forms of sociabiEty: there was drinking 
and smoking, and a camaraderie arose (of an exclusively mascuEne character), 
which could be developed further on excursions. Thus the aspiring historians 
were also sociaEsed. In a domestic culture, with the professor as role model, they 
were taught not just techniques, but also values.

Modern historiography was a domestic science, practised comme en famille, as 
the metaphor had it.32 The setting in which many of the seminars took place also 
made it possible to understand the image EteraUy: the students came into contact 
with the professor’s family. The boundary’ between private and pubEc was not 
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drawn sharply. The mere fact that the seminars were arranged in a private house 
which also acquired public significance through the instruction that was given 
there created an ambiguity. But if one passed in the professor’s house from the 
study room to the living-room, this was a transgression. Nevertheless, such a 
transgression was not uncommon. After a visit to the study (whether or not in 
connection with a seminar), a student might be invited into the living-room. 
There, he could be introduced to the professor’s wife, converse with her or listen 
to her playing the piano, or dine with other guests.33 In this convivial 
atmosphere, further socialisation took place — in a family setting.

35 For a case study see: Tollebeek, Mannen van karakter, 40-46.
34 Kelley, Fortunes of history, 174-175.
35 Weber, Priester der Klio, 216. For the ambiguity of the relationship between the Doktorvater and 

his (subordinate) pupil, see Bourdieu, Homo academicus, 88.
36 Lyon, "Guillaume des Mare% and Henri Pirenne: a remarkable rapporf, 1076; Billen-Boone, ’Pirenne 

in Brussels before 1930,” 459.
37 For an example see: Tollebeek, ”A stormy familf’, 58-72.

Even those who did not have the opportunity to do this could be included in 
what has been referred to as the professor’s ‘extended family’.34 For example, 
Ranke was a Doktorvater who very explicitly regarded all his students as family 
members.35 The relationship between teacher and pupil could indeed be close to 
that between father and son. This could be expressed in dramatic ways. When 
Pirenne lost his favourite pupil Guillaume des Marez in 1931, he said in his 
funeral address: ‘It is monstrous that a father has to survive his son, just as that a 
professor survives his student.’36

In this ‘extended family’, the professor acted as mentor and patron. He 
placed his pupils in the professional field (usually in education or the world of 
archiving), and launched them in their academic career (by opening the doors of 
the new academic journals to them). As paterfamilias, he also felt responsible if 
they (or their family members) experienced financial or other adversity. For their 
part, the protégés were expected to show affection and respect for the paternal 
professor — and loyalty. They were supposed to belong to their patron’s ‘party’. 
That ‘party’ rarely if ever had a precise organisational structure or an elaborate 
ideology- (on methodological issues, for example). It was unified not around a 
programme, but around a figure. It formed a clan. Clearly, then, communities in 
modern historiography (and by extension in the humanities in general) did not 
just arise on rational grounds. It was often a matter of honour and loyalty. This 
sometimes made the historians a turbulent family.37

The image of the family - in a metaphorical sense - was also apt for 
describing a variety of aspects of discipEne- and community-building in 
historiography (and the humanities). Historiography? acquired - Eke other 
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subjects - fathers of the discipline, usually in a context of national historiography 
(for example Robert Fruin became ‘the father of Dutch historiography’).58 The 
celebrations of anniversaries or retirements were characterised as ‘family 
celebrations’. The photographs of colleagues from home and abroad that were 
collected and hung up in the study or in the university building’s seminar room 
in order to demarcate the discipline’s space served as ‘family portraits’. In the 
seminars themselves, finally, the students were constantly informed of all kinds 
of ‘family news’.38 39 This family atmosphere had also found its way into the 
laboratories, incidentally. There too, the head of the community could act as a 
true paterfamilias, family ideals could prevail and suitable photographs in a 
pantheon could suggest the existence of a family community that extended far 
outside the laboratory'.40 41

38 See inter al. Paul, ’Voorbee/d en voorganger,” 30-53; Idem (ed.), „Fathers of history: genealogies of the 
historical discipline? 225-293.

39 Tollebeek, Fredericq & Zonen, 67, 174-186 and 193-199.
40 Inter al. Bosstraeten, „Dogs and Coca-Cola? 1-30.
41 Fredericq, Notes el impressions de voyage, 46 and 179.

The laboratory: the representation of modernity

That the domesticity that was so closely bound up with the humanities, with 
its complex rituals of intimacy, was also able to become an element of the 
laboratory' culture in the natural sciences, is one thing. But the reverse can be 
documented even more tellingly: the humanities culture of domesticity- was 
affected by the existing culture of the natural sciences and was weakened by? it. 
Already by? the end of the nineteenth century?, instruction in the professor’s home 
- both lectures and seminars — was being referred to by? the historians themselves 
as a vieille tradition, an antique usage A

Remaining in the professor’s study, for teaching purposes at least, came to be 
regarded, for various reasons, as an anatopism. The first of diese reasons was 
simple: the growing number of students and the fact that seminar exercises had 
been made an obligatory? part of the historian’s training made it harder to receive 
the students in the professor’s private study. A second reason was more 
subjective in nature: it was the desire to be modern. The proponents of the 
seminars — who viewed the showpieces in the amphitheatres with horror — felt 
themselves to be an academic elite, an aristocracy, leading a group of selected 
pupils. But they? also wanted to be an avant-garde, members of a movement in 
keeping with the spirit of the age. In this progressivist discourse there was no 
room for antiques usages.
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Thus the return to the university buildings was embarked upon. But this time, 
it was not the mansardes that were sought out. The representation of modernity 
found its focus in the laboratories in the sciences and medicine, the disciplines 
that by around 1900 were starting to make an ever stronger mark on the 
university7 landscape. An historian such as Fredericq was very familiar with these 
laboratories: one of his brothers had a brilliant career at the university of Liège in 
experimental physiolog}7 and biochemistry, and moved into a brand-new Institut 
de Physiologie in the late 1880s. These were prestigious institutions. Among the 
historians (and other practitioners of the humanities), the desire grew for 
something comparable. In their focus on the practice of historical research, 
could the seminars not also be seen as laboratories?

42 The following sketch is based on Fredericq, Notes et impressions de voyage, 44—47.

Again, it was the German historians who took the lead, just as they had done 
in the 1830s when Ranke had established the first historische Uebungen. Now they - 
or some of them at any rate - called for institutionalised seminars, where with 
the government’s financial support properly equipped rooms could be fitted out 
for practical instruction in history. The term ‘seminar’ now began to be used of 
these institutions radier than of the associated form of instruction.42 It was 
Heinrich von Sybel, a pupil of Ranke and professor in Munich, who was the first 
to establish such a ‘laboratory’: with the Bavarian government’s support, in 1856 
he was able to create a fixed infrastructure for his practical instruction. When he 
was appointed at Bonn several years later, a seminar was estabhshed there too. 
But it was above all Carl von Noorden, who between 1868 and his death in 1883 
was successively professor in Greifswald, Marburg, Tübingen, Bonn and Leipzig, 
that spread the system of ‘state seminars’. The most modem complex was built 
in Leipzig. It comprised five rooms: a study for the professors, a room in which 
atlases and palaeographical and epigraphical albums were kept in drawers, and 
three rooms for the students, each of whom had his own desk and where the 
necessary reference works were also available. The complex was open until late 
in the evening. The professors called in every day to guide the students in their 
work.

Leipzig became a model, including in the survey presented by Fredericq, who 
himself attempted to institutionalise his ‘practical courses’ in Ghent and obtain 
an annual government subsidy for them. Eventually, through his efforts, a 
wooden building was erected near the university’s Aula several years before the 
First World War. It was not much. But the optimism did not waver: the Arbeit- 
Zimmer as designed by Von Noorden would become the rule in the future, it was 
said. It was an optimism borne along by a desire for modernity. The German 
‘state seminars’ offered work premises that were hygienic, well heated and well lit 
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(as laboratories). Fredericq contrasted these contemporary rooms in his report 
with the étroites chambrettes and mansardes misérables in which the students usually 
lived. But the difference with those other mansardes also claimed attention: the 
garrets in the roof of the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes, which were praised 
for their irreplaceable style in the same Notes et impressions de voyage.

But not everyone was as enthusiastic about the efforts to institutionalise the 
Hebungen in modern seminars of this kind. Ranke himself refused to give his 
exercitationes (which he was also unwilling to call ‘seminars’) anywhere other than 
in his own study. It was his favourite pupil Waitz who, in 1867, on the occasion 
of a celebration of his teacher, summed up the points of criticism: in the new 
seminars, permanent guidance from the professors took away from the pupils 
any chance of autonomous development, the increase in scale was associated 
with mediocrity, the financial support provided to the students threatened to 
make greed a reason for starting such a course of education. Ranke and Waitz 
only wanted a few students, men with a true vocation, who were not motivated 
by financial gain. These men of character could only develop in a private 
education, not in the factories of Von Noorden that were being promoted. It 
showed how much the critics were living in the past, with a discipline that had 
not yet been corrupted by an industrial habitus and with historians who had not 
yet become làeamteA They clung to their domesticity like the Victorian men 
described by John Tosh in A man’s place (1999): the ‘hardness’ of the world of 
work outside the home made them see their own home as a place of peace, love 
and comfort, where higher morals held sway, yet everyone could be themselves.43 44 
Ranke and Waitz felt alienated from the new educational world - and turned 
inwards in order to find themselves there alone.

43 For this last: Daunton, ”Introductio>i’,V).
44 Tosh, A man's place (1999).
45 Grass (ed.), Österreichische Geschichtswissenschaß vol. 1, 79. See also Tollebeek-Porciani, "Institutions, 

networks and communities', 9. For the term ‘Gemütlichkeit“: Schmidt-Lauber, Gemütlichkeit (2003).

This uneasiness would persist. It carried on for generation after generation. It 
led to a broad nostalgia for places of science that no longer existed or had been 
changed beyond recognition, and with these places, it was sadly noted, a 
scientific culture was disappearing too. The Austrian historian Hans Pirchegger 
recalled in his autobiography, written in 1950, how the changes had also reached 
Marburg, where he had studied. In 1895, a new university building had been 
opened, where the historians and geographers had more space, proper lighting 
had been introduced and rhe seminar library had become more accessible. But, 
Pirchegger added, the old feeling of homeliness — Gemütlichkeit — had never 
returned.45
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With the First World War came irreversible changes. The professors’ 
prosperity decreased, as did their status.46 Domesticity now completely 
disappeared from the world of university education, including in the humanities. 
There was no longer any teaching at home. Examinations formed one exception 
to this. In some countries and for certain groups, these were still taken in the 
professor’s house. The démocratisation of education and the advent of the mass 
university in the 1960s would put an end to this too. The old custom of the 
professor inviting students to tea on a Sunday and receiving them together with 
his wife had long since vanished.47

46 See the sketch in Moretti, ”A new community of scholar?', 291—292.
47 See the example in Rietveld-Wingerden, ’’Jan Waterink”, 111-113.
48 Berkel, Academisch leven, 22-27.
49 See inter al. Witte, Voorvrede, démocratie, wereldbiirgerschap en Europa (2009).
50 Quoted in Blaas, Henk Hoetink (1900-1963), 126.

Epilogue

In the years 1870-1914, historians sought and found their ideal discipline in 
university garrets, in studies in private homes and in seminars that were modelled 
on natural science laboratories. These were not empty places, nor were they 
undisputed. They played a crucial role in the mise-en-scène of the professional 
historical discipline, which in this way achieved precise characterisation: no 
showmanship, fed by intimate discussions, a modem setting. This last point 
pushed the domesticity of the discipline, academised though it was, into the 
background, at least on the teaching front. Because this remained a remarkable 
constant: as researchers, the historians continued for many more decades to be 
‘home workers’. Their study at home remained for them ‘the navel of the world’; 
their room in the university was in fact just a subsidiary office. As a result, public 
and private remained interconnected in the university world for a long time.48

But this too came to an end. After the Second World War, the presentism in 
historiography became more pronounced. The historian was expected to engage 
in the great social projects that were under construction.49 He could be an 
armchair scholar no longer. The rector of the University of Amsterdam 
reassured his listeners: the modern professor, it was said in 1948, was no longer 
‘the absent-minded professor, who from his peaceful study would from time to 
time dispatch a new section of his life’s work into the light of day’.50 As a result, 
the study fell into disrepute even as a place of research: it symbolised a private, 
asocial discipline. Leave that room!, was the insistent advice.
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But what could the historian do out in the wide world? ‘If he leaves the house 
of his subject and goes out into the street, the winds of doubt and contradiction 
confront him,’ noted an ironic commentator a quarter of a century ago.51 For 
Porciani it was therefore clear: the contemporary historian is a passeur, and in 
none of the old places does she still feel at home.

51 Kossmann, De Lage Landen 1780-1980, Ull-STS.
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