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Hymnology as Cultural Studies: 

A Study of the History of Reception and of Discourse Analysis of Luther’s Hymn “Ein 

feste Burg ist unser Gott [A Mighty Fortress Is Our God]” 

Michael Fischer (Freiburg im Breisgau, Republic of Germany) 

 

To a certain extent, it sounds disappointed and disappointing when Hermann Kurzke 

writes, after decades of hymnological activity: 

At one time hymnology was an esteemed scholarly discipline. The congrega-
tional hymn, especially the Protestant hymn, was reckoned among the primi-
tive stones of German identity. Germany studies and cultural folklore studies, 
theology of both [Catholic and Protestant] confessions, musicology, book pro-
duction studies, and historical studies competed to be innovative in this disci-
pline. Today it could be a paradigm of interdisciplinary cultural studies. But 
yet, my attempts to bring about a development in this direction were granted 
little success at the university level. The topic simply could not rescue itself 
from the aromas with which it was powdered in the 19th and early 20th centu-
ries. Those who took it up placed themselves in the academic hinterlands. In-
stead of getting all the relevant subjects into one boat, one fell between all the 
stools.1 

 

 Kurzke’s reservations and possibly even frustration about anchoring hymnology in the 

university along the lines of cultural studies and in an interdisciplinary manner, however, is 

only half the story. For it was precisely Hermann Kurzke who founded the form of such a  

new hymnology which reached across disciplines and was reception-historical in particular. 

Not only through his numberless publications on this topic,2 but especially through the “Inter-

disziplinären Arbeitskreis Gesangbuchforschung” [Interdisciplinary Working Group for Hym-

nal Research” (since 1992) located in Mainz,3 and also the working group “Geistliches Lied 

und Kirchenlied interdisziplinär” [Interdisciplinary Religious Song and Congregational 

                                                            
1  Hermann Kurzke: Kirchenlied und Kultur. Ed. Christiane Schäfer. Tubingen 2010, 259. 
2  Selected as examples: Hermann Kurzke: Hymnen und Lieder der Deutschen. Mainz 1990; Hermann Kurzke 

et. al.: Geistliches Wunderhorn. Große deutsche Kirchenlieder. Munich 2001ff; Hermann Kurzke, Christi-
ane Schäfer: Mythos Maria. Berühmte Marienlieder und ihre Geschichte. Munich 2014. 

3  https://www.blogs.uni-mainz.de/gesangbuchforschung/interdisziplinaerer-arbeitskreis-gesangbuchforschung/ [ 
January 10, 2017]. 
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Hymn]  (1996–2006),4 Kurzke made his mark on this branch of research directly, and also in-

directly through those colleagues and students associated with him.5 In Mainz an independent 

hymnal archive was developed; numerous research projects owe themselves to Kurzke’s en-

gagement, e.g. the Mainzer Gesangbuchbibliographie [Mainz Hymnal Biography]6 or the pro-

ject “Lyrik and Lied” [Lyric and Song] (2004–2006),7 which was brought into being jointly 

with the Deutsches Seminar [German Seminar] of the University of Freiburg and the 

Deutsches Volksliedarchiv [German Folksong Archives] of that time. With his research, Kur-

zke made his mark also on practical hymnal work, e.g. the development of the new Catholic 

prayer book and hymnal Gotteslob (2013). Together with Christiane Schäfer and other 

coworkers, he produced not only dossiers on the history of hymns,8 but he also worked subcu-

taneously in that his hymnological principles were constantly discussed intensively in the 

hymnal working group “Lieder” [hymns].9 

 In view of all this, the yield for cultural studies was immense. Like hardly any other 

person, Kurzke recast the scholarly discipline of “hymnology” and opened up the discipline in 

an interdisciplinary way. To be sure, some powder remained in place, and in fact the “aromas” 

continued to have their effect; I will come back to this point briefly at the conclusion of my 

paper. 

 

A Study of the History of Reception and of Discourse Analysis of Luther’s Hymn “Ein 

feste Burg ist unser Gott” 

                                                            
4  On this cf. the concluding report of Hermann Kurzke: http://www.blogs.uni-mainz.de/gesangbuch-for-

schung/files/2014/01/Abschlussbericht_Kolleg.pdf [10. Januar 2017]. There it is stated regarding the re-
search program of the working group: “Fundamentally it ran in the direction of newly cultivating all of 
hymnology with the methods of today from cultural studies, and of newly anchoring the field of study – 
which was still highly esteemed in the 19th century – in the consciousness of the humanities.” 

5  On this cf. the series published by Hermann Kurzke “Mainzer Hymnologische Studien” 
(https://www.blogs.uni-mainz.de/gesangbuchforschung/mainzer-hymnologische-studien/ [January 10, 
2017]. 

6  https://www.blogs.uni-mainz.de/gesangbuchforschung/gesangbuchbibliographie/ [January 10, 2017] 
7  Freiburger Anthologie – Lyrik und Lied. Digitale Dokumentation von lyrischen Kurztexten. Published by 

the Deutsches Seminar I of the Albert-Ludwigs-Universiy of Freiburg, the Deutsches Volksliedarchiv in 
Freiburg, and the Interdisziplinären Arbeitskreis Gesangbuchforschung of the Johannes Gutenberg-Univer-
sity of Mainz. – The contents of this platform were later transferred to the website www.liederlexikon.de. 

8  The hymn dossiers appeared in altered form as hymn commentary on Gotteslob, cf. Ansgar Franz, Hermann 
Kurzke, Christiane Schäfer: Die Lieder des Gotteslobes von A–Z. Geschichte – Musik – Kultur. Stuttgart 
2017 (in preparation). 

9  From 2004 until 2013, the author of this paper was member of the “Arbeitsgruppe I Lieder” for the produc-
tion of a new Catholic hymnal for the dioceses of Germany and Austria. 
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I wish now to connect the topic “Hymnology as Cultural Studies” with my own work 

on Luther’s hymn “Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott” which appeared in 2014 in Munich.10 I hope 

you do not find this to be immodest. But on the occasion of the celebration of the 500th anni-

versary jubilee of the Reformation in October of this year (2017), perhaps this does not seem 

entirely inappropriate. Furthermore, my writing stands in the research tradition of Kurzke – 

something which did not go unnoticed by reviewers. The musicologist and theologian Beat 

Föllmi of Strasburg, for example, wrote that the study is an outstanding example of that “new 

hymnology” which developed in recent year especially at the University of Mainz under Her-

mann Kurzke.11 

 The title of my work, “Religion – Nation – Krieg. Der Lutherchoral Ein feste Burg ist 

unser Gott zwischen Befreiungskriegen und Erstem Weltkrieg” [“Religion – Nation – War. 

Luther’s Chorale Ein Feste Burg ist unser Gott between the Wars of Liberation and the First 

World War”] already points to two perspectives within cultural studies which were important 

to me: namely, study of the history of reception, and study of the history of discourse analysis. 

The goal of the work was to retrace national-religious discourse between 1800 and c. 1920 

with respect to Luther’s hymn.12 In this, the notion of “reception” was not simply to be under-

stood as the “history of versions,” but rather, as the comprehensive historical impact of a liter-

ary text.13 The model in this was the 1990 book “Hymnen und Lieder der Deutschen” [Hymns 

and Songs of the Germans] by Kurzke. This book not only offered a program of research, but 

also, utilizing examples (among others, “Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott”), demonstrated its im-

plementation. Here Kurzke lifted up the productive power of hymn alterations and appropria-

tions; “the historical impact of a text” is to be seen as “not only a consequence of insufficient 

and false interpretations of the original text,” but rather as “successive unfolding of potential 

meanings.”14 This also holds true when texts are ideologically co-opted and made use of. Kur-

zke speaks in this connection of the “shock of historical impact.”15 From a theoretical point of 

view, the considerations of Wolfgang Braungart, Germanist from Bielefeld, also played a cen-

tral role. According to this, the aesthetic is essential for political communication: “Political 

                                                            
10  Michael Fischer: Religion, Nation, Krieg. Der Lutherchoral Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott zwischen Befrei-

ungskriegen und Erstem Weltkrieg. Munster 2014. 
11  Beat Föllmi: [review of]: Michael Fischer, Religion, Nation, Krieg. Der Lutherchoral Ein feste Burg ist un-

ser Gott zwischen Befreiungskriegen und Erstem Weltkrieg, Munster, Waxmann, 2014. In: Revue d’histoire 
et de philosophie religieuses 96, No. 2 (April–June 2016), 197. 

12  Fischer 2014, 16. 
13  Ibid, 18. 
14  Kurzke 1990, 229 
15  Ibid, 210–231. 
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communication is always also communication elaborated more or less aesthetically.”16 Reli-

gion represents an important element of this communication; religious traditions in societies 

make available resources of meaning and worlds of symbols. These can be made politically 

fruitful especially in times of upheaval and crisis.17 The producers of nationalist and bellicose 

discourse have willing recourse to such traditions. Myths are cultivated and regenerated, and 

new, aesthetically convincing “viewpoints, conceptions, and imaginations” are repeatedly pro-

duced, as Braungart emphasized.18 The religious charging of the nation, and also the nationali-

zation of religion, require such artifacts and symbols – linguistic as much as visual, auditory, 

or performative.19 

 Finally it should be noted that political and religious communication and its aesthetic 

elaborations are by no means purposeless, but take on specific functions. This holds true also 

for Luther’s hymn; the corresponding discourses were developed as normative, appellative, 

and persuasive.20 For my work, it was important to incorporate these perspectives from the 

theory of how regimes rule and from criticism of ideology. In Kurzke’s words: discourses (in-

cluding hymnological!) are not directed to “the truth, but rather they are epiphenomena of in-

terests – interests of the collective body, interests of power.”21 Building upon these premises 

of cultural studies, the scope of sources for my work had to be conceived broadly: hymnals 

and song books certainly played a role, but sermons, speeches, popular short writings and 

hymn postcards were also important.22 The stated goal of the investigation was to surface pop-

ular discourses and thereby make a contribution to a broad-based history of literature and me-

dia of the 19th century and the First World War.23 

 

Luther’s Hymn in the 19th Century 

The anti-Napoleonic wars (“wars of liberation”) and the Wartburg Festival of 1817 rep-

resented the substantive starting point of my investigations. In this time of upheaval, accord-

ing to my thesis, religious, historical, and nationalist moments mixed together.24 The chorale 

                                                            
16  Wolfgang Braungart: Ästhetik der Politik, Ästhetik des Politischen. Ein Versuch in Thesen. Göttingen 2012, 

51. 
17  Fischer 2014, 19. 
18  Braungart 2012, 176. 
19  Fischer 2014, 20. 
20  Ibid. 
21  Hermann Kurzke: “Nationalhymnen sind säkularisierte Kirchenlieder.” In: Cornelia Kück; Hermann Kurzke 

(ed.): Kirchenlied und nationale Identität. Tubingen 2003, 2. 
22  Fischer 2014, 21. 
23  Ibid., 20f. 
24  Ibid., 10; 25. 
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was placed in a new social context, “the old metaphors of the hymn newly filled,” and “the 

eschatological images transferred into another semantic.”25 Contrafactures of the wars of lib-

eration sought not only to change patterns of thought – e.g. create national consciousness – 

but to move to action.  

Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott;   A mighty fortress is our God; 
Auf, Brüder, zu den Waffen!   Get up, brothers, take up arms! 
Auf! kämpft zu Ende aller Noth,  Get up! Fight until alls needs are ended,  
Glück, Ruh der Welt zu schaffen  To create happiness, rest for the world 

 Vor’m argen Feind,         Before the terrible foe, 
 Der schlecht es meint!        Who has ill intent, 
 Sein’ Rüstung ist         His armor is 
 Gewalt und List:         Violence and cunning: 

Die Erd’ hat nicht seines Gleichen.26  On earth he has no equal. 
 

Reformation thought even two hundred years ago was anything but unpolitical: especially the 

Wartburg Festival of Students tied together religious and national concerns.27 According to a 

speaker in the year 1817, at the Wartburg fortress Luther had “enflamed the battle, the bloody 

battle for freedom of the intellect, equality of citizens,” and overcome “Roman domination of 

monks.”28 The students were to trust the “word of truth” which was exemplified and sealed 

with the third stanza: 

Das Wort sie sollen lassen stahn,  You should let the word stand, 
Und kein’n Dank darzu haben:   And have no thanks for this:  
Er ist bei uns wohl auf dem Plan  He is indeed with us according to plan 
Mit seinem Geist und Gaben.   With his spirit and gifts. 
Nehmen sie uns den Leib,   If they take away body, 
Ehr’, Kind und Weib;    Honor, child, and wife, 
Laß fahren dahin,    And life itself go away, 
Sie habens kein’n Gewinn,   They have not the spoils, 
Das Reich muß uns doch bleiben.29  The Kingdom must remain yet for us. 
 

Thus Luther’s hymn was put to the service of current concerns, in this case even without 

a single word of the original text having to be changed – the textual and performative context 

alone of the Reformation anniversary year 1817 opened up new dimensions of meaning.  

The “Feste Burg” [firm fortress] was likewise present at the erection of the Luther mon-

ument in Worms in the year 1868 and in connection with German unification in 1870/1871 as 

a national-Protestant symbol. In effect, two lines of reception continued on, a political one ad 

                                                            
25  Ibid, 25. 
26  Ibid, 32. 
27  Ibid, 35f. 
28  Ibid, 37. 
29  Ibid, 38. 
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intra and a political one ad extra. Within, Luther and his hymn stood for freedom of intellect 

and dignity of citizens, whereby tendencies toward exclusion were not lacking (social demo-

crats, Catholics, and Jews were excluded from the imagined societal realm.) Outward, the 

chorale was brought to bear against France; in this one was able to draw upon a tradition of 

wars of liberation. In 1868 a theologian from Baden opined, bringing both tendencies to-

gether: 

If the true Luther rises again in his monument in Worms: then his spirit and his power 
must also come to life anew in the German people, and let the old, evil foe scoff and 
mock within and without as he wills; he does not scare us, for we say with Luther: 
  Und wenn die Welt voll Teufel wär  And be the world full of devils 
   Und wollten uns gar verschlingen,  And even wish to swallow us up, 
   So fürchten wir uns nicht so sehr,  Still yet we fear not much, 
   Es soll uns doch gelingen.30   For we will indeed succeed. 

 

“Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott” in the First World War 

In the First World War, the nationalistic and militaristic reception of Luther’s hymn 

saw its high point – qualitatively as well as quantitatively. For just the time between 1914 and 

1918, more than 30 distinct publications of widely varying type were able to be documented 

for which the title formulation “Ein feste Burg” or “Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott” was se-

lected.31 It could also be demonstrated particularly clearly how the interplay of religion, na-

tion, and war functioned in this time of crisis by means of Luther’s hymn. Heuristically it 

made sense for me to inquire – as Friedrich Wilhelm Graf had suggested – into the “theologi-

zation of the nation” and also the “nationalization of theology.32 Numerous pastors and 

preachers, theologians and humanities scholars had “embedded”33 the hymn in a “theology of 

world war,” which reflected the cultural mainstream at this time. Historian Frank Becker went 

so far as to speak of a “Protestant euphoria” which, at least at the beginning of the war, had 

taken hold; at the same time the outbreak of war was celebrated as a sort of revival experi-

ence.34 

                                                            
30  Ibid, 45. 
31  Cf. ibid, 16 and 237ff. 
32  Ibid, 16f. 
33  Ibid, 85f. 
34  Ibid, 88ff. 
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 As material for the investigation of the First World War, I made use of three war ser-

mons from the year 1914, patriotic lectures, prayer literature and devotional literature, hymno-

logical writings,35 war poetry,36 and – as pictorial media – hymn postcards. This broad scope 

of media seemed to me to be requisite, in order to be able to depict (as already indicated) the 

breadth and depth of popular discourse. Finally, I gave particular attention to the celebration 

of the Reformation jubilee of the year 1917; the oft-employed theme of “the German Luther” 

characterized the interpretation of the hymn “Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott,” just as, from the 

other side, a specifically German-national interpretation of Luther and the Reformation issued 

forth from the chorale. I offer just one example which comes from the theologian Friedrich 

Rittelmeyer of Berlin: 

“Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott!” The Germans understood this. – But they also knew of 
armor and weaponry as hardly any other people. […] But when the well-fortified man 
was attired with good armor and weapons, he took it up along with that foe, for sheer 
battle and war overcame him. “Ein gute Wehr und Waffen ist unser Gott!” [“Good ar-
mor and weaponry is our God!”] This was German spoken for the Germans. The old 
craving for power and battle, the indestructible fundamental German joy in the battle 
serves in general as the natural background of this hymn. Building upon this, it lifts it-
self high in its religious gloriousness.37 
 

 Contrafactures and lyrical appropriations of Luther’s hymn say much about this. It is 

said that a German railway advertisement from the year 1914 ran thus: 

The German prayer: Ein’ feste Burg ist unser Gott. 
The French prayer: Mit unsrer Macht ist nichts getan.  

[There is nothing accomplished by our power.]38 
 

In a war songbook (“Gloria-Victoria! Des Deutschen Volkes Liederbuch aus großer Zeit”) 

[“Gloria-Victoria! Songbook of the German People from Great Times”], from Leipzig in 

1915, one reads: 

Ein’ feste Burg ist unser Gott   A might fortress is our God 
Für unsre Wehr und Waffen,   For our armor and weapons, 
Er wird uns helfen aus der Not   He will help us in need 
Die Neider uns geschaffen.   That brings us low. 
Zum Kampfe nun hinaus   Now out into battle, 

                                                            
35  On this cf.: Michael Fischer: “Militarisierte Hymnologie. Das Lutherlied Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott im 

Ersten Weltkrieg.” In: Kirchenmusikalisches Jahrbuch 94 (2010), 93–102. 
36  Cf. for futher: Michael Fischer: “Zur lyrischen Rezeption des Lutherliedes ‘Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott’ im 

Ersten Weltkrieg.” In: Nicolas Detering; Michael Fischer; Aibe-Marlene Gerdes (ed.): Populäre Kriegslyrik 
im Ersten Weltkrieg. Munster 2013, 67–95. 

37  Fischer 2014, 136. 
38  Ibid, 297. Cf. further: Michael Fischer: “Soldatenhumor und Volkspoesie? Eisenbahnwaggon-Aufschriften 

im Ersten Weltkrieg.” In: Nicolas Detering, Michael Fischer, Aibe-Marlene Gerdes (ed.): Populäre 
Kriegslyrik im Ersten Weltkrieg. Munster 2013, 155–190. 
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Gott schützet unser Haus.   God protects our house.  
Die Trommel ruft zum Streit,   The drums call to the fight, 
Wir sind zum Kampf bereit,   We are ready for battle, 
Der Sieg, er muß uns bleiben.39  It remains for us to conquer. 

 

One can grasp with hands, using this example, how the hymn is made immanent; the vertical 

in Luther’s eschatology is pretty much applied to the horizontal:40 The “foe” is no longer to be 

understood metaphysically (death, the devil, hell), but is applied to the concrete war opponent. 

But yet this semantic alteration is to be understood as secularization only in a particular way; 

much more it is a matter of purposeful strategies of sacralization which are to impart a reli-

gious consecration to war: 

When Wolfgang Braungart maintains that “secularization tendencies” belong to “mod-
ern political systems,” particularly in cases “in which that which possesses rank and 
value for ‘the whole’ is to be brought to expression,” this hold true in eminent manner 
for Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott.41 
 

 Immediately after the end of the war, the battle for the interpretation of the war and for 

the culture of memory began. The reason for the war, its course, and its end were to be ex-

plained and clarified in order to give meaning to deprivation and dying. At the same time, dis-

appointed national expectations needed compensation. Once again it was theologians who of-

fered interpretation assistance; once again it was the chorale “Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott” 

that stood ready as the corresponding metaphor.42 On the Protestant side the hymn of Luther 

was monumentalized. Court and cathedral preacher Bruno Doehring in Berlin published a col-

lection of war sermons and speeches, first in two volumes, later in one, under the title “Ein  

feste Burg.” This appeared in various editions between 1914 and 1921.43 From the beginning 

of the war right up to the first years of the Weimar Republic, this work served to keep alive 

the memory of the world war and to interpret it religiously.44 On the other side, after the end 

of the war the Jesuit Hartmann Grisar attempted to deconstruct national Protestantism as a 

whole, along with its symbol, the chorale “Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott.” Grisar’s work on the 

                                                            
39  Ibid, 311.  – This text was labelled “secular.” Another contrafucture of the year 1914 with the incipit “Ein’ 

feste Mauer um uns bau, / es droh’n die Feinde ohn’ Maßen” [“Build a firm wall around us, / foes without 
limit threaten”], in contrast, was given the recommendation “to preserve this hymn in the hymnal for occa-
sional use” (ibid, 297). 

40  Ibid, 225. 
41  Ibid. 
42  Ibid, 179. 
43  The title of the one-volume 1921 Berlin edition was: Ein feste Burg. Denkmäler [!] evangelischer und 

deutscher Art aus schwerer Zeit. Ed. by D. Bruno Doehring, Hof- und Domprediger in Berlin. Neue große 
Prachtausgabe. 

44  Vgl. Fischer 2014, 180. 
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topic45 represented a confessionalistic and religio-politically motivated reckoning46 – and as a 

sort of counterpoint to the monumentalization of Doehring. 

 

A Concluding Reflection of the Study from Cultural Studies 

For the concluding reflection of my study of Luther’s hymn “Ein feste Burg ist unser 

Gott,” cutting across the chronological organization of the main section, four research para-

digms for doing analysis were drawn upon. First I had recourse to an aesthetic of reception 

which had been made fruitful for hymn research and hymnology by Hermann Kurzke. Then, 

drawing on the studies of Protestant theologian Friedrich Wilhelm Graf,47 the conjunction of 

religious and national substance was to be illuminated. My investigation of a literary motif 

and a symbol – the image of “judgment of the world” – expanded upon this and drew on 

Klaus Vondung.48 Finally, I summarized – making use of sociology of religion and a formal-

ized concept of religion49 – the societal function of national-Protestant discourse in connection 

with Luther’s hymn.50 In this it was a matter of the founding, integrating, legitimating, com-

pensating, and protesting function of the religious, whereby the last-named element in connec-

tion with the chorale “Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott” and its use in the First World War played 

no role.51 The conclusions need not be spelled out further here, since at this point I’m more 

concerned with methodological questions. And so I continue on to the last point of my paper. 

 

The Outlook for a Hymnology Informed by Cultural Studies52 

When in conclusion I am to sketch out perspectives for a hymnology informed by cul-

tural studies,53 I do this with great caution and not with the pretense of being able to solve all 

                                                            
45  Hartmann Grisar: Luthers Trutzlied “Ein feste Burg” in Vergangenheit und Gegenwart. Freiburg 1922. 
46  Fischer 2014, 202. 
47  Cf. Friedrich Wilhelm Graf: “Die Nation – von Gott ‘erfunden’?” In: ibid: Die Wiederkehr der Götter. Reli-

gion in der modernen Kultur. Munich 22004, 102–131. 
48  Cf. Klaus Vondung: “Geschichte als Weltgericht. Genesis und Degradation einer Symbolik.” In: ibid (ed.): 

Der Erste Weltkrieg in der literarischen Gestaltung und symbolischen Deutung der Nationen. Göttingen 
1980, 62–84. 

49  The sociologists Hubert Knoblauch and Franz-Xaver Kaufmann were reference authors. 
50  Fischer 2014, 203f. 
51  Ibid, 234f. 
52  The author thanks colleagues Prof. Dr. Peter Bubmann (Erlangen-Nurenberg), Prof. Dr. Beat Föllmi (Strass-

burg), Prof. Dr. Andreas Marti (Bern), and Dr. Christiane Schäfer (Mainz) for critical reactions and sugges-
tions for this section. 

53  On the debate as to whether and how theology can be cultural studies, cf. by way of example Friederike 
Nüssel: “Theologie als Kulturwissenschaft.” In: Theologische Literaturzeitung 130 (2005), 1153–1168. 
Online: http://www.thlz.com/artikel/13717/ [January 11, 2017]. 
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points,54 or indeed of having done so in my study. Rather, I propose a series of theses. First, 

three presuppositions that seem important to me:  

 

1. The starting point for hymnology informed by cultural studies is an open, pluralistic, and 

de-hierarchialized concept of culture55 which takes account of the entirety of human life and 

human productivity (holistic concept of culture), not merely individual partial realms such as 

literature, music, or theology. As a working definition, the demarcation of Marcus S. Kleiner, 

a scholar of media and cultural studies, can stand: “By culture I understand forms of symbolic 

ordering, acting, and expressing, and their diversities of meaning, in which images of the self 

and the world, manners of perception, and mentalities are reflected and constituted.”56 Ac-

cordingly, culture would be a “collective system of meaning,”57 but at the same time a social 

praxis and, if you will, an act of generating reality or creating a world. 

 

2. The concept “cultural studies” does not imply a new particular discipline or meta-discipline 

which stands alongside or even above fields of natural science, the humanities, and the social 

sciences, but rather a method, a “regulator across disciplines,” which in new ways is con-

cerned with diverse cultures (the plural is intentionally employed) and how they take shape in 

institutions, objects, symbols, texts, and actions.58 

 

3. Accordingly, traditional hymnology must completely cast off various “isms,” to the extent 

that these still give off the “aromas” of the 19th and early 20th century” – particularly histori-

cism, positivism, dogmatism, confessionalism, traditionalism, and aestheticism. Instead, one 

should seek out affiliation with a form of theology that understands itself as cultural studies 

and possibly casts off still-present patterns of thought from “dialectical theology” with its 

“anti-culturalistic affect,” to quote Petra Bahr.59 

 

                                                            
54  Cf. my theses for the incorporation of elements of theory in hymnological research in: “Konfessionalisier-

ung als Paradigma hymnologischer Forschung. Johann Schefflers ‘Heilige Seelen-Lust’ und ihr historischer 
Hintergrund.” In: Jahrbuch für Liturgik und Hymnologie 43 (2004), esp. 203f. 

55  On the typology of the concept of culture cf. Andreas Reckwitz: Die Transformation der Kulturtheorien. 
Zur Entwicklung eines Theorieprogramms. Weilerswist 32012, 64–90. 

56  Marcus S. Kleiner: “Einleitung.” In: Ibid.; Michael Rappe (ed.): Methoden der Populärkulturforschung. In-
terdisziplinäre Perspektiven auf Film, Fernsehen, Musik, Internet und Computerspiele. Munster 2012, 21. 

57  Ibid. 
58  Markus Fauser: Einführung in die Kulturwissenschaft. Darmstadt 52011, 9. 
59  Cf. Petra Bahr: “Protestantische Theologie im Horizont der Kulturwissenschaften.” In: Friedrich Jaeger; 

Jürgen Straub (ed): Handbuch der Kulturwissenschaften. Vol. 2. Stuttgart 2011, 656–670, quotation 656. – 
Bahr refers to, among others the historical role models Herder, Schleiermacher, and Troeltsch. 
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From these three premises, four positive theses now follow for a hymnology that understands 

itself as cultural studies, along with a short delineation of terminology: 

 

1. The interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary aspect that already exists must be extended fur-

ther, for example in the direction of a general sociology, sociology of knowledge, sociology 

of art, and sociology of religion, or in the direction of image and media studies60 or empirical 

cultural studies / anthropology of culture. Affiliation with popular culture studies and popular 

music studies would also be rewarding,61 particularly the question of empiricism (tied to arti-

facts and actors).62 This could lead to hymnology taking leave from its identity-forming “mas-

ter narratives” and its historically-based writings about heroes and saints (Martin Luther, Paul 

Gerhardt, 63 Jochen Klepper etc.) and applying itself (even more) to popular items, religious 

culture of daily life. 

2. Hymnology should take up the self-reflexivity of cultural studies64 and organize its own ac-

tivity. This holds true for scholarly history exactly as for current research: namely, hymnology 

researches not only a specific form of religious musical culture, but rather gives form to these 

(e.g. through generation, normification, and canonization of knowledge) and is itself a compo-

nent of cultural praxis, the more so as hymnological work has its effect upon societal partial 

systems of religion and church. Put another way: hymnology is not only an interpreter of cul-

ture, but to a certain extent also a “generator of culture.” In the connection, hymnology also 

has the task of explaining identify-forming processes (e.g. confessional models of interpreta-

tion and self-interpretation) and tracing the construction of traditions (invented traditions in 

the sense of Hobsbawm). 

 

3. Alongside the principle of reflexivity, the principle of critique is important for cultural stud-

ies, including in the form of critique of ideology and of authority structures. Every discourse 

is tied up with power; it is always also a matter of the height of interpretation and validity. 

                                                            
60  Petra Bahr rightly laments that writing on the cultural history of Christendom “still hardly takes notice of 

the mediality of its researched witnesses” (Ibid, 662). 
61  Cf. Kleiner; Rappe 2012. 
62  Cf. eg.: Peter Bubmann, “Das ‘Neue Geistliche Lied’ als Ausdrucksmedium religiöser Milieus.” In: Zeithis-

torische Forschungen / Studies in Contemporary History, Online edition, 7 (2010), H. 3, online down-
loadable at: http://www.zeithistorische-forschungen.de/3-2010/id=4427 [February 15, 2017]. 

63  On this cf. the critical remarks: Michael Fischer: “Er ist gestorben und lebet noch.” Die Paul-Gerhardt-
Schriften des Jahres 1907 als Beispiele evangelischer Hagiographie. Anhang: Schriften zum Paul-Gerhardt-
Jahr 1907. Online downloadable at: www.freidok.uni-freiburg.de/volltexte/5558 [February 15, 2017]. 

64  Cf. Fauser 2011, 13f.; cf. Bahr 2011, 669: “In the future, theology within the horizon of cultural studies 
should fold together perception of others and self-perception, i.e. perspectives from religious studies, sociol-
ogy of religion, and philosophy of religion, with theological prospectives.” 
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Hymnology should, for example, critically inquire into the entirety of normative theological 

and aesthetical discourse65 – how these come into being and become powerful in their effect, 

and which interests are met by them. I already referred to the word of Kurzke (drawing upon 

Foucault) that discourses are not directed to the truth, but rather are to be interpreted as phe-

nomena of power.66 

 “Tradition-critical revision of the cultural canon,” as this is demanded by cultural stud-

ies,67 belongs also to the principle of critique. Drawing upon Petra Bahr, it should further be 

noted that it is not the task of theology (with respect to hymnology) “to evaluate particular 

cultural manifestations sub specie aeternitatis as good or bad.”68 Put another way: The 

strength of theology and hymnology lies in their power to interpret symbols and signs – i.e. in 

their hermeneutic, much less than in their normative orientation. 

 

4. Finally, hymnology which understands itself as cultural studies is to be oriented in secular 

terms. This does not mean that theological points of inquiry will no longer play a role in the  

future – not at all. But methodologically, hymnology should proceed, similar to religious stud-

ies or sociology of religion, from methodological agnosticism – that is to say, it should 

bracket the question of truth in its scholarly work.69 In my opinion, the rule of affinity once 

put forth, according to which only those who sing, or who comprehend the substance by sing-

ing, are able to practice this discipline according to its very nature,70 is to be rejected. Further, 

the connection to the institutionally organized churches and their leadership should be re-

flected upon; here a professional distance is needed. In my opinion, this promotes rather than 

hinders a well-founded and constructive collaboration in the development of hymnals. At the 

level of contents, a secularly oriented hymnology would lead to the possibility of expansion of 

its subject matter to all forms of music which implicitly or explicitly bring religious matter to 

expression, including outside of Christian denominations or institutions and also in popular 

religious contexts (e.g. in performative and medial offerings of popular music.) 

The concept proposed here of hymnology oriented as cultural studies concerns itself 

initially with the areas of academic research and teaching. It must be distinguished from a 

                                                            
65  In this connection, one might well reflect on the underlying normative concept of culture, cf. Reckwitz 

2012, 65–72. 
66  Kurzke 2003, 2. 
67  Hartmut Böhme, Peter Matussek, Lothar Müller: Orientierung Kulturwissenschaft. Was sie kann, was sie 

will. Reinbeck bei Hamburg 2000, 13. 
68  Bahr 2011, 668. 
69  Cf. Hubert Knoblauch: Religionssoziologie. Berlin 1999, 14ff. 
70  Christa Reich: Evangelium: Klingendes Wort. Zur theologischen Bedeutung des Singens. Stuttgart 1997, 51. 
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practically oriented hymnology which has as its goal the selection of hymns for a hymnal or 

for an individual worship service. It is entirely indisputable that normative points of view – 

aesthetic and theological – must play a role there. However, hymnology which understands 

itself as cultural studies can also supply standards for this and serve as a critical regulator, in 

that such a hymnology often puts up for discussion those norms which had been presupposed 

without question. 

Lastly, one should ask whether the concept “hymnology,” – a Greek-Latin composite 

by which the discipline of congregational song has been called since the 19th century – could 

not be replaced by a more open and less confessionally burdened term. If one takes the cul-

tural studies program seriously, one could speak of interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary re-

search into religious cultures of song. Admittedly, the concept is cumbersome. But it indi-

cates, in contrast with the established concept “hymnology,” that it is not a matter only of in-

dividual objects, of artifacts (certainly not limited to congregational song71), but rather, it is a 

matter of networks of relationship, of cultural and social praxis, which surrounds the individ-

ual hymns and hymn medias. 

                                                            
71  Cf. the definition, which in my view is too narrow, of the IAH: “Hymnology is the scientific study of hymn 

books and of the singing of hymns and sacred songs in church” (http://iah-hymnologie.de/?p=4 [January 11, 
2017]. 


