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Columbia historian Fritz Stern, using new
archival material, including the recently un-
covered papers of the wealthy Jewish banker
Gerson Bleichrdoder, argues that political,
more than economic, forces controlled and
shaped imperial 19th-century Germany. By
focusing on the exceptionally close collabora-
tion between Bismarck and Bleichroder for
over 30 years, Stern reveals what other his-
torians have ignored or minimized—that Bis-
marck understood the political uses of mon-
ey and consciously employed economics as
an instrument of policy. He shows how the
banker acted as the chancellor’s political and
financial adviser, helped him to amass a large
personal fortune, and served him as diplo-
matic agent and financier of his wars against
Denmark (1864) and Austria (1866). Portray-
ing Bleichroder as a striver for social ac-
ceptance, Stern, in passing, demonstrates
how Prussian anti-Semitism barred this con-
servative nouveau riche financier from as-
similation into the aristocracy.

The modern tendency, writes Commager, is
to view the American Revolution “against
the foreground of our own time.” Conscious
of its limitations, we neglect its greatest ac-
complishment: If the Old World imagined
the Enlightenment, only the New World
achieved it. The Revolution’s debt to such
men as Montesquieu and Locke has long
been acknowledged. But in this sweeping
rummage through the 18th century, Com-
mager shifts perspective to examine Frank-
lin, Adams, Jefferson, and others as philos-
ophes—but also as men of affairs, who could
create a rational system of government un-
thinkable in the old societies across the sea.
A romantic in the grand historical tradition,





