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Until the Vienna Hauptbahnhof opened in 2015, you could not simply pass
through Vienna by train. As all tracks terminated at one of the city’s many
stations, you could either travel to or from Vienna but not though it. Why on
earth would anyone want to go through it anyway? As in London, Paris,
Budapest, and other major cities, this attested to a historical conception of
center and periphery. But even though you can now travel through the city,
hundreds of scholars from Europe, Asia, the Middle East, and the Americas
chose to stop in Vienna in July 2025 to participate in the first Central Euro-
pean History Convention held at the University of Vienna. With remarkably
diverse origins, topics, methodologies, questions, and approaches, these
scholars reflect the vibrancy of the field and the community of scholars that
study the Habsburg Empire and the wider region of Central Europe.

What follows are my wholly subjective and biased remarks relating to this
conference and to some of the main themes that emerged from it, and I
preemptively apologize to everyone whose work I fail to discuss or mention
here. With around five hundred scholars present, fifty-five panels, twenty-five
posters, nine research lab presentations, two keynote lectures, and one
roundtable discussion, the conference showcased much of the depth and
breadth of the field. Peter Becker, Dominique Reill, their colleagues, and the
amazing team of student volunteers at the conference achieved something
remarkable. It will hopefully be the first of many conventions of this sort.

While everyone flocked to the former imperial capital, the study of
Habsburg and Central European history itself does not have a clear center, as
Osterkamp and Singerton (2025) noted. Indeed, one could argue, like the
empire of old, it has many. There are, of course, the former capitals, still home
to a great many brilliant scholars working on the region. Prague and Lviv, and,
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indeed, places beyond the former empire, such as Warsaw and Bucharest,
were and are social, political, cultural, economic ... centers of Central Europe
and — then and today — centers of scholarship on the region. But there were
and are countless more such centers. What about Trieste, the empire’s
gateway to the world, or Krakéw, once the seat of Polish kings? For European
Protestants, eighteenth-century Salzburg was the very heart of Catholic
darkness. For someone working in the late-nineteenth-century oil industry,
Borylsav-Drohobych would have been the place to go. For many Hasidic Jews,
towns like Belz or Nowy Sgcz would have been sites of pilgrimage. Across the
Atlantic, Central European immigrant societies celebrated their heritage and
identities and maintained connections to the places they or their ancestors
had once called home. In origin, place of work, and focus of research, this
multipolar reality is reflected today in both where we work and come from
and the localities we study. For historians of Central Europe and the Habsburg
Empire, the question of center and periphery pertains less to formal political,
economic, cultural, or scholarly conceptions and more to what interests us,
which people and experiences we want to uncover, and what stories we wish
to tell. As the Central European History Convention has demonstrated, we can
gain new perspectives by looking at supposedly peripheral localities, mar-
ginalized communities, or seemingly remote places that were anything but
peripheral, marginalized, or remote for the people who lived there; they were
the centers of their world. For us, the historians who study them, these
supposedly peripheral perspectives help us write and rewrite the “grand story”
of the empire, the region, and its people.

1 Highly Explosive Problems

Over sixty years ago, in May 1964, a grand international conference on the
history of the Dual Monarchy was held at the Hungarian Academy of Sciences
in Budapest. In the first (1965) issue of Austrian History Yearbook, we are
informed what our colleagues at the time were most interested in: “The next
working session dealt with the highly explosive nationality problem. Under-
standably, even the one long working day which was reserved for this topic
was hardly sufficient and the discussion was extended into the next day. This
problem attracted the largest audience, with almost two hundred people in
attendance, whereas the other sessions averaged about one fourth this
number” (Jelavich 1965: 292). Today, things look somewhat different. True,
some sessions were densely packed, many topics were passionately debated,
and many discussions between colleagues went on well into the night and the
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following day, but our topics and — crucially — our frames of reference have
changed.

The past decades of research have witnessed a noticeable shift away from
the underlying assumption that the “explosive nationality problem” is the
main frame of reference for understanding the Habsburg Empire and revised
the view that nationalism was the primary matter of concern for the millions
of citizens and subjects of the Habsburg realm. This does not mean that
nationalism and national movements are not important in today’s scholar-
ship, but they are increasingly understood as just one of many aspects of the
multifaceted history of the region rather than its conceptual center. The work
of Pieter Judson, so important for the field and for the conference, has helped
shape this rethinking of the empire and the region with considerable impact
on how scholars think about other societies too. In a way, Judson and his
colleagues, students, and kindred spirits have made the Habsburg Empire
“normal.” Now that the empire has been untethered from the teleology of
nationalism and the narrative of it being “doomed to fail,” the lived experi-
ences of its citizens and subjects is studied in a manner not radically dis-
similar to those of other countries and regions. They, too, have their own ideas
and hopes, work and leisure time, anxieties, disappointments, everyday
problems, and questions, large and small.

For example, rather than assuming that considerations about nation were
the only thing that got people out of bed in the morning, Susanne Korbel
looked at the bed itself, the bed lodgers who often shared it, and how this
shaped modern conceptions of privacy and sexualization in the fin-de-siecle
and beyond. Therese Garstenauer examined interwar Austrian public servants
to show how models of gender relations were challenged. Orel Beilinson
discussed the experiences and anxieties of male bachelors in the last years of
the empire, and Michat Wilczewski explored men’s humor magazines in
interwar Poland, using gender and queer perspectives to raise profound
questions about society and its subjects. Katya Motyl’s fascinating paper then
examined what single “new women” in Vienna expected from future spouses
through the analysis of personal ads in newspapers, showing how these
women saw themselves and their futures. All this (and much more) dem-
onstrates, in the words of Korbel (2025), that “gender is no longer a niche
subject but a vital and productive lens for exploring the full breadth of Central
European history.”

This is also true for the medieval and early modern period. Eveline Brug-
ger's work on Jewish businesswomen under the rule of Friedrich II and Anna
Molnér’s paper on the private banking activities of female religious organi-
zations in the later Middle Ages showed how gender perspectives can be a

EAST CENTRAL EUROPE (2026) 1-7



4 BOOK REVIEW

vital frame and analytical approach to re-read the economic history of the
region. Generally speaking, the conference was somewhat dominated by
scholars working on the nineteenth century (perhaps due to its oft-cited
length) and the early twentieth century, with the modern period somewhat
separated from the panels focused on the medieval and early modern periods.
There are certainly good arguments for this, but at the same time, focusing on
structures, institutions, concepts, regions, or beliefs may allow for greater
understanding and fruitful exchanges across temporalities. Just as the empire
had a long afterlife, a phenomenon discussed by several participants, the
dialogue and analysis across time periods will certainly enrich our discussions
and our understanding considerably. As Molnar (2025) noted: “Instead of
rehearsing separate narratives or reaffirming periodization, the convention
underscored continuities, revealed complementary methodologies, and, most
importantly, actively opened doors for future cooperation.”

Another truly exciting angle that lets us read the story of Central Europe
through a different lens is the study of health, care, and psychology. Christina
Eiden’s and Viola Laszl6fi’s work on care institutions in Bavaria, Bucovina, and
Budapest; Sabine Jesper’s paper on how war-time mental illness was under-
stood; and Anastassiya Schacht’s and Janka Kovacs’s work on the circulation
of psychiatric and medical knowledge in Europe attest to a thriving field and
productive approaches, while Gergely Magos showed how thinking about
health and masculinity reflected the ways wider communities were imagined.
They all took on discussions concerning mental health, institutionalization,
medicalization, and regimes of care to ask wider questions about modernity
and about the relationship between the individual, society, and the state,
thereby allowing us to read the story of the region and its people, often those
on the margins, in a new and innovative way. They tell us about the circu-
lation of knowledge, about modern forms of the welfare state and medical
regimes, and about how people at the time thought about themselves.

2 The Elephant in the Realm

If one were to walk around Brixen/Bressanone, one would eventually come by
the old and famed Hotel Elephant, aptly marked by a somewhat oddly shaped
animal painted on its wall. A similar-looking relief could then also be seen on
the Linz Hauptplatz and, until the nineteenth century, one such creature
would have been painted on the Elefantenhaus on the Vienna Graben. In
between those places, along the Inn and Danube, local lore and stories attest
to a remarkable site in the winter of 1551/52 when, to the astonishment of
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everyone who witnessed it, a hitherto unseen huge gray beast crossed the alps.
Soliman, the region’s first elephant (in a while), mockingly named after the
Ottoman Sultan, had been a gift from the rulers of Portugal to Maximilian of
Habsburg, soon to become emperor Maximilian II. The unfortunate animal
had been brought all the way from India and would soon die in the Ebersdorf
menagerie near Vienna. Its story attests to the global connections of the
empire and hints at more-than-human histories of the region. Both are vital
aspects and tools to understand it.

For a long time, the Habsburg Empire’s role in the global web of empires
had either been ignored or, with reference to the less-than-successful colonial
endeavors in the Nicobar islands and Franz-Josef-Land, considered somewhat
irrelevant as far as empires go. Today, people, ideas, goods (and the occasional
Elephantidae) are what interest scholars most. From their study emerges a
picture of a global, often informal, empire.

The question was taken on directly by Jonathan Singerton, Zhiao Song, and
Markus Wurzer in their discussion of empire, imperialism, and memory.
Certainly, Central Europeans who either fantasized about colonizing a new
world or who actually crossed the ocean to live there did not leave everything
behind. Ignacio Garcia de Paso brilliantly analyzed the debates over liberation
and slavery among old ‘48 revolutionaries in the Caribbean; Benjamin C. Van
Zee showed how aspiring Polish colonists in Brazil imagined their futures
with the terms and concepts of old Galicia, a position mirrored in many
respects by Hungarian settlers in the same region just a few years later, as
shown by Balint Varga. As numerous papers showed, Central European social
and political activists were embedded in global networks, connecting them
and the region to co-thinkers and structures around the world, creating a
different informal network, possibly an “empire” of a very different kind?

The unfortunate Soliman also contributes to a “more-than-human” history
of the Habsburg Empire and shows us how such an analytical approach lets us
read societies’ history differently (Gruffat 2025). Corentin Gruffat took animal
husbandry in the late imperial period as a case study for discussions over
modernity, a topic also studied by Tadej Pavkovi¢ in respect to horses in the
seventeenth century, and by Kata Téth with a paper on pig breeding in the
medieval and early modern Carpathians, which can certainly lay claim to the
conference’s best paper title (“Oinking in the Mountains”). Papers further
analyzed the use of resources, of forests and water, land, and minerals. The
debates over many of these questions — as Zsuzsa Torok analyzed in her paper
on mineral water uses, Robert Balogh referenced in his work on the privat-
izations of formerly common forests, and the presentation of the PoTaRCh
(potash, tar, resin, charcoal) discussed — were at the very heart of economic,
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but also legal and social transformations. All these more-than-human stories
are exciting and productive angles to study the region and its people, dem-
onstrating, in the words of Kolb (2025), “the potential of resources to work as a
lens on historical human-nature relations. By investigating how past societies
created and developed their respective resource economies and ecologies, we
can gain a deeper understanding of human’s efforts to handle and govern
nature — and his continued dependency on natural conditions.”

3 On Kindness, Support, and the Future of the Field

Concluding on a somewhat different note: when I studied and Pieter Judson
taught at the European University Institute in Florence, everyone eventually
walked by a notice board in the cafeteria advertising language exchange,
selling used furniture, searching for housemates, etc. Once someone posted a
note there: “We are all smart here. Distinguish yourself by being kind.”

There are many things that make the study of Central European history so
exciting and enjoyable, but it is not only through remarkable scholarship that
this community of scholars, who came together in Vienna the beautiful
summer of 2025, excels. What distinguishes this community, above all, is the
kindness, cooperation, respect, and mutual support that suffuses it.

This is not a nice bonus of working in the field of Central European history
but a key characteristic of this scholarly community — and it is arguably one of
the main reasons why it is thriving. In an academic world marked by precarity
and increasing institutional and political pressures — all within a wider world
that is “on fire,” to quote Tara Zahra's keynote address — kindness, support,
and cooperation rather than hierarchical structures and cutthroat competi-
tion make this field vibrant and are grounds for optimism. At the CEHC,
organizers prioritized the scholarship of young colleagues, often PhD stu-
dents, and instead of charging a participation fee, they tirelessly raised funds
to cover travel and accommodation for scholars from around the world. To
this came the generally open, kind, and welcoming atmosphere at the con-
ference. This is not a perk. This is a necessity. It allows us to learn from each
other and to question our own assumptions, arguments, and approaches
uncompromisingly and without fear of hierarchies or embarrassment. It
brings together voices that are often not heard enough in European scholarly
discourses but are essential for our understanding of the region. Eventually, it
is the only way to keep this field alive and thriving, to support the future
generations of scholars of Central European history, to question ourselves,
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and to develop our ideas. In all respects, this is a truly distinguished com-
munity of scholars.

Jan Rybak
Jewish Studies Program, Central European University, Vienna, Austria
rybakj@ceu.edu
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