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What carp make of Franconians*1
Multispecies societies viewed through the lens of European Ethnology

Abstract: The carp was awarded the title ‘Fish of the Century’ in Germany as 
recently as 1999. Now, however, at the start of the 21st century, the popularity of this 
fish is generally declining behind others such as trout and salmon. Interestingly, this 
is not the case in Franconia, to some extent at least. Franconia (the northern part of 
Bavaria) is one of the key German regions for pond farming, a sector that is gaining in 
significance worldwide. The carp is part of a rural economy that, in some ways, could 
serve as an example in terms of helping to resolve the crises of our times. This article 
discusses the potential of a multispecies ethnography by focusing on the carp as a 
culturally significant creature in Franconia. Multispecies ethnography sees humans as 
part of a sociobiological context that shapes both the conditions for life in its range 
of influence and the living beings that interact within them. In this perspective, carp 
create space in the respective local society and add value to it: They are a source of 
food and income, maintain places of refuge for rare animals and plants, influence the 
social order of human societies and shape the future. The example of carp in Franconia 
opens up the perspective of an innovative field of research in European Ethnology, 
enabling the discipline to once again find answers to current societal challenges in the 
context of international anthropologies. 

Keywords: multispecies ethnography, regional cultural analysis, rural economics 
domestication, fish farming

Verily the carp is a pious and innocent fish which does no harm to any other. Neither 
teeth in its jaws nor spines on its back does it have, but a rounded indrawn mouth 
which does contain inward-facing teeth, but not sharp ones, rather broad and round 
teeth.

This is how the carp is introduced in the Fischbüchlein (‘Little Book of Fish’), pub-
lished anonymously in 1665 in Nuremberg and apparently an extract from Johann 

*	 German version in Zeitschrift für Volkskunde 2019, 115 (2): 173–195. Translated by Kathleen Cross. 
This article is a slightly amended version of the inaugural lecture I gave at the University of 
Würzburg (JMU) on December 7, 2018. I am grateful to the editors of this issue of the Zeitschrift 
für Volkskunde, Irene Götz and Friedemann Schmoll, for their constructively critical comments. 
I dedicate this article to my father, Hubert Fenske, who for very many years has dedicated his 
efforts in a voluntary capacity to pond farming in northern Germany and the multispecies society 
it sustains.
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Coler’s Oeconomia ruralis (Coler 1645).1 Referring to the fish using a feminine gender 
ascription (rather than the grammatically correct masculine one in German), the 
anonymous author continues rather tenderly:

It [originally ‘She’, Translator] also has its feathers and rudders so that it can swim 
where it will, and a tail, divided into two parts, which is not hard or harmful, so that 
it can govern its whole course. Thus, it has and also finds its food and drink in the 
pond, such that a master need not expend aught on its food and drink; indeed it 
pleases and amuses its master with its flesh, however this may be cooked, whether 
boiled or fried, in a dark or other kind of stock, in jelly or smoked. The ponds are 
built for the sake of these few carp alone. (Anonymous 1665: 101)

So hat sie auch ihre Federn und Rudern, damit sie dort schiffen kann wie sie will, 
und einen Schwantz, in zwei Theile getheilet, der auch nicht hart oder schädlich ist, 
damit sie ihren gantzen Lauff regieren kann. So hat und findet sie auch im Teich ihren 
Safft und Nahrung, daß ein Herr auf ihr Essen und Trinken nichts wenden darff, ja sie 
erfreut und belustiget ihren Herrn mit ihrem Fleisch wie sie auch zugerichtet ist, gesot­
ten oder gebraten, im schwarzten oder anderen Soth, in einer Gallert oder geräuchert. 
Darum werden um der einigen Karpffen willen die Teiche allein gebaut.

This paean to the carp, along with the fact that it was clearly quite natural in the 
context of rural economies to farm the fish, resonates with the writings of other 
authors from the 17th and 18th centuries.2 Their ‘economics guidebooks’ contained 
advice for what they considered to be an ideal form of farm economy, whose many 
and varied mixed economies quite naturally included pond farming. Carp themselves, 
however, were far less popular at this time than they had been during the Middle 
Ages. As the population grew in the Early Modern period, so too did doubts about 
the profitability of this sector of the local economy: Where ponds had once been, 
now more lucrative grain crops swayed in the wind. It was only toward the end of 
the 19th century that the fortunes of pond farming began to improve again, though, 
due to competition from a newly industrializing ocean fisheries sector, it was never 
again to achieve a status comparable to the one it had previously enjoyed.3 Nowa-
days, domestic fisheries (in which pond farming is generally included) lead a niche 
existence in many parts of Germany. 

1	 „Es ist aber der Karpff ein frommer und unschuldiger Fisch der anderen keinen Schaden zufügt. 
Dann er keine Zähne im Maule dann Stacheln auf dem Rücken hat, sondern hat einen runden ein­
gezogenen Mund, der zwar inwendig auch Zähne hat, aber nicht scharpfe, sondern breite und runde 
Zähne.“ This passage is not contained in what was probably the first edition of Oeconomia ruralis 
in 1596. It does appear, however, in the 1645 edition, where the writer alters the gender of the 
fish; in the 1680 edition, the writer sticks to the masculine gender ascription. Hahn (2013).

2	 E.g. Anonymous (1773); Böckler (1683); Fischer (1696); Knauer (1704).
3	 A classic account can be found in Abel (1981); for regional literature, e.g. Geschichts- und Heimat-

verein (2013); Haas et al. (2016); Hofmann (1927); Paukner (2005).
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In Bavaria, especially in some parts of Franconia and the Upper Palatinate, 
pond farming has, nonetheless, retained a certain value compared to its decline 
elsewhere. Some 6000 tons of carp are bred each year in Bavaria. This accounts for 
roughly 50 percent of all the carp currently produced in Germany; 50 percent of all 
the ponds farmed in Germany are in Bavaria and 70 percent of all German fisheries 
businesses are based there.4

Throughout history, countless stories have praised the carp for its outstanding 
positive characteristics: It is said to be kind toward other animals and humans, 
peaceable, undemanding and modest in its needs, resilient, robust, cordial, clever, 
strong and hardy (Anonymous 1665; Balon 2006). The fish’s potential to reach an 
advanced age was clearly believed worthy of mention by the famous 16th century 
nature researcher, Conrad Gessner: According to him, the castle moat of Michelsfeld 
[in Swabia] contained a one-hundred-year-old carp, whose wily cunning had kept 
it from being devoured by pike, humans and other fish-eating creatures throughout 
its lifetime (Gessner 1598: 165). Even today, experts hold the carp in high regard 
as a farmed fish on account of its fertility, rapid growth and the quality of its flesh 
(Geldhauser and Gerstner 2011; Steffens 2008). As recently as 1999, the carp was 
named ‘Fish of the Century’ and was honored with a laudatio delivered by writer 
and onetime angler Siegfried Lenz (1999). In this same laudatio, incidentally, Lenz 
attributed his angling activities to an affection for carp that had evolved over the 
years (he had frequently fed them by hand in order to feel their soft mouths). 
Nowadays, the carp enjoys relatively little prestige as a fish to dine upon compared 
to trout or salmon (Geldhauser and Gerstner 2011; Haas et al. 2016).

To focus on the carp is to consider a creature that, in many respects, provides 
excellent subject matter for European Ethnology. Unlike wolves, whose effects on 
our society are also the subject of European Ethnology research,5 but whose presence 
we (still) perceive to be out of the ordinary, the carp is an unquestioned part of 
our culture. The carp is very widespread, an indispensable inhabitant particularly 
of ponds but also of rivers and lakes; only in its ‘wild’ form is it considered to be in 
danger of extinction (Bayerisches Staatsministerium 2000: 72). There is barely a sin-
gle cookbook of the 20th century in which poached carp or other dishes made from 
this popular fish do not make an appearance. In brief: Carp belongs to our everyday 

4	 E.g. Arge (2010); Bauerreiß (2011); Bayerische Landesanstalt (2006: 5); Geldhauser (2006, 2016: 
403).

5	 In addition to the Würzburg project funded by the German research council DFG and entitled 
“The Return of the Wolves. Cultural anthropological studies on the process of wolf management 
in Germany” (accessed February 22, 2019. Available at: http://www.volkskunde.uni-wuerzburg.
de/forschung-projekte/), it is worth mentioning the slightly older Zurich SNF project headed by 
Bernhard Tschofen and entitled “Wolves: Knowledge and Practice. Ethnographies on the return of 
wolves in Switzerland” (accessed February 22, 2019. Available at: https://www.isek.uzh.ch/de/
popul%C3%A4rekulturen/forschung/projekte/drittmittelprojekte/wolf.html).

http://www.volkskunde.uni-wuerzburg.de/forschung-projekte/
http://www.volkskunde.uni-wuerzburg.de/forschung-projekte/
https://www.isek.uzh.ch/de/popul%2525C3%2525A4rekulturen/forschung/projekte/drittmittelprojekte/wolf.html
https://www.isek.uzh.ch/de/popul%2525C3%2525A4rekulturen/forschung/projekte/drittmittelprojekte/wolf.html
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life – or at least it did until very recently. At the moment, displaying an appetite 
for carp increasingly appears to indicate a rather conservative or regional culinary 
taste.6 In view of the general transformation of our culinary culture, then, it seems 
appropriate from the perspective of a discipline concerned with the everyday in 
societies past and present to draw attention to this fish.

The carp is essential to life in the multispecies society in Franconia. It also 
facilitates a connection to the various crises of our time, such as growing water 
scarcity, climate change and the crisis of so-called rural areas (Demirovic’ et al. 
2011). In addition, however, we can use our observations regarding the carp to find 
ways of meeting some of the pressing challenges of our time, as I seek to show in 
the following. This is possible because the carp is a “global” fish found in almost 
every part of the world (Steffens 2008); it too is affected fundamentally by global 
trends. Studying the carp is a way of showing how the global and the regional are 
interrelated. 

When European Ethnology examines the everyday lives of the many, this now 
increasingly often includes others in addition to human beings. Just as in interna-
tional anthropologies more generally, in European Ethnology, the relationality of 
human life has become a key topic going into the future, as humans are studied in 
terms of their relationships to other living beings.

Spotlight on multispecies societies 
The title of this article, “What carp make of Franconians,” is intended as a reference 
to this relationality between human and animal life and seeks to suggest that it 
is not just humans that make things of carp but that, vice versa, carp also make 
things of (and for) human beings. As Belgian philosopher Vinciane Despret and 
several other prominent thinkers of our time have noted, animals can be regarded 
as living beings that co-create our world (Despret 2014).7 Human being, human 
becoming is inconceivable without other beings − whether they be animals, plants 
or fungi. It is a short step, then, to placing this shared process of ‘having become’ 
and ‘becoming’ firmly at the center of our research on everyday culture. The strand 
of research established under the heading of ‘Multispecies Ethnography’8 addresses 

6	 Richard Wilk has written an impressive article on just such a striking transformation of culinary 
culture within a relatively short space of time, taking the eel as an example (2014).

7	 Several of these theoretical accounts from international research have been summarized in Ger-
man-language anthologies, e.g. Borgards (2016); Borgards, Köhring, and Kling (2015); Ferrari and 
Petrus (2015).

8	 The perspectives applied here are now being pursued in various disciplines and thematic contexts. 
In the process, a whole variety of designations has become established in Cultural Studies and the 
Social Sciences; in international anthropologies, for example, the reference is to an “anthropol-
ogy beyond the human” (Ingold 2013; Kohn 2013). The Multispecies Ethnography on which the 
present article is based shares key perspectives with Human-Animal Studies (the potential of 
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its questions at precisely this shared becoming. It is interested in the ways “human 
life, ways of living and responsibilities are connected to these non-human societies 
of living things” (van Dooren, Kirksey, and Münster 2016: 1) and how this is relevant 
to politics, economics and society, in brief, to human being and becoming with all 
its associated facets (Kirksey and Helmreich 2010: 545).

Within this, we can make use of a further conceptual step offered by the ‘new 
materialism,’ including Karen Barad’s take on agential realism (Barad 2015). This 
strand of theory draws attention once more to the potentiality of matter as an agent. 
It assumes that those who participate in the entities, assemblages, meshworks, net-
works and webs in question − or whatever concept is used in a given instance to 
express the notion of joint becoming and doing − have an impact not only in their 
specific connective context but in the form of interlinkages that arise based on this 
context. According to this view, they become by engendering one another, and they 
engender one another by becoming. As we shall see in the following, even the carp 
has certain impacts on and thanks to such interlinkages.9

In using the by now classic concept of society introduced by the sociologists of 
the 19th century, my intention is to (re)call to mind the matter that is of concern 
to me here, namely, to expand the social, which lies at the center of our research 
efforts, by adding other beings than just human beings (Wenk 2016). The term I use 
here, multispecies society, thus, starts out conceptually at a point in time when mo-
dernity has finally established itself as dominant with its perspectives and practices. 
The term is used here deliberately in order to illustrate that, for all its achieve-
ments, modernity has simultaneously entrusted to us a reduction that is not just 
perspectival. We have left behind the diversity that surrounds and helps to shape 
us human beings in favor of a seemingly unequivocal reduction; we have done so by 
concentrating in many areas on a few promising species, forms and practices, such 
as those species with which we live most immediately and our synergy with them 
(Fenske 2016). Today, this reduction – not least in the form of various symptoms 

which for European Ethnology has most recently been addressed in depth by Lukasz Nieradzik 
2018) and with Plant Studies but widens its scope to include the overall context of the different 
communities. The term NaturenKulturen-Forschung (‘NaturesCultures Research,’ Gesing et al. 2019) 
in German-language Social and Cultural Anthropology has emerged as a means of identifying a 
special conceptual space in the context of political ecology, one that is more heavily influenced 
by Science and Technology Studies. 

9	 These ideas also explain Tim Ingold’s critique of the designation “Multispecies Ethnography.” In-
gold argues that the use of the term species in this designation conceptually subverts the process 
of joint becoming and transforming (Ingold 2013a). It is precisely in the course of interaction that 
the various species emerge in the first place, species that are, of course, in a state of continual 
change. The expression is used here regardless of this critique, in the knowledge that it entails a 
degree of conceptual blurring.
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of crisis, from the accelerated extinction of species and climate change through to 
water scarcity – is getting us into increasing difficulties. 

Multispecies Ethnography (and the new areas of research associated with it) 
does indeed represent nothing short of a paradigm change, a new field of work with 
an altered perspective. Anthropologist Tim Ingold also more or less formulated the 
task of a European Ethnology that seeks to extend its perspective beyond human 
actors as part of the broad family of anthropology when he noted that organisms are 
shaped within fields of relationships, held by the rivers, mélanges and transmuta-
tions of materials. Each ‘being’ is, thus, a ‘becoming’ in a line that stretches from 
the past into the future. Ingold’s concern is with growing (Ingold 2013) and – as we 
must add from the title of another of his books – with making (Ingold and Hallam 
2014). What we need to do is understand the constant growing and making in terms 
of its logics and possibilities. It is about considering how a society works that has 
expanded to include a concern with the changing interlinkages between different 
species. 

Ingold’s notion of continual doing and making is suited like no other to analyze 
rural economies in particular. And this, in turn, brings us to the highly connec-
tive nature of the research field: Multispecies Ethnography is potentially capable 
of connecting cultural studies and the social sciences with the biological sciences 
and applied environmental and agricultural sciences. It contributes richly to every 
area of work in European Ethnology, which I shall show briefly in the following by 
reference to several of these areas. The following are addressed as examples of the 
general argument: Cultural analysis of space, of the rural, of gender relations and 
the field of narrative culture, all of which are particularly rich in meanings when it 
comes to the shared becoming of carp and others in Franconia. 

At the same time, I think it is sensible to consider expanding the field of re-
search of the so-called “Blue Humanities” (Gillis 2013) which currently focus on the 
maritime context. While the Blue Humanities have so far focused essentially on the 
relationality between human life and the world’s oceans, I am keen to extend this in 
the form of an anthropology of aqua-nature-cultures.10 This extended and expanded 
field of research would be dedicated specifically to water as a contact zone between 
humans and other living creatures, whether in the form of lakes, ponds, rivers, 
streams or, indeed, the oceans.11 In view of the recent EU announcement regarding 
the deteriorating quality of European water bodies (European Environment Agency 

10	 Taking up ideas from the NatureCultures lab in Bremen (Gesing et al. 2019).
11	 As part of the Würzburg research symposium “Water, Air and Earth. Shared Becoming in Natures-

cultures 1” on November 12, 2018, European ethnologist Sven Bergmann gave a lecture entitled 
“Speculative Ecologies of the Plastisphere: Anthropological Problematizations on the Occurrence 
of Microplastic in the Sea,” in which he pointed out that oceanic research conducted within 
cultural studies and social sciences generally looks at the sea from the standpoint of the land. The 
aim here is, in the medium term, to place water at the center as a zone of contact.
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2018), such an expanded scope could serve to focus the minds of researchers and 
publics alike on these kinds of problems. One area that also needs to be considered 
more than it has been to date, not only in this respect but also regarding other 
issues mentioned in the following, is pond farming. Considered to be a so-called 
special culture due to its assumed marginality, it has been largely overlooked in the 
context of previous research programs, as, indeed, have fish and other inhabitants of 
water bodies, such as crustaceans and mollusks12 (Boix 2012; Lasner 2018), whether 
in the agricultural sciences, the life sciences, the social sciences or cultural studies.

In the following, I will outline five provisional responses to the question hinted 
at in the title regarding what carp do to Franconians, each of which deserves a closer 
look as part of detailed research.13 Due to the considerable significance of regional 
cultural analysis and regional ethnography, special attention will be paid here to the 
shared creation of space.

Carp make space 
Franconia is a region that is continually being produced. This is by no means any-
thing special – after all, every region is produced in some way or another; it is the 
result of everyday practices, to put it in terms of European Ethnology (Rolshoven 
2003). In Würzburg, this awareness of the production of space was awakened early 
on by Wolfgang Brückner, who described our discipline at the time as a “social his-
tory of regional culture” (Brückner 1990). What is striking to strangers in Franconia 
is the amount of effort put here into producing the regional, effort also expressed 
in the frequency with which things are attributed to the region. Anyone traveling 

12	 In the context of human-animal studies, fish and other inhabitants of water bodies, such as 
crustaceans and mollusks, have received somewhat greater attention in the social sciences and 
cultural studies over the last few years. Research has also begun to focus, however, on fish in 
general (Balcombe 2018) and on specific species such as herring (Sonck-Rautio 2017; for a popular 
account, Teschke 2014), salmon (Autti 2017; Lien 2015) and horseshoe crabs (Moore 2017). In 
addition, studies have looked at specific practices, such as hunting and fishing, and at the view of 
animals underpinning these practices (Schmidt 2018). 

13	 This article draws on several months’ of exploratory research between spring and fall 2018, con-
ducted as a preliminary phase to further planned research. My special thanks go at this point 
to my student co-worker Pearl-Sue Carper, who supported me actively and highly effectively by 
doing all kinds of inquiry in this context. During this period, several excursions were undertaken 
to Franconian pond farms and relevant events, meetings were held with various experts, and a 
thematic collection of essays and objects was started. Unless stated otherwise, the information 
offered in this article is taken from this exploratory empirical work, noted down in, among other 
forms, field notes and notes taken during conversations. One interesting experience when it comes 
to planning further research was the response of an audience socialized in Franconia to the lecture 
given in Würzburg in early December: Some told stories about the pleasure of eating the fish, 
while others told of their resistance to consuming carp; there were anecdotes about carp in the 
family bathtub, about enjoying a swim in carp ponds and much more.
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through Franconia soon notices that whether it is a real estate agency or apple cake, 
pipe installation, cabaret or cuisine, the Franconian aspect is always emphasized. 
It has to be Franconian and Franconian means ‘good.’ This special passion for all 
things regional and for ‘our very own…’ can be explained by looking back in history, 
for example, to the struggles for autonomy led by the merchant classes in the 19th 
century, a struggle which, especially in these parts, left many a need unfulfilled 
(Blessing 2006).

Multispecies Ethnography assumes that it is not just humans who create space 
but other living beings as well. The Franconian pond landscapes in the Aischgrund 
area, near the Steigerwald forest, and in the southern part of Lower Franconia are 
regarded as a matter of course as cultural landscapes shaped by human hand, and 
yet they are also the result of the activities of many living creatures and materi-
alities and, hence, are ‘cultural-natural landscapes’ (KulturenNaturenlandschaften). 
Landscapes can also be described as historically evolved multispecies landscapes 
that have emerged out of various webs of life in which humans and other than 
humans interact and bring forth one another repeatedly (Tsing 2012: 144, 2015). 
This, incidentally, is also what constitutes their specific character, as the web of life 
in question is always woven a little differently depending on region and locality. 
Carp in Franconia play a key role in this respect  – tireless workers toiling away 
underground, keeping the ponds in good condition and preventing the buildup of 
sedimentation. Through their constant ongoing work with the ponds, carp and hu-
mans alike create and maintain a habitat that sustains their own existence and that 
of many other species. Franconia is a particularly dry region; its ponds perform an 
especially important function as reservoirs and exert a positive influence on the 
microclimate.

Thus, in a shared process of making and growing, growing and making, a 
landscape emerges which can be experienced not just visually, as it goes through 
the changes of seasons, but also through its specific sounds, smells and tastes. 
As someone who moved to Franconia having been enculturated primarily in North 
Germany, the way ponds are dug into the middle of fields and meadows was just 
one of the things I found strange. Another was the special soundscapes that can 
be heard here. In springtime, the Aischgrund area, for example, is filled with the 
croaking of frogs and toads, the singing of numerous birds, the splashing of jumping 
fish, the humming of wild bees and honeybees – a quite specific sound that I had 
never heard quite in that way before. At the height of Summer, by contrast, thinly 
populated areas are uncannily quiet: The occasional splash of a jumping fish is 
accompanied at most by the humming of the generator attached to the ventilation 
systems that increase the flow of oxygen through the ponds. Wild plants and herbs 
growing by the wayside acquire an intensive aroma due to the aridity and heat – wild 
chamomile, for example, can be smelt even when one is just strolling through the 
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countryside. The hot sun makes the fruit that grow on the trees in the middle of the 
pond landscape – plums, for example – especially sweet. These impressions make 
it easy to comprehend how people who inhabit such spaces might develop a spe-
cific feeling of place based simply on these sense-based experiences, and that this 
awareness of place, incorporated early on in their life, might become a part of their 
identification with and locatedness within the landscape.14 This is also essential to 
the construction of what we understand as ‘rural’: As such, it is highly relevant for 
the new commission for cultural analysis of the rural recently established within the 
discipline of European Ethnology.

When it comes to defining this special sense of place more precisely, the carp 
proves to be helpful. The fact that people “in Lower Franconia prefer neither the 
rather thickset and highly arch-backed carp from the Nuremberg region nor the 
longer and less arched one from the Lusatian area, but rather the carp that is rough-
ly in the middle between these two” (Deschner 1958: 130) is an observation just as 
likely to be found in the fisheries journals published here as a report on regional and 
local types of carp originating from particular family-run fish breeding farms. Once 
again, it is via food culture that region and local space are negotiated. The human 
inhabitants of the Upper Palatinate, for example, maintain that they only export 
their carp to the East, whereas people in Franconia eat them for themselves (Angerer 
2017: 20). And although the official narrative proclaimed in the array of regional 
cookbooks and travel guides declares the carp to be a typical Franconian “national 
dish” alongside the Schäufele (‘little shovel’), a crisp-fried flat shoulder of pork,15 
here too, creative ideas are needed to maintain the popularity of carp consumption. 
In October 2018, for example, a restaurant located in the late medieval church castle 
in the Lower Franconian town of Hüttenheim offered a “carp trilogy.” The varied 
menu included not only “carp refined” but also fast food such as “crispy carp.”

As the fisheries official of a Franconian district told me during a conversation, 
fishbones pose a problem when it comes to marketing carp, though there is, he 
said, a bone-removing machine available, imported from the East. An experiment 
conducted by the author showed that, indeed, eating a carp prepared whole is an 
acquired skill. Displaying know-how when eating carp is one way of becoming an in-
tegrated Franconian. Among other things, the bones mean that the eater has to eat 
more slowly, which recent incomers to the region might also view as the Franconian 

14	 I learned a lot about this special identification with rural landscapes in the SIEF panel “Mov-
ing from, moving to, moving in the countryside: Ethnographic perspectives on rural mobilities,” 
organized by Lauri Turpeinen and other colleagues at the conference of the European Association 
of Social Anthropologists in August 2018 in Stockholm (accessed February 22, 2019. Available at: 
https://nomadit.co.uk/easa/easa2018/conferencesuite.php/panels/6450). I would like to take 
this opportunity to thank these colleagues for inviting me to participate in their panel. German 
speakers are also now able to gain access to this work via Jones (2019).

15	 E.g. Anonymous (2013); Bezirk Mittelfranken (2018); Dusik (2017); Fuchs (2017); Höllerl (2011).

https://nomadit.co.uk/easa/easa2018/conferencesuite.php/panels/6450
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‘art of living.’ This special art of living could, in turn, be understood as “wisdom from 
the periphery” (Kockel and McFadyen, forthcoming).

Carp not only make the space in which they themselves grow; they also build 
the foundation for the diverse ways in which that space is accorded value. At a time 
when cultural heritage is increasingly being accorded monetary and other values, 
carp is labeled as an item of regional cultural heritage and is sold as “Franconian 
carp,” “carp of the Francs” or “carp from Franconia,” thanks to EU directives that 
permit the special designation of produce from specific regions (Oberle 2019). The 
carp itself is Franconian, and Franconian means ‘good’ – little wonder, then, that 
other Franconian delicacies such as (Central) Franconian beer and (Lower) Fran-
conian wine are offered as a perfect accompaniment to carp. Beer mats in Central 
Franconia containing anecdotes about ponds associated with the beer one is drink-
ing are enough to make a stranger think they has just about landed in paradise.16

Franconian gastronomy traditionally offers carp as a seasonal product, espe-
cially during the months containing an ‘r’ in their name, that is, primarily during the 
months of autumn and winter. Carp, thus, become tourism workers in the process 
of marketing a region whose rurality is at once created and attributed value in the 

16	 ‘Nice stories’ (Scheene Geschichtn) beer mat from the Hofman Brewery in Pahres. Other breweries in 
Central Franconia also use images or references to the carp, including the Roppelt Brewery, which 
adorns its cellar beer with a carp logo (accessed February 22, 2019. Available at: http://www.
brauerei-roppelt.de/brauerei/). Thanks to my colleague in Würzburg, Matthias Schulz, for drawing 
my attention to this brewery.

Fig. 1. 
Coaster Hofmann Brewery,  
© Michaela Fenske

http://www.brauerei-roppelt.de/brauerei/
http://www.brauerei-roppelt.de/brauerei/
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context of ‘soft tourism.’ A visit to “romantic Franconia – carp country” is marketed 
in coffee table books as a special kind of experience (Arge 2010). A carp museum, 
carp bicycle trails, carp events and carp art simultaneously generate and illustrate 
the significance of the fish. When carp become a symbol of popular culture as well 
and are used, for example, to advertise a student party in Würzburg, it is clear that 
the animal enjoys regional popularity across varied sections of society.17 The carp 
has very much more to offer, however, as a source of food and income. 

Carp feed people, among others
Carp feed people and other living beings with their meat. But they also feed others 
in a broader sense by developing the foundations of a touristic use of space. What is 
more, they are part of a remarkably resilient rural economy.

Carp pond farming in Franconia is mainly done as a sideline, on a small scale, as 
a polyculture, and extensively − in other words, in precisely the way that agriculture 
allegedly can no longer afford to do in the face of pressure from globalization. It 
is true that pond farming faces considerable problems.18 These include the problem 
of encouraging younger people to become pond farmers. Hardly anyone from the 
younger generation wishes to enter the profession, which is not only associated with 
high risks, constant effort and considerable physical exertion, not only at harvest 
time, but also requires an enormous knowledge and a long period of training. Inten-
sive farming on crop fields surrounding the ponds, climate change (which exerts a 
huge influence on the local interplay between growing and making), and the strong 
competition from Eastern European pond farming communities also make life dif-
ficult for Franconia’s pond farmers. So far, Franconian producers have not benefited 
from the growing global spread of aquacultures, such as in the form of (urban) 
aquaponics,19 as an especially effective means of producing animal protein for a 
growing world population.20 When asked about this, agricultural experts explain it 
by reference to the business structure and orientation of Franconian pond farms and 
the marketing problems arising from taste preferences: These issues work against 
those who would work as full-time professionals in pond farming, which experts 
believe continues to be held up and cherished as a model in this sector.

17	 Kellerperle advertisement in Würzburg, May 2018. Thanks to Irina Arnold and Marlis Heyer for 
drawing my attention to this advertisement.

18	 Here as elsewhere my comments are also based on a cursory review of the journal Fischer & 
Teichwirt (‘Fisherman and Pond Farmer’) from Volume 24 (1973) onwards; Bätzing (2013); Hubert 
(1991); Krappmann (2000); Oberle (2017).

19	 In this new form of agricultural business, vegetable growing is done in conjunction with the 
production of animal protein in the form of fish. Given a growing global population, aquaponics is 
considered to be a sustainable form of food production, especially in built-up urban areas (Frisch 
2014).

20	 E.g. Cooke et al. (2016); Fischgesundheit (2014); Steffens (2008); Straka (2017).
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Having said this, however, one might well ask, considering fisheries expert Josef 
Paukner’s ideas (1992: 51, 2005), whether the intrinsic logic of this economic sec-
tor – often viewed even by experts themselves as being ‘backward’ – might not, after 
all, harbor a certain potential that actually fits well currently with future scenarios: 
Minimizing risks by operating a mixed economy and polyculture, for example; build-
ing on sustainable niche economies with a seasonal and regional orientation; and 
using resources extensively and, thus, sparingly (Troell et al. 2014). These aspects 
are reflected in the quality of the products as well as in the impacts of their produc-
tion on the environment. The kind of industrialized production of salmon where 
monoculture and, in some cases, the frequent use of antibiotics is commonplace, 
at any rate, is inconceivable in Franconian carp production (Fischermann et al. 
2018). The latter also provides a range of services to wider society, such as water 
storage and the regulation of water run-off (identified by Deschner 1958), climate 
protection, the provision of land for sport, leisure and recreation, environmental 
education, and nature and species conservation. Here, too, pond farmers, carp and 
others are important service providers serving the interests of society. Whether or 
not these broader services to society might contribute directly to local business in-
comes alongside selling fish, offering gastronomic delicacies or leasing water bodies, 
currently still seems to be an open question for society and politicians alike. 

Given the decline in shallow water zones throughout Germany, Franconian carp 
ponds assume a special role in nature and species conservation, not least regarding 
a number of conflicts recently associated with the return of certain species. 

Carp support other animals and plants 
The ponds cared for by carp and humans alike have become a place of refuge for rare 
animals and plants in a landscape otherwise dominated by agricultural monocultures 
and intensification. In addition to otters and cormorants, ospreys, red and black 
kites, kingfishers, dunlins and many species of insects and amphibians have been 
observed in and near the ponds (Fischer und Teichwirt 1973). These all play a part 
in growing and making, and all of them benefit from the work done by carp and 
humans, even as they themselves have their own impacts on the community around 
them.21 The return of several previously thought to be extinct species or ones which 
had been driven out in the 19th and early 20th century, a process supported by 
species conservation, is currently leading to many a heated debate at the start of 

21	 In line with studies conducted by Vinciane Despret (2014) and others, making and growing in rural 
economies is seen here as a multiple process engaged in by various actors. In this new reading, 
animals, humans and plants are just as involved as bacteria, microbes and other materialities. In 
this connection, a new understanding of work is currently being debated. Anthropologists Sarah 
Besky and Alice Blanchette wonder, for example, what this means in times of precarious work and 
the growing redundancy of human workforces (2018).
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the 21st century. Carp are, thus, in the focus of the current dispute over the ‘right 
to return’ of animal species that are legally protected in principle. 

Some animal returnees, such as cormorants and otters, are not especially wel-
come among pond farmers, because their presence poses a competitive challenge to 
pond farming interests. They assume the role in carp ponds that wolves currently do 
in other landscapes. Once they acquire a taste for the fish, they can wreak consider-
able damage in a fish pond.22 When this occurs, it is once again the very actors that 
are already struggling with economic difficulties and the problems of their work not 
being seen and appreciated who are shouldering the costs of supporting the return 
of endangered species, a support willed by the public and confirmed in policy. How 
best to deal with these returnees is a matter of contestation and dispute in every 
place it arises, and their integration is also the object of ongoing negotiation within 
Franconian multispecies societies. Here, too, the coexistence of species unfamiliar 
to one another is part of an open-ended learning process. 

In terms of the people who work in farming, this process of negotiation and 
learning shows, like few other areas, that domestication has become inscribed not 
only in the meat and fibers of the animals and plants concerned but also in the bod-
ies of the people involved (Lien 2015). The benevolent attention brought to bear at 
the start of any process of domestication and increasingly referred to in the context 
of human-animal and human-plant relationships, even in German-speaking coun-
tries, as “caring” has also come to shape the humans involved, precisely because of 
the diverse practices associated with it (Fenske 2019). One of the consequences of 
this is that all living beings belonging to a household are deemed worthy of protec-
tion because, among other things, the humans involved identify with them, as the 
shared pond (in the case of carp), the shared growing and becoming has generated 
incorporated bonds of the closest kind, often over generations. This is one of the 
reasons (the main one, in my view) why some human actors find it so very difficult 
to integrate the impacts associated with the return of otters, wolves and others into 
the respective multispecies society. It is also why financial compensation – even if it 
can be obtained in a relatively non-bureaucratic manner – may only partially serve 
to compensate for the losses suffered.

In addition to all this, though, carp also make a key contribution to the nego-
tiation of social orders among humans. 

22	 According to the accounts of the humans involved in each case, otters and wolves behave in simi-
lar ways, to the extent that both species sometimes traumatize whole stocks of the animals they 
hunt in rural economies and severely injure many animals in the course of the hunt. Accounts of 
beavers illustrate that their building activities are regarded as problematical because the edifices 
they build can, for example, in some instances, constitute a massive intervention in the course of 
rivers. 
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Carp make men 
Gender is not a straightforward category in Late Modernity either. Just how prob-
lematic the image of what it means to be a man has clearly become, in Germany too, 
in the age of the #MeToo debate can be seen from the fact that a recent edition of 
the German Spiegel magazine was dedicated to the issue under the heading “When 
is a man a man?”. In an almost worried tone, the magazine discusses, among other 
things, therapeutic treatments for those disconcerted by their masculinity (Gutsch 
2018). Certain practices have proven to be especially helpful when it comes to re-
hearsing and confirming roles deemed to be masculine. One of these is hunting, 
which − rather like keeping and caring for bees prior to the boom in urban beekeep-
ing − up until recently, was practiced primarily by men in Central Europe. Against 
the background of the current uncertainty, it is not surprising that hunting animals 
is enjoying growing popularity among the members of mainstream society.23

Outwitting, overpowering and killing a chosen animal, while, at the same time, 
testing and overcoming one’s own limitations enables the persons concerned to 
experience themselves in a way that, thanks to the corresponding role attribution, 
reinforces a masculine gender identification. However, Tim Ingold has pointed out 
that hunting simultaneously forges a connection with the hunted, making hunters 
and prey, in a way, a single entity (Ingold 1994). And this is what is especially 
interesting when it comes to the creation of gender: In the well-known English-style 
angling sport known as ‘catch and release,’ the carp is highly popular as an adversary 
on account of its fighting capacity, strength, cunning and endurance. ‘Catch and 
release,’ also practiced in Franconia especially by young men, involves the anglers 
hunting preferably large, old carp that are famous for their strength, so-called ‘char-
acter fish,’ as they are known in these circles. The photographic documentation of 
trophy fish is just as important here as the detailed description of how the hunt was 
brought to a successful conclusion.24 This practice, however, violates existing animal 
rights laws and is prohibited in this country. Rostock rapper Marteria, who engaged 
in ‘catch and release’ in Würzburg, is probably not the only person to have been 
handed down a hefty fine for openly boasting about his catch in a YouTube video 
(Marteria 2017; Rapper 2018: 9).

23	 This is reflected, for example, in the growing acquisition of hunting licenses in Germany. For 
hunting in Europe generally, Outfox World (accessed February 23, 2019. Available at: https://
www.outfox-world.de/news/wo-die-jagd-in-europa-am-populaersten-ist.html). 

24	 From the comparatively large number of digital accounts from anglers themselves, for example, 
the online magazine carp.de (available at: https://www.carp.de/), which has since been updated 
and no longer contains the older reports found when accessed on October 30, 2018; also carp con-
nect (accessed January 10, 2020; available at: https://www.carp-connect.com/), blinker (accessed 
January 10, 2020; available at: https://www.blinker.de/karpfenangeln/), Fisch & Fang (accessed 
January 10, 2020; available at: https://fischundfang.de/).

https://www.carp.de/
https://www.carp-connect.com/
https://www.blinker.de/karpfenangeln/
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Once again, then, the production of gender – as has repeatedly been shown in 
European ethnological gender research – is brought about via sport as a key bodily 
practice (Kestler-Joosten 2015; Kienitz 2016), in this case, with an animal partner 
(linguistically gendered masculine in German) that is firmly anchored in the relevant 
cultural context. Or should we also, like the author of the Fischbüchlein (‘Little 
Book of Fish’) in the 17th century mentioned at the beginning of this piece, switch 
gender attributions and speak instead of the carp as a partner (gendered feminine)? 
As the (male) angler fights the carp to reel it in, the fish mutates, as it were, into a 
female adversary that must be subdued.25 Barely anything illustrates this as vividly 
as the erotic carp calendar published in the Oldenburg Münsterland region of Lower 
Saxony, which, year on year, shows sexually attractive women with carp – a page 
a month containing two objectified materializations of male desire.26 It is not as if 
there is any lack of sophisticated aids, either: When subduing carp, anglers make use 
of a wide range of the most ingenious techniques and technologies, while all kinds 
of bait and hooks are kept at the ready in addition to various sporting equipment. 
One is led to conjecture that these technologies also assist anglers in creating and 
maintaining the difference between themselves and the fish, a difference needed to 
fight it, thereby making the practice of angling (common in Germany) possible in 
the first place (Schmidt 2018).

Masculinity is not the property of just one gender, however. Current research 
in rural lifeworlds suggests, for example, that there is such a thing as female mas-
culinity (Oltmanns 2015). More and more women currently engaging in hunting and 
making use of similar techniques and trappings as men27 serve to underscore the 
hypothesis. Such observations, of course, call into question the clear-cut nature 
of gender relationships desired by some actors. Once again, gender proves to be, 
among other things, a matter of practices. Not least, it is the practice of narrating, a 
subject of European Ethnology research from its very beginnings, that assumes huge 
importance here, as it does more generally in the process of conceiving new worlds. 
The Franconian carp plays a part in this too.

25	 Karl Braun analyzed a comparable situation in the context of Spanish bullfighting (1991, 1997). 
On the particular brand of rural masculinity both displayed and produced in angling: Bull (2009).

26	 On the 2018 edition of the calendar: Pöhler (2018); on its popularity: e.g. Berkholz (2017).
27	 For a general consideration of the issue with Austria as an example: Wührer (2017); looking at 

angling in particular, the now no longer accessible webpage of carp.de contained numerous reports 
about successful female anglers, e.g. about Lizette Bünder’s “exciting” fight with a carp called 
“Shoulders,” with which she set a new women’s world record in 2012 (accessed October 30, 2018. 
Available at: https://www.carp.de/news/allgemeine-news/1233-neuer-frauen-weltrekord.html).
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Carp take part in the conception of new worlds 
In an age of the narrative turn, people in Franconia also know the power of a good 
story, not least when it is a matter of enabling identifications and forging connec-
tions. Nowadays especially, running a successful business in multispecies societies is 
as much a matter of a good story as of having a good sense of story placement – one 
capable, for example, of making a carp dinner a tempting prospect. Given a broad-
based understanding of narrative culture, this includes everyday storytelling from 
face to face as much as stories portrayed in films, books, exhibitions and other public 
forms of representation (Marzolph and Bendix 2014). With such a broad concept of 
narrative culture, stories about Franconian carp can be discovered in many places. 

Various media present a narrative of the quality and goodness of carp; they in-
clude hunting narratives, which, for the most part, can perhaps be best understood 
as traditional adventure stories, and touristic narratives. The many fisheries and 
angling associations with their specialist publications constitute an environment 
especially rich in carp lore. Popular art,28 pictures, fountain sculptures, statues and 
monuments tell of the splendor, strength and beauty of the carp, emphasizing time 
and again the close connection between carp and humans; they tell of not only the 
finest hours of that connection but also the perils of coexistence between human 
and animal (Klupp, Schäfer, and Schütze 2016; Mück 1990). Countless film documen-
taries on Bavarian television similarly celebrate the diversity of life in the ponds, 
as do information boards set up at their edges. Lores and legends recall historically 
significant events. In children’s books such as The Carp with the Golden Scales, teach-
ers such as Maria Hirsch introduce children to the trials of human life, such as the 
experience of inequality, in this case, in the form of the heart-rending, unfulfilled 
love of a carp for the moon (Hirsch 2002). Exhibits in museum display cabinets tell 
us who belongs to the local multispecies society: Storks, carp, herons, cockles, frogs 
and ducks. They also tell us who does not belong: Otters and beavers, for example. 
And this is what it is all about initially: About repeatedly redefining and reproduc-
ing the order of things in the fishpond, about belonging, inclusion and, indirectly, 
exclusion. Franconia is narrated using carp as well.

More than all this, the harmless and sometimes amusing stories of carp and 
humans tell of life itself: They negotiate past, present and future. Research on nar-
rative culture, Literary Animal Studies (Borgards and Pethes 2013) and ecocriticism 
(Zapf 2016) make us aware once more of the world-shaping power of narratives, and 
carp in Franconia participate powerfully in this.

The question of what carp make of Franconians could be rendered fruitful 
in many other areas of European Ethnology. Research on food culture has already 

28	 These include, for example, the cartoons and drawings of Franz Swatosch (Aischgrund Carp Mu-
seum 2010).
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been touched on as part of the production of space; changes in culinary tastes and 
stubbornly resistant stereotypes, such as the ‘mustiness’ of carp meat would be an 
interesting topic in this context. Carp could be a topic in research on Europeaniza-
tion, just as it could in an anthropology of the political – all it would take is a brief 
conversation with pond farmers to register the power of policies on the everyday 
processes of making and becoming in the ponds.

Thus, the globally present carp is an ideal research partner in European Ethnol-
ogy because it renders comprehensible the interwovenness of human becoming in 
many different ways.

A fitting fish for European Ethnology 
In the course of a shared becoming and making, carp spawn Franconians and Fran-
conians spawn carp. Their rapid growth in the warm Franconian sun, the constant 
care, cooperation and competition that goes on  – all these facilitate life in the 
multispecies societies described here. Looking at the carp, then, invites us to think 
fundamentally about the interplay between multispecies societies and about how 
their positive effects, for example, in view of a desire for social and biological diver-
sity, might be reinforced: How food security can be achieved in times of a growing 
world population, how best to deal with climate change, what ways there might be 
of producing food in a sustainable way, and how peripheral areas are attributed (also 
monetary) value. If rural societies and economies are acquiring special relevance 

Fig. 2. 
Franconian multispecies society, 

interpreted by the museum in Schlüsselfeld,  
© Michaela Fenske
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again in the face of the challenges of our time (Göttsch 2018), then carp pond farm-
ing is a part of this – in Franconia as much as in North Germany, in Lusatia, in the 
Czech Republic and elsewhere. 

Research on these and other multispecies societies with their different logics 
and opportunities has become part of the work addressed by European Ethnology. 
Whether it be in Franconia, Lower Saxony, Lusatia, on the Czech border or in Pod-
gorica in Montenegro,29 whether it be in the present or the past, time and again 
the key issue is that of the specifics of the multispecies societies we study, which 
both appropriate spaces for themselves and are the prime movers in producing such 
spaces. Multispecies Ethnography and new fields of research associated with it in the 
international anthropologies make it possible once again for European Ethnology 
to fulfil its aims in a rapidly changing world. In the field presented here, as indeed 
elsewhere, it is capable (to mention again a key aim of the discipline) of engaging in 
broad interdisciplinary collaboration as a means of helping to gain an understanding 
of the potential contained in societies and to contribute towards solving urgent 
problems of the present day. 
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