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Egon Freitag

“On living on in the memory of posterity” or “On a new 
scientific definition of the subject – beyond folklore studies” 
With and in memoriam of Wolfgang Jacobeit (1921–2018)*

The poet Christoph Martin Wieland gave a speech “On living on in the memory of 
posterity”1 in the Weimar Lodge “Anna Amalia” on October 24, 1812. In it, he expressed 
that the memory of a loved one was “the most natural consequence of excellent and 
everlasting merits” that they had acquired. Wolfgang Jacobeit’s life, in this sense, con-
sisted of “uninterrupted exercise and application of the noblest powers of [his] mind 
and the most beautiful sentiments and feelings of [his] heart“ (Wieland 1967: 160). As 
one of his students, I particularly like to think of the numerous inspiring and personally 
highly valuable encounters with him.

After Paul Nedo, together with Wolfgang Jacobeit, founded the correspondence 
course in ethnography at the Humboldt University in Berlin in 1966, it was mainly 
museologists with professional experience who were given the opportunity to study 
ethnography alongside their work in museums. After graduating from the “Fachschule 
für Museologen” (‘Polytechnical Institute for Museologists’), I worked at the “Agrarhis-
torisches Freilichtmuseum Alt Schwerin” (‘Open Air Museum for Agricultural History 
in Alt Schwerin’) and applied for one of the coveted places in the degree course. To my 
great delight, I was accepted and studied at the Humboldt University in Berlin from 
1971 to 1977. The ethnography department was located at Friedenstraße 3 in the Frie-
drichshain district. The lecturers who left a lasting impression on me were Wolfgang 
Jacobeit, Ute Mohrmann and Waltraud Woeller. After my studies, I was given the op-
portunity to join the “Museum für Volkskunde” (‘Folklore Museum’) in Berlin, which 
was directed by Wolfgang Jacobeit from 1972 to 1980. It was located on the Museum Is-
land in Berlin. Under Jacobeit’s leadership, the exhibition and collection concept were 
reoriented to include more everyday history and contemporary folklore research. The 
exhibition “Großstadtproletariat. Zur Lebensweise einer Klasse” (‘Metropolitan Prole-
tariat. On the Way of Life of a Class’), which showed the social situation, and living and 

*	 This paper was first published in German in Zeitschrift für Volkskunde 2021, 117 (2): 238–241. The text 
and quotations in German have been translated by Dr. Stefanie Everke Buchanan.
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working conditions of the working class, based particularly on the example of Berlin 
between 1900 and 1914, is particularly noteworthy.

The Museum für Volkskunde’s exhibition space was essentially in the souterrain, 
under the Pergamon Altar, but our office, work and storage rooms were in the attic. 
There was no lift, so we had to go up and down 94 steps several times a day. Even in 2011, 
Wolfgang Jacobeit still mentioned this arduous climb in a letter and wrote: “I am really 
proud that despite the terribly long staircase […], we were able to present so much 
that was new and good” (Wolfgang Jacobeit to Egon Freitag, February 17, 2011). The 
historian Jürgen Kuczynski also came up these stairs several times to exchange ideas 
with Wolfgang Jacobeit about his book project “Geschichte des Alltags des deutschen 
Volkes” (‘History of the Everyday Life of the German People’), which was to comprise 
five volumes. For this purpose, Kuczynski used the profound knowledge of the folklor-
ist Jacobeit, who became an essential source of inspiration for him. Kuczynski writes in 
acknowledgement of this: 

“And if my efforts resulted in a publication at all, it was only because I had the constant 
support of Wolfgang Jacobeit, Director of the Folklore Museum, who is both entirely 
committed to the idea of the history of everyday life and has an excellent knowledge 
of the literature, as well as dealing with individual areas of everyday life of the German 
people in his lectures, and who has taken on such an important chapter in this book”. 
(Kuczynski 1980: 33) 

The chapter that Kuczynski refers to here is the contribution on “Arbeit und Arbeits
werkzeuge” (‘Work and Tools’). Independently of this, Jacobeit and his wife Sigrid later 
jointly wrote their own three-volume “Illustrierte Alltagsgeschichte des deutschen 
Volkes” (‘Illustrated Everyday History of the German People’) (Jacobeit and Jacobeit 
1985/1987 and 1995).

Wolfgang Jacobeit maintained international contacts with numerous museums 
and institutions in the Federal Republic of Germany, Austria, Hungary, France, the 
Czechoslovak Socialist Republic and Switzerland. He was a subject representative at the 
Societé Internationale d’Ethnologie et de Folklore (SIEF), president and vice-president 
of the International Organization of Agricultural Museums (AIMA) and numerous other 
bodies. Thanks to these connections, the specialized library of the Folklore Museum 
was very well stocked. Reflecting on the further effects of his international exchange 
on our work in the German Democratic Republic (GDR) at the time, Jacobeit wrote to 
me in 1982: “It is high time for a critical view, also from our side about the folklore 
romanticism: new insights from Schenda, Brückner and Moser!” (Wolfgang Jacobeit to 
Egon Freitag, 1982).

As my “Doktor-Vater,”2 Jacobeit supervised my dissertation on “Volkskundliche 
Bestrebungen in der zweiten Hälfte des 18. Jahrhunderts, dargestellt am Schaffen Wie-

2	 Literally: PhD Father, the German term for a PhD supervisor.
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lands, Herders, Goethes und Schillers” (‘Folklore Efforts in the Second Half of the 18th 
Century, Presented on the Example of the Works of Wieland, Herder, Goethe and Schil-
ler’), which I was able to defend on June 25, 1987, with the distinction “summa cum 
laude.”3 On that day, he presented me with his famous book “Schafhaltung und Schäfer 
in Zentraleuropa bis zum Beginn des 20. Jahrhunderts” (‘Sheep Farming and Shepherds 
in Central Europe up to the Beginning of the 20th Century’), which had been published 
in a second edition in the same year.

After the end of the GDR, the ethnography department was dissolved. The students 
and alumni of ethnography were very bitter about this. Wolfgang Jacobeit informed me 
about this and wrote to me on November 8, 1992:

“You will no doubt have heard by now that the area of the Friedenstraße has been liq-
uidated of everything that was once social and cultural historical folklore, and which 
was taught with great success for many years. Ms Wagner is the last of the old crew. 
[…] You can imagine how we feel. – But the 3rd volume [of the Illustrated Everyday 
and Social History] is ready. We recently sent the ms. to a Munich publisher. Keep your 
fingers crossed for us!”
(Wolfgang Jacobeit to Egon Freitag, November 8, 1992)

Despite the difficult experiences of the liquidation of the GDR institutions in his life, 
Jacobeit remained a creative spirit, actively involved in the development of the disci-
pline. Among other things, his autobiography (Jacobeit 2000) with a sequel (Jacobeit 
2016) bears witness to this.

In the last few years, Sigrid and Wolfgang Jacobeit regularly came to Weimar, my 
place of work. We visited numerous exhibitions and museums together, saw Goethe’s 
“Faust” at the German National Theater, visited the Goethe Park, the grounds at Tierfurt 
and Belvedere, and so on. The personal encounters and conversations were continued 
in Sigrid and Wolfgang’s adopted home of Fürstenberg. It was also a very special honor 
for me when Jacobeit attended my lecturers for the “International Summer School” in 
Neustrelitz, the last time being on September 5, 2017. In 2018, Sigrid and Wolfgang 
came to Weimar twice more, in January and in June. This was his last visit. Wolfgang 
was interested in the new “Bauhaus Museum,” which opened the following year, and in 
the planned “Museum of the Weimar Republic.”

He was restless to the end. As late as January 2018, he was planning a meeting 
with some of his students to rethink and reassess the subject definition of our disci-
pline. Four months before his 97th birthday, on January 11, 2018, he wrote me a very 
significant letter because in it, he also comments on the subject definition of folklore 
studies. It reads:

“Dearest friend, colleague etc. When I write to you this evening, it is at last to continue 
my Stegemann biography, which has cost me a lot of effort. […] I am sitting at my desk 

3	 The dissertation was published in parts in Freitag 1994 and 1999.
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and computer at home and have to do everything I wanted to do. – The main thing will 
be to find a new scientific definition of the subject – beyond folklore, to which we have 
to say goodbye, as H. Bausinger successfully did years before us by calling his work ‘Em-
pirical Cultural Studies’. I will stick to this, but phrase it differently, as a former student 
of W.-E. Peuckert, W. Steinitz, J. Kuczynski and thus also of Marxist thought. Do you 
know that the son of J. K. – Thomas, has recently published a new version of ‘Capital’ 
with almost 800 printed pages? Splendid!” (Wolfgang Jacobeit to Egon Freitag, January 
11, 2018)

It is highly regrettable that Wolfgang Jacobeit was unable to elaborate the new for-
mulation of “Empirical Cultural Studies” which he announced here in order to pass on 
his conceptual thoughts and drafts on the current identification of the subject matter. 
Wolfgang Jacobeit has had a lasting influence on modern ethnography, the basis of 
which, in his view, was marked by Karl Weinhold, Karl Lamprecht, Will-Erich Peuckert, 
Paul Nedo and others, and has thereby gained international esteem. We should also not 
forget his other highly diverse fields of activity in the areas of agricultural history and 
the history of tools, on work and economy, culture and the way of life, on sheep farming 
and shepherds, the history of everyday life, museology, the scientific theory of our dis-
cipline and many more. Who knows – perhaps a review of his unpublished manuscripts 
would reveal new impulses, pointing to a further way for our discipline into the future, 
enriching the debate around the name in an unforeseen way; all the while, mindful of 
the traditions into which Wolfgang Jacobeit was embedded  – and which he himself, 
like hardly anyone else, helped to shape through research, teaching and museum work.
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