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1	 Introduction

Schlag nach – Look up. This is the title of a particular series of small 
encyclopaedias, which along with the publishing of military maps enabled 
work even through World War II in one of the famous German publishers, 
the Bibliographische Institut A. G., Leipzig. This publishing house, since 
the early 19th century known for its Meyer Encyclopaedias, produced 
during the war small public educational works en masse. The Schlag 
nach – 100 grams light and 32 pages thin – presented information about 
warring nations, for instance about Poland, England, France, Scandinavia 
and Hungary. The little booklets gave dates and facts about the country in 
question in a very clearly structured way, mostly without any comment. 
For example: Every bigger town’s population structure and its development 
during the previous years are shown right next to the school system and 
the denominational percentage in particular parts of the country. 

It is conceivable, that the publisher tried to continue a kind of educational 
commission during the war. The Bibliographische Institut succeeded in 
presenting the most important information about the conquered territories 
and after all one can acknowledge territories as property only on condition 
that at least something is known about them. Therefore my first claim 
is, that by publishing these little reference books the publisher helped 
to fill gaps within common knowledge of other countries. By following 
the methods of the modern political history which use a wide idea of 
the term ›politic‹,1 I would also like to question whether the information 
and its setting were determined by the propaganda-interests of the Reich. 
This sort of text can be considered as encyclopaedic although it does 
not fit completely into the mould of a modern general encyclopaedia, 
lacking key aspects such as being alphabetically ordered.2 But it had the 
encyclopaedic intention to get people’s knowledge updated in a way that 
seemed to be objective.

Secondly, I will focus the publisher’s business with demands of the German 
Wehrmacht. The supreme command ordered straight deliveries of maps at 
the Bibliographische Institut, their main attention laid on the publisher’s 
cartographic facilities. But besides the production of military maps the 
Schlag nach as primary civilian booklets were now produced as so called 
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Schlag nach über Polen 
War, Business and Encyclopaedic Idea during World War II  
in Germany*

 *	 The following paper is part 
of some larger research work 
on encyclopaedias and general 
knowledge I do for my doctoral 
thesis at the University of Hei-
delberg.

1	 Conze, ›Moderne Politikge-
schichte‹; Frevert, Neue Poli-
tikgeschichte. The Theses can 
be followed with a widened 
comprehension of politics at 
the methodological level, see 
Mergel, Überlegungen.

2	 Concerning the difficulties 
with definitional fixing of ency-
clopaedic possibilities and con-
ditions see Michel, Ordnungen 
des Wissens; Herren/Michel, 
Unvorgreifliche Gedanken, see 
9–74 in this volume.

1	 Das Bibliographische Institut 
Leipzig hat während des Zwei-
ten Weltkriegs hauptsächlich 
kleine enzyklopädische Hefte, 
so genannte Schlag nach, und 
militärische Karten produziert. 
Im ersten Teil dieses Beitrags 
soll der Frage nachgegangen 
werden, ob die Schlag nach 
einem zivilen Bedürfnis der 
deutschen Bevölkerung nach 
scheinbar sachlichen Infor-
mationen über die besetzten 
und kriegführenden Staaten 
entsprachen. Im zweiten Teil 
werden dann die Interessen 
der Wehrmacht am Bibliogra-
phischen Institut und seinen 
Schlag nach sowie an seinen 
Fertigkeiten auf dem Gebiet der 
Kartenproduktion untersucht.
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Tornisterschriften for the use within the Wehrmacht. The booklets give 
an excellent overview about the infrastructure of each state, they contain 
information on where to be found which mineral resources and in which 
concentration; or the name of every trade ship, how many gross registered 
tons it was able to contain and where its home port was; how many 
telephone connections existed and how the postal service worked; how 
many kilometres air routes were possible and what the rail network was 
like. But they were not meant for waging a war or running an occupying 
power they should rather imagine the possibilities of the Reich.

2	 Business with the desire of information 	
	 on warring nations

Since its foundation in 1829 the Bibliographische Institut had specialised 
in publishing Meyer Encyclopaedias, the most famous German encyclopae-
dias alongside the Brockhaus. But furthermore the publisher was special-
ised in the production of maps respectively atlases and in publishing the 
Duden, the standard lexicon for German grammar.3 In 1936, the publishing 
house proudly claimed in advertisements on a new edition of the Meyer 
that it published das billigste deutsche Großlexikon.4 It was intended to 
contain 12 volumes, but in 1942, the production of the 8th edition grand 
Meyer stopped due to a paper shortage, and the last two volumes weren’t 
published anymore.5 However, already since the beginning of the war the 
publishing house had created a new line of business, which saved work 
until the end of the war: The production of Schlag nach, civilian atlases 
and military maps. 

The first Schlag nach published in 1938 hadn’t had the idea of giving 
information on warring nations in a small and cheap booklet yet. It was 
a hardcover reference book in one volume at the price of 4 Reichsmark, 
meant to present every kind of knowledge in tables, figures and graphics.6 
The idea came up by an outstanding bookseller, who proposed to publish 
tables and dates from already existing encyclopaedias in a smaller form. 
The managing director Otto Mittelsteadt remembered later on: Das Buch 
wurde in wenigen Monaten von der Lexikonredaktion nebenher fertig-
gestellt. Der besondere Dreh war: erstaunliche Tabellen mit möglichst viel 
Superlativen.7 After its complete success – the sales was at 100 000 copies 
during the fist year as Mittelstaedt remembered – the idea was spread on 
warring nations, the German Reich itself and on single years.8 The produc-
tion of the new, smaller Schlag nach on single countries at the price of 50 
Pfennig started in autumn 1939.9 In December the company’s magazine 
already reported on the production of the new Schlag nach as successful 
encyclopaedic booklets intended to serve civil information needs: Zwei 
Schlag nach! […] ein ›Schlag nach über Polen‹ und ein ›Schlag nach über 
England‹. Besonders Polen wurde in unvorstellbar kurzer Zeit geschrieben, 
gesetzt, gedruckt, gebunden und verkauft. Es war nicht ein Ausnutzen der 

3	 Concerning the history of the 
publishing house see: Hohlfeld, 
Bibliographische Institut; Kal-
höfer, 152 Jahre Meyer Lexika; 
Menz, Hundert Jahre Meyers 
Lexikon; Sarkowski, Bibliogra-
phische Institut. For the Duden 
see Puschner, Duden.

4	 BIFAB-Archive: Werbung 
1936. I had the great chance to 
see the publishers archive in 
Mannheim in autumn 2003. My 
thank goes to Marion Winken
bach who supported my re-
search project. 

5	 See Barbian, Literaturpolitik 
im ›Dritten Reich‹, 553–561, 
for the Reich’s conditions of 
admission on paper during 
the war.

6	 Schlag nach! Wissenswerte 
Tatsachen aus allen Gebieten, 
Leipzig 11938, 21939, 31941.

7	 BIFAB-Archive: Mittelsteadt, 
Geschichte BI, [126].

8	 At the end of this article see 
a complete list of all Schlag 
nach published until 1945.

9	 In comparison with other 
encyclopaedic books the Schlag 
nach were very cheap. So Mey-
ers Lexikon in synthetic leather 
cost 15.– RM per volume, see 
the pricelist: Werke des Ver-
lages Bibliographisches Institut 
A. G., 1937.

2	 Die Schlag nach dienten der 
Steuerung von Wissen, Bildung 
und Information innerhalb der 
deutschen Zivilbevölkerung 
über die belanglos scheinende 
Hülle von ›Allgemeinbildung‹. 
Die Zusammenarbeit des 
Bibliographischen Instituts mit 
den Zensurbehörden funk-
tionierte ebenso gut wie die 
Anpassungen des Betriebes an 
die Forderungen der Deutschen 
Arbeitsfront, so dass in den 
ersten Kriegsjahren sowohl den 
wirtschaftlichen Interessen des 
Verlages als auch den propa-
gandistischen Absichten des 
Reiches gedient war.
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Kriegskonjunktur, sondern diente einem ernsten Informationsbedürfnis des 
deutschen Menschen, der ein tiefes, ernstes und sachliches Verständnis 
zu dem Problem hat.10 The publisher started from the idea of fulfilling a 
specific public desire for information on these states. Therefore the knowl-
edge in these booklets had a particular function: to serve as a collective 
internalization of current events. In 1943 the company’s magazine Meyers 
Nachrichten reported retrospectively  with a similar intention: Noch 1939 
waren einige Schlag-nach-Hefte (über Polen, England, Frankreich und Russ
land) erschienen, die einem ernsten und dringenden Informationsbedürfnis 
des Publikums entsprachen. Ihnen folgten im Jahre 1940 7 weitere Hefte 
über vom Krieg unmittelbar oder mittelbar betroffene Staaten.11 The Schlag 
nach as well as the new publishing of a civilian war-atlas12 were meant 
to inform the German people about countries supposed to belong sooner 
or later to the ›Reich‹. Against the background of the cruel ideology of the 
German ›Lebensraum‹ it was enormously important, which natural and 
economic resources in the East were to be expected and if the railway 
worked over there; knowledge in the form of statistics and tables on a little 
space became a practical aspect in future.

The censorship of books was a subject of the Reichsschrifttumskammer 
belonging to the Reichsministerium für Volksaufklärung und Propaganda 
which handed some fields of pre-censorship to the so called Parteiamt
lichen Prüfungskommission zum Schutze des NS-Schrifttums (PPK).13 The 
subjects of this commission were general encyclopaedias and reference 
books. The censorship provided that the F. A. Brockhaus publisher as well 
as the Bibliographische Institut had to publish complete articles for several 
encyclopaedias that had been written on payment of a fee by the staff of 
the PPK.14 Even if censoring files are scarcely handed down there aren’t 
any signs that the booklets Schlag nach had been censored. 

Years later Otto Mittelstaedt, who was the sole member of the board of 
management during the war, might remember that he had permanently 

10	September 1939, in: Mey-
ers Nachrichten, vol. 5/2 (10. 
10.1939), 1f.

11	10 Jahre nationalsozialis-
tischer Aufbau im Bibliogra-
phischen Institut 1933–1943, 
in: Meyers Nachrichten, vol. 
9/3 (30.01.1943), 7.

12	See Meyers neuer Volksatlas. 
Ein Kartenwerk zum Verständ-
nis des Zeitgeschehens (1941), 
a second edition appeared in 
1942. In 1941 the first edition 
was also published in a special 
edition for soldiers under the 
title Soldatenatlas in the series 
of the Tornisterschriften (as 
issue 39).

13	For the different departments 
and authorities as well as for 
its disputes about responsi-
bilities see in the main: Aigner, 
Indizierung ›schädlichen und 
unerwünschten Schrifttums‹ 
and Barbian, Literaturpolitik 
im ›Dritten Reich‹.

14	See the position of the deputy 
leader of the PPK, Karl-Heinz 
Hederichs, on an audit certifi-
cate (27.08.1936), in which he 
explains the proceeding of cen-
sorship of encyclopedias. BArch 
NS 11/8,  Revision der PPK 
durch das Reichsrevisionsamt 
der NSDAP für den Revision-
sabschnitt 1.7.1936–13.10.1938; 
See also BArch PK (former-
ly BDC) 317, Jürgen Soenke, 
10.10.1907, 2262. (Soenke has 
been member of the PPK; a col-
lected document in his personal 
file shows that he confirmed the 
proceeding in October 1940.)

Meyer’s 8th edition (1936–1942): Meeting of the editorial stuff in 1939
Picture: Menz, Hundert Jahre Meyers Lexikon, 64–65.
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stationed one member of staff in Berlin to ensure that the interests of the 
company were supported during the war.15 Without any doubt Mittelstaedts 
memoirs from the late 1970s are difficult from the point of historical re-
search but they nevertheless proof, that the company was considered to be 
trustworthy by the National Socialist regime. Otto Mittelstaedt (1902–1981) 
leaded the firm about 40 years from 1933 to 1972, shortly interrupted in 
the postwar period whilst the company in Leipzig had been dispossessed 
and transferred its head office to Mannheim.16 He never made a secret of 
having had a good business and settled balances during the war and of his 
position as member of the functional elites17 having played a stabilising 
role for running the system.

The publisher was capable of carrying out sensitive tasks. In 1939 it 
engaged nearly 1000 employees and counted therefore as a medium-sized 
company.18 The publisher was highly ranked in the Deutsche Arbeitsfront 
(DAF) and at an early stage the management understood the ideas of the 
DAF as a chance to introduce various company innovations and, therefore, 
efforts were made to meet the sociopolitical demands.19 An example is the 
publishing of the said company’s magazine Meyers Nachrichten in which 
the national socialists zeitgeist of the ›Volksgemeinschaft‹ was praised, 
but by showing every social improvement the paper made also sure the 
loyalty of the working class to the company.20 The publishing house was 

15	BIFAB-Archive: Otto Mit-
telstaedt, Geschichte des BI, 
[136]. 

16	Sarkowski, Bibliographi
sches Institut, 297f., shows 
owners and (since becomming 
a stock corporation in 1915) the 
supervisory board and direc-
tors between 1829–1976. For 
biographical information on 
Otto Mittelstaedt see Brauer, 
Otto Mittelstaedt. 

17	Lüdtke, Funktionseliten.

18	In 1938 the hundred largest 
companies in Germany had 
more than 7000 employees; 
at this time not only the clas-
sical industrial and armament 
companies had been power-
ful, but also sewing machines 
from Singer and porcelain from 
Rosenthal. See Fiedler, 100 
größten Unternehmen.

19	The company didn’t get the 
highest honouring from the 
DAF, the recognition as ›NS-
Musterbetrieb‹, but several 
times the ›Gaudiplom für her-
vorragende Leistungen‹ and 
awards for best professional 
training, which each were per-
manent parts of the National 
Socialist’s productivity checks, 
too. See Meyers Nachrichten, 
vol 6/1 (27.05.1940), title page; 
vol. 7/3 (May 1941), title page; 
vol. 8 /4 (1942, no date), title 
page; vol. 9/3 (30.01.1943), 1–7. 
Friedländer et al, Bertelsmann 
im Dritten Reich, 335–353, 
show the DAF’s guidelines in 
general and for the C. Bertels-
mann publisher in Gütersloh 
in special.

20	As for connections between 
social attitudes and produc-
tivity, between ›Volksgemein-
schaft‹, working class and DAF 
see Frei, Führerstaat, 105–113; 
concerning the role of company 
magazines during the period of 
the ›Third Reich‹ see Michel, 
Fabrikzeitung, 275–398. 

In 1938 the conversion of the roof truss started. It was planned to erect a 
garden, a terrace and even a swimming pool for the workface. Some plans 
had been realised before the building was destroyed in December 1943.
Picture: Meyers Nachrichten, vol. 3/11 (1.4.1938), title page.
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›linientreu‹, which means loyal to the party line. But this alone did not 

guarantee economic survival, even more so after the proclamation of the 

›total war‹. Already after 1942, paper for the production of books was only 

available with special permission of the propaganda ministry. As a result 

connections to several positions in state and military became incredibly 

important and an underground black market of paper was flourishing.21 

Obviously Mittelstaedt’s intermediary in Berlin could influence the persons 

responsible, because the company – firming as a stock corporation during 

the whole time – produced books, maps and booklets throughout the war 

and even the last number of the company’s magazine Meyers Nachrichten 

was published in February 1945.

Steering knowledge in a particular direction is never only done by a state 

or a political power. There must have been a need of cultural orientation 

within the national socialist’s context, eventually the Schlag nach should 

have sold two million copies.22 Otto Mittelstaedt also verifies in his later 

memories something that nowadays could be called a ›civil propaganda 

need‹. He doubts the correctness of the superlative numbers in the tables in 

the Schlag nach and emphasizes a readers’ great demand for information.23 

The cause of this demand was not only people’s interest in the later possi-

bilities of the German Reich but also people’s effort to compare themselves 

with other countries and consequently it became an authorization of terri-

ble action that had been committed.24 The need for justification can be read 

not only from quite harmless generous comparisons with other countries, 

for instance by references to the Soviet Press, which lies ausschließlich 

in den Händen des Staates bzw. der kommunistischen Partei.25 Regarding 

the high demand for these booklets the society shows a Janus’ face, for 

instance by reporting on the situation of black people in the United States: 

Ehen von Weißen und Negern sind streng verpönt. Neger dürfen nicht die 

gleichen Eisenbahn- und Straßenbahnwagen, Hotels, Theater, Schulen, 

Kirchen usw. benutzen wie die Weißen. Auch geistig hochstehenden Negern 

oder ›Beinahe-Weißen‹, die nur einen Tropfen Negerblut besitzen, wird 

gesellschaftliche Gleichberechtigung kaum eingeräumt.26 

Due to this note Schlag nach can be characterized as political, but the term 

›politics‹ should be used in a wide sense. Politics on books and libraries 

always played a decisive role in occupying countries and destroying their 

national memory in the totalitarian context of the 20th century.27 A wide 

idea of politics is moreover very close to the contemporary comprehension, 

for instance in the course of the impending cold war. The Schlag nach – not 

censured in the ›Third Reich‹ – were on the first list of books edited by 

the Soviet military administration on 1. April 1946 containing books that 

had to be removed form libraries and bookstores immediately. In contrast 

to that even in the last supplement edited in 1952 there weren’t any large 

general encyclopaedias and reference books on the list28 – but they had all 

passed the official censoring by the PPK. These encyclopaedic compiled 

21	Friedländer et al, Bertels-
mann im Dritten Reich, 412 
and 464; see also Bühler/Si-
mons, Geschäfte des Matthias 
Lackas.

22	BIFAB-Archive, Mittelstaedt, 
Geschichte des BI [134].

23	BIFAB-Archive, Mittelstaedt, 
Geschichte des BI [126, 132].

24	But it is not possible to look 
on the Schlag nach as a step 
on the ›Imagined communities‹, 
because »nationalism thinks 
in terms of historical desti-
nies, while racism dreams of 
eternal contaminations, trans-
mitted from the origins of time 
through an endless sequence 
of loathsome copulations: out-
side history.« See Anderson, 
Imagined communities, 149. 
See also Gentile, Sacralisation 
of Politics.

25	Schlag nach über die Sow-
jetunion, 1941, 17.

26	Schlag nach über Vereinigte 
Staaten von Amerika, 1941, 7. 

27	See Fabian, Book in the to-
talitarian context.

28	Liste der auszusondernden 
Literatur 1946, 360. There is 
only one further reference 
book listened, the one-vol-
ume Taschen-Brockhaus zum 
Zeitgeschehen from 1941 (415).  
The following supplements 
name approx. 38 700 titles to be 
sifted out, but there aren’t other 
encyclopaedias mentioned; see 
under the same title: Erster 
Nachtrag nach dem Stand vom 
1. Januar 1947, Zweiter Nach-
trag nach dem Stand vom 1. 
September 1948, Dritter Nach-
trag nach dem Stand vom 1. 
April 1952. Concerning causes 
on the list see Schaaf, Deutsche 
Bücherei, 70.
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booklets served to circulate the ideology of the NS-Regime in a subliminal 
way and offered justifications of the behaviour in public.29 

3	 Books and maps for the use of the 	
	 German Wehrmacht

From 1939, the supreme command edited several series of books, one of 
them were the so-called Tornisterschriften des OKW, intended as a vade 
mecum for the soldiers.30 Most of the titles published were already known 
as several civil editions, and quite often it was a Schlag nach or a map31 
published by the Bibliographische Institut. Regarding the business for the 
German Wehrmacht and books for the combat unit the publisher had a 
privileged position because it could deliver directly and was not forced 
to sell its books on the usual way at special bookstores for the front.32 
But even without its straight deliveries to the OKW the Bibliographische 
Institut had published books to the huge amount of 10 Million copies for 
the front,33 which is remarkable for a publisher not printing the official 
material for propaganda campaigns.34 In producing books for the military 
book trade it was ranked third, together with the publisher W. Kohlhammer 
in Stuttgart. Both were surpassed in publishing books for the Wehrmacht 
by C. Bertelsmann in Gütersloh and the NSDAP publisher Franz Eher 
Nachf. in Berlin/Munich.35 

Huge orders of the Wehrmacht were a ›brilliant business‹ for the Biblio
graphische Institut. In November 1940 the package rooms of the publishing 
house weren’t sufficient any longer for the Tornisterschriften; according 
to the company’s magazine the booklets were produced in high editions 
and meant for a large sale. On scales they had already changed from a 
hundredweight to tons: Oft laufen 10 verschiedene Hefte nebeneinander, 
insgesamt mehrere Tonnen warten täglich darauf, in Feldpostpakete ver-
packt zu werden. Gerechnet wird nur noch in Postwagen, Lastzügen und 
Eisenbahnwaggons.36 The civil editions had gone into mass production, 
too, and now the Tornisterschriften gave the soldiers an idea of the land 
they were actually fighting against; finally, the publisher helped the char-
ismatic rule to become a part of every day life.37

But it is not evident how the supreme command of the German Wehrmacht 
precisely made use of Schlag nach, last but not least because not all military 
editions are known. Sensitive material for the OKW was always handled 
as sensitive and was partly not recorded in the mandatory bibliography of 
the German library, Leipzig. All copies of Tornisterschriften, which from 
100 different numbers finally came as a specimen copy into the Deutsche 
Bücherei, were only recorded into proper bibliographies after the war.38 

However, the ambivalence between military secrecy and publicity is strik-
ing because the publisher as a civilian company must have been informed 
about the plans of the OKW. I came across editions for the Wehrmacht, 
which are not the same as the trade editions, for instance a Look up about 

29	Encyclopaedias are very inter-
esting for questions of cultural 
transfers. They enable to focus 
on »die gesellschaftlichen Vo-
raussetzungen für die Verbrei-
tung von Wissen, die konkreten 
Interessen der Vermittler und 
die Rolle, welche der Transfer 
bei der Ausbildung von Iden-
titäten spielen kann«, Paulmann, 
Internationaler Vergleich und 
interkultureller Transfer, 675; 
See also: Middell, Kulturtransfer 
und Historische Komparatistik, 
and, as for 19th century ency-
clopaedias, Spree, Translation 
of Useful Knowledge.

30	The series followed on from 
the Schulungshefte für den 
Unterricht über nationalsozia
listische Weltanschauung und 
nationalpolitische Zielsetzung 
and should replace them dur-
ing the war, see a notice on 
the backside of the first issue 
in 1939. 

31	See footnote 12.

32	See Friedländer et al, Ber-
telsmann im Dritten Reich, 
422–424 and Bühler/Bühler, 
Frontbuchhandel.

33	Friedländer et al, Bertels-
mann im Dritten Reich, 423 
and 671, endnote 221.

34	As for the special position 
of the NSDAP publisher Franz 
Eher regarding the production 
of literature see Barbian, Litera
turpolitik im ›Dritten Reich‹, 
694–703.

35	Friedländer et al., Bertels-
mann im Dritten Reich, 422–
424.

36	»Unsere Mitarbeit bei der Kul
turpflege in der Wehrmacht«, 
in: Meyers Nachrichten, vol. 
6/5 (1.11.1940), 3.

37	Gerhardt, Charismatische 
Herrschaft; Gentile, Sacralisa-
tion of Politics.

38	For information on the his-
tory of the Deutsche Bücherei 
Leipzig and the recording of 
books after the Second World 
War see Schaaf, Deutsche 
Bücherei, 71.
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the West.39 Trade editions were always separated into states, but this 
Schlag nach über den Westen from 1940 contains England, France and 
the Benelux. It includes a big coloured map showing mostly France, as 
well as South England and the Benelux. It is on a scale of 1 : 1 500 000 and 
because of that is about a square metre in size, and this map shows every 
single French and English army base. 

There are some other examples that sign a military use of these booklets. 
It is known that in late summer 1942 Hitler planed to change his strategy 
and to attack England from out of Persia.40 With regard to this Albert Speer 
described in his Memories an episode two years later when every branch 
related to economy fell into his area of responsibility, the newly created 
Reichsministerium für Rüstung und Kriegsproduktion: Als wir im Jahre 
1944 das Buchdruckergewerbe auf unnötige Aufträge auskämmten, stießen 
wir in Leipzig auf einen Auftrag des OKW, durch den noch immer in großen 
Mengen Kartenmaterial und Sprachführer für Persien hergestellt wurden. 
Der Auftrag war vergessen worden.41 It is possible he meant the Bibliogra-
phische Institut with a Schlag nach über Türkei, Irak und Ägypten nebst 
Syrien, Palästina und Transjordanien, which in 1940 had already come 
out in its civilian edition and was now possibly enlarged with maps and 
little language books.42 Within the series Tornisterschriften the publisher 
produced indeed several language books but I have not been able to find 
any Persian or Arabic.43 Nevertheless in his memories Mittelstaedt makes 
an important reference to Albert Speer and proves the link, too: Ab 1944 
mußten alle Druckaufträge von der Dienststelle des Ministeriums Speer, 
Hauptausschuß Druck, in Leipzig genehmigt werden. Leiter der Unteraus
schüsse waren ausnahmslos ehrenamtliche Betriebsführer, nicht Beamte. 

39	Schlag nach über den Westen, 
mit Kartenbeilage (= Tornister-
schriften des OKW 8, 1940).

40	Kershaw, Hitler 1936–1945, 
378.

41	Speer, Erinnerungen, 253; for 
special aspects on book policy 
after winter 1942/43 and the 
mentioned measures to work 
more efficient in the ›total war‹ 
see Barbian, Literaturpolitik im 
›Dritten Reich‹, 559–561.

42	Bühler/Bühler, Frontbuch-
handel, 184, also suspect that 
Speer had meant the Biblio
graphische Institut. 

43	See the publisher’s card 
index at the German Library 
Leipzig (which was itself de-
stroyed in 1943 but had been re-
constructed in 1959–1962, see 
Verleger- und Institutionenkata-
log) and the bibliography at 
Sarkowski, Bibliographisches 
Institut, 254–274.

3	 Mit Ausbruch des Krieges 
sicherten Verbindungen zum 
Oberkommando der Wehr-
macht (OKW) spezielle Aufträge 
für den Frontbuchhandel und 
mithin eine Berücksichtigung 
bei der Papierzuteilung. Das 
Bibliographische Institut konnte 
die Schlag nach nun auch 
als Tornisterschriften für die 
Soldaten anbieten, darüber-
hinaus produzierte der Verlag 
kriegswichtiges Kartenmaterial 
für die Wehrmacht. Es wurden 
fünf Ausweichbetriebe errichtet, 
in denen die Produktion bis 
Kriegsende auf Hochtouren lief, 
obwohl das Leipziger Stamm-
haus bei einem alliierten Bom-
benangriff im Dezember 1943 
zerstört worden war. 

In February 1939 Konrad Henlein visited the publishing house.
Picture: Meyers Nachrichten, vol. 4/11 (31.3.1939), title page.
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(Ich leitete den Ausschuß für wissenschaftliche Bücher und Landkarten.)44 
Of course, in this for the late time of the National Socialist’s typical depart-
ment Otto Mittelstaedt had done his job in a business-minded way. The 
rationing of paper and imprimatur forced every publisher’s production 
to change, and it is obvious what kind of material the Bibliographische 
Institut produced when he became chief of the department for academic 
books and maps at the end of 1944: during the last month of the war 
production of natural-scientific books provably increased.45 But apart from 
such natural-scientific books the company produced military maps until 
the very end of the war. The publisher was able to get intense connections 
to the OKW far before the outbreak of the war. The publishing house was 
interesting for the Reich because it was able to set standards on the field 
of cartography. Paul Vicum, renowned litographer of the company, had 
developed a process in 1933, which for the first time made possible the 
production of extensive maps in high editions.46 In the war-hungry period 
before September 1939, Konrad Henlein, commissioner of the Reich and 
Gauleiter for the Sudeten, had shown interest in manufacturing maps by the 
publisher. In February 1939 Henlein, together with some leadership elites 
from the Reichs’ Propaganda ministry, paid the publishing house an official 
visit and it was his express wish to see the cartographical department.47

During the first years of war the Bibliographische Institut opened offices far 
away from Leipzig to be protected in case of air attacks on the renowned 
graphical district in Leipzig. It is known that armaments industries had 
branch establishments somewhere in the woods – but it is remarkable for 
a publisher having as many as five alternatives, so that finally approx. 
150 people could work and sleep outside of Leipzig.48 The publisher’s 
building in Leipzig had been destroyed by an air raid in the early morning 
of the 4th December 1943 but thanks to the branch offices the production 
operated again at full speed only 24 hours later.49 Maps were produced in 
these external branches and the office in charge for military maps at the 
OKW, the Kriegskartenhauptamt, showed great interest in continuing the 
production after the air raids in Leipzig.50 

44	BIFAB-Archive, Otto Mit-
telstaedt, Geschichte BI [137]; 
Mittelstaedt’s activity in this 
department shows his instruc-
tions, which were published in 
the Börsenblatt, Jg. 112/1 (6. 1. 
1945). 

45	See the conclusions of con-
tracts on mainly physical books 
in these years, SächsStAL, Bi
bliographisches Institut, 24, 
Verlagsverträge Bd. 13 (1942–
1949).

46	Paul Vicum, in: Meyers Nach-
richten, vol. 4/10 (20.2.1939), 
3. 

47	A note in the company’s 
magazine shows that the com-
missioner had been prepared 
himself for that visit. As the 
workforce wanted to give him 
the highlights of the production, 
namely the first volumes of the 
freshly printed encyclopaedia 
and the Atlas des Deutschen 
Lebensraumes, it turned out, 
that he had already got these 
books, see Reichskommissar 
und Gauleiter Konrad Henlein 
besucht das Bibliographische 
Institut, in: Meyers Nachrichten, 
vol. 4/11 (31.3.1939), 1–3.

48	BIFAB-Archive, Otto Mittel
staedt, Geschichte des BI [145–
147]; See also several docu-
ments giving an overview over 
the situation after the air attack 
in December 1943 and finally 
after the end of the war. These 
documents list the state of work 
in all branches, SächsStAL, 
Bibliographisches Institut, 13, 
Herstellung von Verlagserzeug-
nissen, 3–6, 16–21.

49	Meyers Nachrichten, vol. 
10/1 (10.2.1944), 1–2, vol. 10/2 
(18.3.1944), 1–3, vol. 10/4 
(20.6.1944), 1–4.

50	After the air raid in Decem-
ber 1943 the Heeresplankam-
mer inspected the situation in 
Leipzig’s graphical district and 
gave a report on the situation 
in firms producing military 
maps. The Bibliographisches 
Institut and its external branch-
es are named as still able to 
produce maps. See: Bericht 
über die Fliegerschäden bei 

The attic of the publishing house is rearranged.
Picture: Meyers Nachrichten, vol. 8/10 (28.10.1942), 2.
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4	 Conclusion

The Schlag nach gave people at home as well as the soldiers a specific 
education. The intention had been to inform the soldiers about infrastruc-
ture and to teach them easy words in a foreign language. Encyclopaedic 
education was important for running the war, because it was assumed to 
help to victory. However, besides the idea of educating soldiers, the Bib-
liographische Institut tried to update the general knowledge of the people 
at home. The Schlag nach fulfilled mind-gaps, which grew fast regarding 
warring nations. The booklets were very popular, the smaller ones on 
countries as well as the larger ones on single years, on the German Reich 
and even the atlases. Nowadays one could talk about a ›civil propaganda 
need‹: on a simple bed of dates and facts people obviously wanted to adorn 
themselves with their current success and later possibilities. The manipula-
tive character of these Tabellen mit möglichst viel Superlativen51 shows that 
the transfer from specific into general knowledge has to be analyzed even 
where encyclopaedic information seems to be neutral and precisely. 

The chaos of the ›total war‹ did not stop at the Bibliographische Institut 
A. G., Leipzig, however, this did not mean that production was ended; the 
board of management had settled on tying business with war much earlier. 
The production of Schlag nach and of civilian atlases went reasonably 
well until the end of 1943. An internal sales report for the first quarter of 
each 1943 and 1942 shows in comparison, that in 1943 the turnover was 
about 400000 RM higher than in the year before..52 After 1943 the company 
had to bow under the forces of the total war, but it was still able to act 
skilfully. The publisher’s work had been saved until the very end by: 1) 
Connections to influential authorities at the supreme command of the 
German Wehrmacht; 2) Being in charge of the distribution of paper and of 
the printing permission due to the personal union of chief executive and 
head of a department at Speer’s ministry; 3) The creation of several branch 
offices and the qualified editing on the field of cartography. 

Ines Prodöhl, M. A. | University of Heidelberg

Kriegskartenstellen in Leipzig 
an den Chef des Kriegskarten 
und Vermessungswesens, Halle 
9.12.1943, Kopie im Kriegstage-
buch der Heeresplankammer 
BArch RH 43/11, 93–99.

51	BIFAB-Archive, Otto Mittel
stadt, Geschichte BI [126].

52	Verkaufsumsätze, SächsStAL, 
Bibliographisches Institut, 13, 
Herstellung von Verlagserzeug-
nissen, 24.

4	 Die Schlag nach erfüllten die 
Aufgabe, sowohl die zivile Be-
völkerung als auch die Soldaten 
über die in den Krieg involvier-
ten Staaten zu informieren – sie 
dienten der Aktualisierung des 
Allgemeinwissens, nicht zuletzt 
auch, um der Bevölkerung 
künftige Ressourcen und Mög-
lichkeiten zu zeigen. Gleichzei-
tig hatte das Bibliographische 
Institut intensive Verbindungen 
zum OKW aufgebaut und 
konnte geschickt zwischen den 
administrativen und militäri-
schen Ebenen agieren, um den 
Betrieb bis Kriegsende aufrecht 
zu erhalten.

Résumé

Lorsque la seconde guerre mondiale éclata, la maison d’édition Bibliographisches Institut A. G. était 
spécialisée depuis des générations dans la publication d’encyclopédies universelles ainsi que dans la 
production d’atlas. Cet éditeur, qui était à l’époque encore installé à Leipzig, pu également conserver ce 
profil d’édition jusqu’à la fin de la guerre en publiant de petits cahiers encyclopédiques appelés Schlag 
nach c’est-à-dire ›consulte, recherche‹, et en produisant aussi du matériel cartographique important 
en période de guerre pour le haut commandement de la Wehrmacht. Le présent article traite des liens 
économiques et idéologiques qui se dessinent entre les intérêts de la maison d’édition, les objectifs 
militaires national-socialistes et la transmission de connaissances générales.
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In September 1942 the title-page of the company’s magazine shows that tubes made of cardboard were 
rearranged from the attic to the cellar. The rolls were meant to transport large printed sheets like maps.
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2) Last adjustments of the offset printing press1) Fixing the book covers of the 8th edition Meyer

4) The library of the publishing house3) The manufacturing of maps

Pictures from: Menz, Hundert Jahre Meyers Lexikon, 88 (1), 86 (2),85 (3),82 (4).



Allgemeinwissen und Gesellschaft. Akten des internationalen Kongresses über Wissenstransfer und  
enzyklopädische Ordnungssysteme, vom 18. bis 21. September 2003 in Prangins

»Allgemeinwissen« ist ein gesellschaftliches Konstrukt, dessen Nachfrage ebenso erfunden ist wie seine Inhalte und die 
Formen seiner Anordnung – aber wer sind die Akteure im Prozess der Vermittlung von Wissen, Bildung und Informa­
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Beispiel einer scheinbar stabilen und angeblich einheitlichen Form des Wissens: den Enzyklopädien. Wie sich diese 
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stellungen nachzuvollziehen. Die Beiträge sind interdisziplinär und global vergleichend konzipiert, sie untersuchen 
Verlegerdynastien, fragen nach dem Einfluss von Zivilgesellschaften und thematisieren die Rolle politischer Machthaber 
bei der »Bildung« von Gesellschaften. Die nationalstaatlichen Interessen im Entstehungsprozess von Enzyklopädien in 
Indien und Australien stehen demnach ebenso zur Debatte wie die in die Antike zurückreichenden Vorstellungen, wie 
Wissen geordnet sein sollte. Die Mechanismen der Zensur in Frankreich des 18. Jahrhunderts wie auch Formen des 
Sammelns und Ordnens in demokratischen und totalitären Systemen der Neuzeit werden genauso berücksichtigt wie 
die Frage, durch welche deontologischen Grundprinzipien die Suche nach Wissen gelenkt wird.
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»General knowledge« is a social construction. All its aspects, ranging from the need for it, to its content and its forms 
of organisation, are invented. But who are the protagonists in the process of transfering knowledge, education and 
information and what is their role in society? This volume discusses the issue »general knowledge« using the example of 
an apparently stable and supposedly consistent form of knowledge: encyclopaedias. Questions like how these medias 
of cultural transfer change through time, how they deal with the dilemma of reproducing stable and at the same time 
current knowledge are treated through a wide range of examples, including non-European and non-modern texts. 
Encyclopaedias contribute to the popularisation of values and ideas in everyday life, and research on encyclopaedias 
can reveal notions about social and political order. The articles are designed to be interdisciplinary and comparative on 
a global scale. They examine publishing dynasties, enquire about the influence of civil societies and deal with the role of 
political rulers in efforts to »educate« societies. The interests of nation states in the production of encyclopedias in India 
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search for knowledge is regulated.
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Le concept de »culture générale« est une construction humaine. Ses exigences, ses contenus et la forme de sa présen­
tation sont des produits artificiels – mais qui sont les acteurs dans cette transmission du savoir, de la culture et des 
informations et quel rôle jouent-ils dans une société? Le volume présent pose ces questions liées à la »culture générale« 
à partir d’un exemple du savoir accumulé que l’on croit acquis et uniforme: les encyclopédies. Quels transformations 
ont subi ces médias du transfert culturel? Comment ont-ils géré le dilemme d’être à la fois garant d’un savoir acquis 
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européens. Les encyclopédies apportent dans la vie quotidienne des systèmes de valeurs et des concepts intellectuels; 
leur analyse permet de reconstituer la diffusion des systèmes de classification d’ordre social et politique. Les contribu­
tions reflètent une approche interdisciplinaire et comparative au niveau global. Ainsi elles analysent des dynasties 
d’éditeurs, l’influence de la société civile ou du pouvoir politique sur le concept de »culture générale« d’une société. Le 
débat s’ouvre sur des thèmes aussi variés que les intérêts nationaux dans la création d’encyclopédies en Inde ou en 
Australie, les concepts de classification remontant à l’antiquité, la censure dans la France du XVIIIe siècle et les dif­
férentes formes de donner un ordre aux collections dans des régimes démocratiques et totalitaires. Enfin, nous trouvons 
la question cruciale de savoir quels sont les principes déontologiques qui nous dirigent dans notre recherche du savoir.
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