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What do the Beatles and interdisciplinary
research have in common? Possibly more
than seems obvious at first. Interdisciplinar-
ity should be imagined as a musical band,
THORSTEN LOGGE (Hamburg) observed in
his introductory statement to the workshop.
The metaphor of the band was one that would
come up again and again in discussions dur-
ing the following two days. At some point
possibly every participant had imagined what
instrument they played (or would like to play)
in the workshop-band. It therefore only seems
logical to continue with the metaphor in this
review – despite its flaws that will be dis-
cussed below.

The founders of the workshop-band
were JULIANE TOMANN (Jena), JOANNA
WAWRZYNIAK (Warsaw) and STÉPHANE
VAN DAMME (Florence). Their motivation
was the observation that interdisciplinarity
has „evolved from a trendy catch phrase and
a standard buzz word in grant applications
[. . . ] to an established research practice“
(quoted from the call for papers). For numer-
ous new disciplines, such as public history,
memory studies, or performance studies, in-
terdisciplinary research has become standard
practice. The workshop aimed therefore at
discussing, first, how historical research is
reshaped once it is taken out of the discipline
of history and, secondly, how methods and
theories from other disciplines influence
historical research within the discipline of
history. The call attracted researchers from
disciplines as diverse as ethnology, literary
studies, film studies, criminology, cultural
studies, Holocaust studies and of course
history and public history.

At the origin of the foundation of every

band, there is the choice or casting of the dif-
ferent band members and the band leader.
The question of who is allowed to take part
in interdisciplinary research (and consequen-
tially who is not) and what disciplines call
the tune was addressed by many participants
and often came up in the discussions. VI-
TALI TAICHRIB (Berlin) demonstrated that,
sometimes, the interdisciplinary researcher
acts like a DJ, borrowing from other disci-
plines, but creating their own sample. He re-
lated how he goes back to insights and theo-
ries from biology, psychology or sensory stud-
ies for his research on the changing percep-
tion of reality of the rural population in Rus-
sia between 1914 and 1924. This interdisci-
plinary outlook allows him to adopt a mul-
tisensory approach towards what he calls the
„sensescape“ of everyday life. Thus, the de-
struction of church bells following the Rus-
sian Revolution lead not only to a new sound-
scape but more generally to changed percep-
tions: the vibrations due to the chiming could
not be felt anymore and the inhabitants could
no longer rely on an acoustic calendar. How-
ever, while borrowing from other disciplines,
he always has to fall back on history for his
methodology, Taichrib observed.

Other bands have only recently welcomed
new band members, which has induced them
to play a different kind of music. Thus,
AURELIA KALINSKY (Berlin) showed how
skepticism towards other disciplines led to
the omission of important sources in historical
research. Until recently, the manuscripts hid-
den in Auschwitz-Birkenau by members of
the so-called Sonderkommando were largely
ignored by historians. They only received full
attention from literary studies. Mere histor-
ical research does not do full justice to the
manuscripts, which have often been written
in a literary form, Kalinsky argued. They are
more than mere written sources and thereby
basically unarchivable. An analysis of the
manuscripts requires hybrid methodologies
that treat them, inter alia, as historical sources,
as literary texts, as material remains, as antic-
ipated archives, and as part of a collective ef-
fort under the most adverse of conditions.

Several presenters discussed whether and
how interdisciplinary research should and
can involve individuals outside of academia.
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Thus, SERGE NOIRET (Florence) pointed to-
wards the distinction between applied versus
public history. Whereas the latter is merely
addressed towards the public, the former ac-
tively involves the public. He also observed
that the question of participation in and ac-
cess to research is still very much a question of
language. So far the BASE1 search engine for
academic web resources will only find texts in
a limited number of languages for example.

TOMASZ RAKOWSKI (Warsaw) demon-
strated what an inclusive form of historical
research can look like. Analysing individ-
ual and communal building activities in late
socialist and post-socialist societies in rural
Poland, he pleaded for a „historical affec-
tive ontology“ that closely integrates the rural
population as research subjects into the con-
struction of the historical text. Such an on-
tology would treat ethnographic knowledge
and oral history including memories, affects
and subjectivities as historical facts and not,
like a conventional historical ontology, as un-
historical or, like a social-memory ontology, as
mere objects of investigation.

NANCY ROSE HUNT (Gainesville), who
is currently working on a historical ethnog-
raphy of madness in the Congolese border
city of Bukavu, reflected on what it means to
„work the border“ in African studies and in
mad studies. She observed that both not only
cross the borders between disciplines such as
history, anthropology, ethnology, psychology,
psychiatry, and medicine, but also between
academic and non-academic actors, like the
local population or (ex)-patients.

SANJA PEROVIC (London) showed how
questions of leadership and citizen involve-
ment can become an issue of controversy
when border-crossing is considered a threat
to social conventions. She analysed British
performance artist Stuart Brisley’s Peterlee
project (1967-1977). In this project, Brisley set
out to develop historical awareness amongst
the local population through community ac-
tion aiming at collecting and analysing his-
torical material concerning Peterlee, a mining
town newly built in 1948. The final stage, dur-
ing which the artist was to step down, was
supposed to be an open workshop allowing
the local community to discuss issues of inter-
est to them. Eventually the project failed ex-

actly because of questions of leadership and
the local authorities turned it into a mere her-
itage project. The collected material is now
stored in one of the bulwarks of high culture:
the Tate Modern.

KATARZYNA GŁĄB (Warsaw) proposed
that also objects can become actors. Using
the example of the Indonesian island of Buru,
that was the location of a prison camp during
the 1960s and 1970s, she showed how natural
features such as swamps and marches were
co-agents in incarceration and in killing. She
therefore pleaded for a more-than-human ap-
proach in genocide and memory studies. This
allocation of agency to nature was met with
skepticism amongst several workshop partic-
ipants who pointed out the danger of shifting
responsibility for atrocities away from the hu-
man actors. Głab responded that historical
research needs to pay attention to local dis-
courses and that Indonesians tend to consider
nature as a crucial actor in everyday life.

The outcome of every band formation
will, ideally, be new songs, but sometimes
also the formation of new musical subgen-
res, as DAVID CHURCHILL and HENRY
YEOMANS (Leeds) exemplified. They pro-
pose „historical criminology“ as a new sub-
discipline of criminology. For Churchill and
Yeomans such a subdiscipline is not merely
characterised by researching past events, but
by taking „historical time“ as a theoretical ba-
sis. Historical time, for them, is a time of
change, a time connected to specific events,
a time that is constantly in flow, a time that
is tensed in that it connects past and present
and a time that is embodied in and by things.
Such a historical approach to criminology
would, they argued, best be achieved by ap-
plying ethnographic methodologies stressing
the characteristics of flow and change of his-
torical time; and narratological methodolo-
gies stressing eventfulness, change and em-
bodiment.

Every band needs an audience. How that
audience receives the music often remains un-
known though. In this respect, RASMUS
GREINER (Bremen) proposed a theoretical
framework for analysing the reception of one
product of public history – historical films.

1 The database can be accessed via https://www.base-
search.net/.
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He argued that what happens when watch-
ing a historical film is a shift from a mise-
en-scène to a mise-en-histoire. For Greiner,
feature films present histospheres that can be
physically experienced by the viewers. He
pointed towards film’s immersive qualities
and argued that by reminding audiences of
their own past experiences and of other me-
dially transmitted images of the past, film
makes them physically experience history by
making them experience themselves.

The metaphor of the band has its limits of
course. Some participants pointed out that
the band is maybe too positive an image as
many people will never be given the oppor-
tunity to play in the band and as interdisci-
plinary research often involves frictions: the
base only rarely plays the melody. Thus, EVA-
CLARITA PETTAI (Jena) pointed out that in
the truth and reconciliation commissions that
she analyses, history and law always have the
upper hand. Disciplines are still very much
an institutional prerequisite. The competition
between related research areas like public his-
tory and memory studies and their striving
to be given the status of discipline is also a
consequence of the harsh academic grant al-
location system and job market. Finally, par-
ticipation in (interdisciplinary) academic re-
search is still a question of race, class and gen-
der. Academia is – as was also exemplified by
this workshop – still mostly white. The Beat-
les might also in this sense be a fitting analogy.

All in all, the workshop can be considered
a successful example of a rehearsal that al-
lowed room for improvisation. Not all band
members were always in agreement, but the
discussion was fruitful. This overall harmony
was possibly due to the fact that all partici-
pants were versed in similar musical genres:
they came from related disciplines in the hu-
manities. Representatives from disciplines us-
ing completely different methodologies and
theories such as sociology, political science,
psychology, psychotherapy, the neurosciences
or archaeology, were, at the most, only re-
ferred to, but did not themselves take part
in the rehearsal. However, since participants
agreed that the discussion should be contin-
ued, we can look forward to further rehearsals
with, possibly, new band members bringing
in harmony or dissonance.
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