
JEAN GERSON (1363-1429) AND THE FORMATION OF

GERMAN NATIONAL IDENTITY

Yet how difficult and almost impossible it is to grasp the concrete

traits of national individuality within the framework of a medieval

intellectual history which is only comprehensible as a general Eu-

ropean history. How thick lies the covering of a foreign spirit,

especially over German life! (1)

The analysis of Jean Gerson's post-mortem influence has brought

several surprises over the years. (2) One of them regards the con-

nection between Gerson's legacy and the formation of the emerging

German national identity. This article will be concerned with the

historical period when, as Gilbert Ouy has put it, ��we do not know

by whom'' gersonian humanism was transmitted during the decades

following his death. (3) The present study will argue that during

these decades Gerson's legacy was mainly cultivated in Germanic

Europe where it inspired a particular type of humanism. This time

period will be referred to as Gerson's ��Germanic passage,'' which

not only forged Gerson's personal legend but also strongly contrib-

uted to the formation of German national identity.

It appears clear that after his death Gerson became more popu-

lar in Germanic lands than at home. Indeed, Gerson ��could be

called the church father of the German spiritual writers of the fift-

eenth century,'' (4) among whom were remarkable figures like car-
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