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Gerdien Jonker & Markus Schlaffke, Wie man Imperium buchstabiert: Das ‘Tataren-
Lager’ Weinberge 1914–1918. Göttingen: Wallstein Verlag, 2025. 164 pp., isbn 
978-3-8353-5820-1.

In an age where the spectre of empire looms large over contemporary geopoli-
tics—particularly in the context of the ongoing Russian invasion of Ukraine—
Wie man Imperium buchstabiert (“How To Spell Empire”) offers a historically 
grounded and deeply nuanced account of a lesser-known imperial entangle-
ment from the First World War. Authored by historian of religion in Europe 
Gerdien Jonker and researcher and filmmaker Markus Schlaffke, this elegant 
and richly illustrated volume focuses on the so-called Tataren-Lager (Tatar 
Camp) Weinberge, a German-run prisoner-of-war camp not far from Berlin 
that, between 1914 and 1918, housed up to 12,000 Muslim soldiers captured 
from the Russian imperial army.

Though modest in size, the book delivers a compelling tripartite narrative: 
the ideological, the lived, and the memorial. At its core lies the confluence of 
wartime propaganda, Muslim political aspirations, and imperial ambitions—a 
convergence forged in the trenches of the First World War that eerily mirrors 
the media strategies, ideological instrumentalizations, and identity struggles 
of today’s Europe.

The book opens with a brisk yet informative account of Germany’s strategic 
interest in mobilizing Islam against the Entente powers. Inspired by the vision 
of diplomat Max von Oppenheim (1860–1946), the German Foreign Office 
pursued a policy of inciting jihad against the Christian Tsar among Russia’s 
Muslim populations. As Jonker and Schlaffke show, the Tataren-Lager served 
as an important experimental ground for this plan: a site for cultivating a 
Muslim ideological vanguard intended to destabilize Tsarist authority. Within 
this framework, figures such as the Tatar intellectual and traveler Abdurreshid 
Ibrahim (1857–1946) and the theologian Alim Idris (1887–1959)—both 
educators and what one today would call “ideological entrepreneurs”—move 
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to the foreground. They served both as intermediaries between the prisoners 
and their German overseers, and as active visionaries who sought to reshape 
the Islamic future of Eurasia. In this context, the camp emerges not only as an 
instrument of German imperial strategy but also as a space of experimentation 
for indigenous leaders pursuing their own political projects.

The second part of the book shifts from geopolitics to microhistory. Drawing 
on a rich and rare archival corpus—including prisoner voice recordings from 
the Lautarchiv of the Humboldt University in Berlin, scrupulously detailed 
notes from the Political Archive of the Foreign Office, the photographic archive 
of the “hobby-ethnographer” Otto Stiehl (1860–1940), and documents from the 
Marjani Institute of History of the Tatarstan Academy of Sciences in Kazan—
the authors reconstruct the quotidian lives of the camp’s inhabitants. These 
were not passive detainees, but individuals who, even under surveillance 
and the harsh conditions of forced labor, read and debated books written in 
Russian and Tatar, engaged in learning the basics of the German language, and 
reflected on their potential role in a future national awakening.

This section of the book offers perhaps its most original contribution: the 
conceptualization of the pow camp as a paradoxical site of both captivity 
and intellectual freedom. Jonker and Schlaffke demonstrate how German 
authorities sought to instrumentalize the supposed “religious fanaticism” 
of Muslim prisoners, yet the prisoners themselves—many deeply engaged 
with the contemporary currents of the jadid modernist reform movement—
reframed the camp as a space for education, self-cultivation, and collective 
organization. The authors approach this dynamic not through exoticisation, 
but with analytical sensitivity: empire, the book reminds us, often operated 
through—rather than solely against—the hopes and ambitions of the 
colonized.

In the final section, the authors turn their attention to the afterlives of 
the prisoners who perished in Germany. Through painstaking archival and 
topographical work, Jonker and Schlaffke reconstruct the camp’s graveyard, 
recovering burial registers and site maps to confront the layers of historical 
neglect that both German and Russian memory politics have cast over these 
men. The silence surrounding the Tataren-Lager is telling: Russia, steeped in 
the glorification of its military triumphs, remains reluctant to revisit the stories 
of Muslim collaborators; Germany, meanwhile, appears increasingly uneasy 
with narratives that unsettle dominant national imaginaries, particularly amid 
the rise of anti-Muslim sentiment.

The authors’ contribution is, therefore, not confined to the realm of 
scholarship; it is also a quiet act of civic engagement in a time marked by 
increasing polarization and the hardening of boundaries between “us” and 
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“them”. In recovering lives and voices long obscured by the politics of selective 
forgetfulness, Jonker and Schlaffke invite us to confront the dissonant, plural 
layers of dominant historical narratives. Their decision to pair the book with 
a public documentary and to present it in an accessible, visually compelling 
format underscores a commitment to reaching audiences beyond the academic 
sphere—and affirms that complex histories can not only be made intelligible 
but also engaging.

Most importantly, Wie man Imperium buchstabiert serves as a powerful 
reminder that the history of Russian Tatars in Germany is not confined to the 
past. In June 2025, Berlin hosted the second Sabantui—a traditional Tatar 
festival marking the end of the agricultural season—celebrated especially for 
Tatar children who have recently relocated to Germany and are now growing up 
here. Against the backdrop of war, cultural amnesia, and resurgent nationalism, 
this book does more than spell out “empire”. It also spells “memory” and “hope”.
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