The ten greatest Germans of all time
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Millions of Germans tuned in last Friday as a surprising list of the "top 100" Germans was unveiled ahead of a national call-in contest that will name one of 10 finalists the “Greatest German” in three weeks’ time.

The list compiled by ZDF historian Guido Knopp is a veritable who’s who of German history and reserves the term “greatness” for the likes of Goethe and Gutenberg.

More than 300,000 people participated in the survey by suggesting around 1,600 names to be among those honored as the greatest Germans. The top 200 candidates were announced this week, leading media throughout the country to speculate on what such a list means for Germany. And while there is a relative dearth of women on the list, many have noted that it recognizes “those who really did something for our country,” and not the stars who grace the tabloids and dominate television.

The list of the top ten includes — in alphabetical order — politician Konrad Adenauer, composer Johann Sebastian Bach, statesman and military leader Otto von Bismarck, politician Willy Brandt, physicist Albert Einstein, Renaissance-man Johann von Goethe, “Man of the Millennium” and printer Johann Gutenberg, religious reformer Martin Luther, theorist Karl Marx, and political activists Hans and Sophie Scholl.

Sociologist Armin Nassehi from the University of Munich explained the curious phenomenon that every single person in the top ten is deceased, saying, “it is simpler to identify with someone the farther away he is — not just historically, but also with regard to accessibility.” Nassehi added that choosing personalities from the past is relatively risk-free while it is hard to pre-judge the contribution that contemporary people will make to society within their lifetimes.

Guido Knopp, a historian for the television channel ZDF called the list proof of a “Renaissance of the Classics,” and added that those on the list are not only Germany’s most important thinkers and innovators, but also its greatest rebels. Hans and Sophie Scholl, for example, were the brother and sister who helped orchestrate the “White Rose” student protest against the Nazi Regime, paying for it with their lives. In Munich, most of the main buildings of the university can be found on “Geschwister-Scholl-Platz,” (Siblings Scholl Square).

