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My presentation starts from the premise that autobiographical writings sketch an experience of our, 
as Heidegger (1962) would call it, ”being-in-the-world”. As such they can be a valuable source to 
fill in blank spaces in history. In this contribution, I will present methodological approaches and 
conceptual tools for the analysis of autobiographical material as historiographical sources. First I 
will dwell briefly on the relationship between historiographical and (auto) biographical writing, 
drawing on Bourdieu’s “biographical illusion” (1987) and New Historicism’s “textuality of 
history” (Montrose 1989). Then the approach of histoire croisée developed by Werner / 
Zimmermann (2006) is presented. Histoire croisée combines the findings of cultural transfer 
research with the historical comparative approach to an interdisciplinary, multiperspective 
framework. Based upon this, the biographie croisée is developed as an analytical instrument to 
capture the complexity of the autobiographical self in its historical context. Using this 
methodology, the autobiographical texts of Hiltgunt von Zassenhaus, who actively resisted the 
Nazi regime and succeeded in saving 800 Scandinavian political prisoners from being executed at 
the end of the war, will serve as an example. The texts (three books and an interview for the oral 
history project of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum), all of which deal with her 
resistance against the Nazi regime, were written / recorded over a period of 50 years and offer a 
unique possibility to explore the tensions and interrelations between factual and fictional 
narratives. 
 
References 
Bourdieu, P. 1987. “The biographical illusion.” In Working Papers and Proceedings of the 
Centre for Psychosocial Studies, edited by R. J. Parmentier and G. Urban, 1-7. Chicago. 
Heidegger, M. 1962. Being and Time. New York. 
Montrose, L. A. 1989. “Professing the renaissance: The poetics and politics of culture.” In The 
New Historicism, edited by H.A. Veeser, 15-36. London. 
Werner, M. and Zimmermann, B. 2006. “Beyond Comparison: Histoire Croisée and the Challenge 
of Reflexivity.” History and Theory 45:1, 30-50. 
United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. 1994. “Oral history interview with Hiltgunt Margret 
Zassenhaus. Available online at https://collections.ushmm.org/ search/catalog/irn504746. 
Zassenhaus, Hiltgunt v. 1947. Halt Wacht im Dunkel. München. 
  . 1974. Walls: Resisting the Third Reich - One Woman's Story. Boston. 
  . 1974. Ein Baum blüht im November. Hamburg. 


