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Studies on the history of World War I have been experiencing a boom
for quite some time in many countries, including Austria. The Europe-wide
paradigm change of the 1990s, which in the context of the so called “new
military history” marked the transition to operationalizing everyday-, men-
tal- and cultural-historical research designs, has in the long run revived the
research of World War I in two respects. On the one hand, this reorienta-
tion moved away from those classical military and political history studies
that had up to then characterized the research. On the other hand, the spa-
tial horizon of interests was extended—in particular prior to the 2014-18
centennial. This again not only resulted in a clear tendency towards a global
history view on the war, which in the context of the centennial resulted
in quite a number of remarkable studies, but also had the effect that the
previous research focus on the Western Front was weakened and other war
theatres moved increasingly into focus. To this new trend of the research
on World War I, there also belongs the valuable study by young Austrian
historian Bernhard Bachinger which—initially written as a dissertation
thesis—has now been published by Schéningh Verlag in the context of the
“Krieg in der Geschichte” publication series.

In his study, Bernhard Bachinger deals with the Macedonian war theatre,
which has gone down in history as the “Salonica Front.” Apart from punctual
references, for a long time the international historiography of World War 1
has barely dealt with this front in southeast Europe. Given the focus on the
Western Front, its status was only that of a sideshow. However, this was an
extremely complex, heterogeneous front that showed a great national and
ethnic diversity of troops involved. Until September 1918, there was a kind
of stalemate on the Salonica Front between the Entente and the Central
Powers, which came to an end only because of the Entente’s breakthrough at
Dobro Polje and the resulting collapse of Bulgaria. Finally, the collapse of the
Bulgarian front considerably influenced the destabilization of the Central
Powers’ armies on the other fronts—such as on the Austrian-Italian Front.

In addition to already existing studies on the Bulgarian, Greek, or
British views, Bachinger analyzes the German and Austrian-Hungarian
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part, in particular under the perspective of (military) cooperation with the
Bulgarian alliance partner. Accordingly, the focus is on the nature of the
Central Powers’ coalition war on the Macedonian front. In this context, it ig
an achievement by Bachinger that his view, as well as his historical scientific
analysis, goes well beyond the conventional horizon of interests, beyond
structural, political, and military alliance policy and coalition warfare. This
way he is able to reasonably combine conventional research interests with
methods of new military history. Consequently, the author succeeds in deci-
phering the complex picture of heterogeneous motivations, objectives, and
conditions as they were typical for this front. He also succeeds in pointing
out the interactions of fundamentally different, mental and cultural group
identities and their significance for the development of (sources of) fric-
tions and disputes in the context of coalition warfare.

'The study works out the nature of coalition warfare on the Salonica
Front in much detail. Tt was something like a German-Bulgarian commu-
nity of fate and purpose. The longer the war lasted, the more the German
supremacy within this coalition created ever bigger problems, which were
mostly results of a cooperation of “unequal partners.” The German Supreme
Army Command (Oberste Heeresleitung) determined the strategic mili-
tary concept, occupied almost all key positions of the military command
hierarchy, and provided the bulk of the military equipment; whereas ordi-
nary combat was overwhelmingly shouldered by Bulgarian troops. The thus
resulting uneasiness, general differences, and different mental dispositions
and group identities prevented the development of any kind of collective
and shared “regimental spirit.” As a result, there was never any real “broth-
erhood in arms,” like the propaganda during World War [—as well as a
number of recollections after 1918—tried to pretend. "This finding strong-
ly resembles similar research results for other fronts and constellations
of coalition warfare, such as the conflict-ridden cooperation of German
and Austrian-Hungarian troops on the Eastern Front. Different war aims
reciprocal resentment, and asymmetrical military capability caused the
German-Bulgarian cooperation partners to have regularly falling outs with
each other. A growing longing for peace and war-weariness, as well as the
gradually petering out of material support by Germany, created wide-spread
disillusionment among the Bulgarian troops. Anti-German resentment was
growing as the Bulgarian side had the impression they were being aban-
doned by the Germans. The functionality of the German-Bulgarian alliance
on the Salonica Front—this is worked out in detail by the author—was
severely damaged even in the first half of 1918. “Thus, militarily seen, the
German-Bulgarian alliance,” as is Bernhard Bachinger’s conclusion, “had
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become a failure even months before the collapse of the Salonica Front” (p.
344). This failure was not only—as it has previously been emphasized by
research—the consequence of political and economic alienation between
Bulgaria and her alliance partners, but also the result of problems, differ-
ences, and disputes concerning the genuinely military realm, as the author
succeeds in demonstrating.

Bernhard Bachinger has produced an interesting study, extensively
researched, which represents an important contribution to a theater of
World War I that has been neglected in terms of research until now.
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