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The Practicability Turn

I
A New Methodological Perspective for Premodern History

Management Summary:

The Practicability Turn redefines how ancient history can access the past. By integrating
practice-based reconstruction into scholarly inquiry, it opens up domains of historical experience
that have long remained beyond the reach of text-based analysis.

Through experimentally grounded feasibility studies, it transforms reconstruction into a systematic
tool of knowledge production—linking interpretation with material verification.

As the nucleus of an emerging European research network, the approach combines scientific
innovation, interdisciplinary collaboration, and public engagement, establishing a new model
for historically grounded, socially relevant research.

1. History and Disciplinary Background

Historical scholarship—especially ancient history—has traditionally been strongly text-centered.
Written sources form the primary basis of historical knowledge. This methodological focus has
enabled great analytical precision, but at the same time implicitly marginalized other approaches.

Material reconstructions, practical reenactments, or hands-on experiments were long considered
marginal or deemed insufficiently scientific. The concrete engagement with objects, production
processes, or everyday practices thus often remained outside the narrower methodological canon.

Archaeology is an important exception. Ilt—especially in experimental archaeology—opened itself
early to practice-based approaches to knowledge. Here, production processes, contexts of use,
and functions of material culture are systematically reconstructed and tested.

Prominent examples demonstrate the potential of this approach:

- Olympias: Reconstruction of an ancient Athenian trireme and an important example of
experimental archaeology

- Guédelon Castle: Reconstruction of a medieval castle using historical techniques as a long-term
experiment

- Viking Ship Museum Roskilde: Reconstruction and testing of Viking-era ships under real-world
conditions
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These projects have impressively demonstrated that practical reconstruction does not contradict
scientific inquiry, but rather opens up additional and independent avenues of knowledge.

At the same time, they also point toward further methodological potential. In many cases, the focus
lies—deliberately and productively—on the reconstruction and testing of specific techniques,
materials, and processes. This has generated highly valuable, detailed insights into historical
craftsmanship and material culture, while leaving open the question of how these results can be
more systematically integrated into broader historical interpretation.

2. Problem Statement and Methodological Expansion: The Practicability Turn
Lack of Sources as a Structural Problem

In all historical disciplines that deal with the “pre-modern history” of humanity, such as archaeology,
art history, or history, the source situation is fundamentally asymmetrical:

Tradition privileges elites, while everyday practices, craft processes, and the lived realities of broad-
er segments of the population are often only fragmentarily documented or not documented at all.

This gap is not only an empirical but also a methodological problem. A purely text-based analysis
or an analysis limited to the few remaining artefacts cannot answer many central questions about
pre-modern societies.

Necessity of Methodological Opening

This is where the Practicability Turn comes in. It transfers—in a critically reflected form—key
elements of experimental and reconstructive methods from archaeology to historical studies,
particularly ancient history. The goal is not replacement, but expansion and enhancement: written
sources, original artefacts, and material fragments not only remain central, but gain further signifi-
cance by being complemented through systematically generated, practice-based forms of evidence.

Core of the Approach

The Practicability Turn develops the “reconstructive feasibility study” as its methodological core:

Systematic reconstruction of historical production processes

Practical replication under controlled conditions

Scientific evaluation, empirical tests in historically plausible settings, and comprehensive
documentation

Continuous critical reconnection to source criticism and historical context through explicitly
formulated overarching questions

This integrates approaches from living history and experimental archaeology, while explicitly
distancing itself from idealizing, uncritical, or purely illustrative practices.
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Building on existing experimental approaches, the Practicability Turn extends their analytical
horizon by consistently linking reconstruction and testing to broader historical questions:
guestions of economic capacity, technological organization, social structures, and political systems.

Crucially, these studies do not aim to “recreate the past” in a definitive sense. Rather, they operate
as controlled experimental settings in which historically grounded hypotheses about processes,
techniques, and constraints can be tested.

In this perspective, the reconstruction of the abovementioned Athenian trireme, for example,

is not only a technical or maritime experiment. It becomes a means of investigating the material
preconditions of naval supremacy, the resource demands of maintaining large fleets, and the
structural interdependencies between military organization and democratic governance.

By embedding practice-based reconstruction within explicitly formulated historical problem
frameworks, the Practicability Turn transforms detailed experimental results into contributions
to larger interpretive debates. In doing so, it retains the strengths of experimental archaeology
while enhancing their relevance for core questions of historical research.

Epistemic Contribution

The Practicability Turn does not merely illustrate existing knowledge; it generates new forms of
evidence that can always be verified intersubjectively.

By reconstructing and testing historical production processes under controlled conditions, it
becomes possible to identify constraints, affordances, and decision-making logics that remain
inaccessible through textual sources alone.

In this sense, reconstructive feasibility studies function as a form of experimental hermeneutics:
they do not replace interpretation, but deepen it by grounding it in materially and functionally
verifiable insights.

This approach enables scholars to:

- Evaluate the plausibility of historical descriptions and assumptions

- ldentify tacit knowledge embedded in craft practices

- Reconstruct chains of action and decision-making processes

- Refine existing models of economic, technological, and social organization

The result is a qualitatively expanded evidentiary basis for historical research.

Methodological Positioning

The Practicability Turn is not conceived as a departure from established historical methodology,
but as its extension under conditions of limited source availability.
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All reconstructions are:

- Explicitly grounded in available archaeological, textual and pictorial evidence
- Documented in a transparent and reproducible manner
- Critically evaluated against both material constraints and historical plausibility

Their results are therefore not presented as definitive reconstructions, but as experimentally tested
hypotheses about historical processes.

Written sources remain indispensable for framing, guiding, and critically assessing all reconstruction
processes. Practicability studies thus operate in a complementary relationship to established
hermeneutic methods.

In this sense, the Practicability Turn should be understood as a methodological enrichment
that allows the discipline to engage more fully with the material and practical dimensions of
past societies. It provides benefits not only for historical scholarship, particularly in fields with
limited source bases, but also for neighboring disciplines concerned with pre-modern societies.

The methodologically structured empirical expansion—through the historically grounded
reconstruction and testing of craft processes—enhances historical analysis by making previously
inaccessible dimensions operational. At the same time, the integration of overarching historical
guestions elevates individual findings from technical, archaeological, or experimental contexts
into contributions of broader historical significance.

In this way, the Practicability Turn fosters a systematic and mutually reinforcing exchange between
disciplines: historical research gains empirical depth, while contributing its theoretical frameworks
to contextualize and amplify findings from the natural sciences, engineering, and craft-based
research.

Institutional and Intellectual Context

The development of the Practicability Turn at a German research institution is not incidental. It is
rooted in a long-standing intellectual and technical tradition that closely links understanding with
making.

The international reputation of German engineering is based not only on technical excellence, but
on a specific epistemic culture: complex systems are understood through their construction, their
constraints, and their material realization. This perspective aligns closely with the methodological
premise of practicability studies.

In this sense, the Practicability Turn translates a well-established mode of knowledge production—
learning through controlled making—into the domain of historical research. It provides a structured
framework in which reconstruction is not an auxiliary activity, but a central epistemic tool.

The institutional environment at Friedrich-Alexander-Universitat Erlangen-NUrnberg, with its strong
connections between the humanities, engineering sciences, and applied research, offers particularly
favorable conditions for anchoring and advancing this approach.

Boris Dreyer | Professorship for Ancient History White Paper




Friedrich-Alexander-Universitat
‘ E Erlangen-Nirnberg

An Emerging Research Network

The Practicability Turn is already embedded in a growing international network that brings together
diverse disciplines and expertise:

Museums and research institutions (including Roman-Germanic research in Mainz)
Universities specializing in history, archaeology, technology, and psychology
Technical disciplines (e.g., design, metrology, fluid dynamics)

Heritage conservation and state archaeological offices

International partners in Europe and the USA

Craft businesses and specialized workshops

This network includes stakeholders from Germany, Croatia, Hungary, Slovakia, Austria, Denmark,
Turkey, the UK, and the USA. It combines theoretical reflection, practical implementation, and
technological analysis.

The collaboration encompasses the following areas:

Reconstruction of ancient ships and vehicles, weapons and artillery
Material and stress tests

Analysis of ancient production processes

Reconstruction of craft techniques (e.g., metal, textiles, construction)
Research on perception and impact (e.g., ancient color schemes)

The Practicability Turn is therefore not an isolated approach, but the focal point of existing,
yet previously methodologically dispersed, activities. It provides a conceptual framework that
enables comparability, cumulative knowledge production, and long-term institutional integration.

Within this framework, the interaction between research areas is not additive, but mutually
reinforcing. Insights gained in one domain inform and refine research in others, creating a
dynamic and cumulative process of knowledge production.

For example, the reconstruction of ancient painting techniques—often only fragmentarily
preserved—can contribute to understanding functional aspects such as visibility, protection,
or camouflage, which in turn inform the analysis of objects such as ships or shields. Similarly,
experimental modifications in one field (e.g., boat construction or rigging) can expand the
interpretive scope of findings by revealing alternative uses, performance ranges, and systemic
interdependencies.

In this way, the Practicability Turn establishes a networked research logic in which individual
experiments do not remain isolated case studies, but become transferable contributions to a
broader understanding of pre-modern societies.
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FAU | Erlangen (D)

- Chair of Smart Electronics and Systems
(Digital Reconstruction | Norman Franchi)

- Institute of Polymer Technology (LKT)
(3D Printing for Model Testing | Dietmar Drummer)

- Chair of Organic Chemistry Il
(Ancient Polychromy | Marcus Speck)

- Chair of Computer Science 9
(Computer Graphics) (Digital Reconstruction, FAN,
Danuvina etc. | Marc Stamminger)

- Chair of Manufacturing Technology
(Physical Support | Marion Merklein)

- Chair of Fluid Mechanics
(Measurement Technology and Testing | Philipp
Schlatter, Manuel Minsch)

- Institute of Medical Physics (Wolfgang Kemmler)

- Department Digital Humanities and Social Studies
(Michaela Mahlberg, Michael Kohlhase)

- Chair of Later Prehistory focusing on Neolithic and
Early Metal Ages (Exhibition | Doris Mischka)

- Chair of School Education focusing on School
Development Research and Experiential Learning
("Classroom under Oar and Hammer” | Thomas Eberle)

Collaborations outside FAU
Ansbach (D): Limesfachberatung Mittelfranken
(Coordination of Events, Limes Days etc.;
Workshops | Angela May)
Bamberg (D): University of Bamberg, Chair of
General Psychology and Methodology (Ancient
Polychromy and Intended Effects | Claus-Christian
Carbon)
Bielefeld (D): Bielefeld University, Ancient History
(Theoretical Framework | Raimund Schulz)
Cadolzburg (D): Kunst- und Bauschlosserei Thomas
Hurner (Metalwork, Restoration, Reconstructions in
Iron)
Dortmund (D): TU Dortmund, Chair of Engineering
Design and Product Development
(Carriage Construction, Measurement Technology,
CAD Plans | Marcel Bartz)

-l

Frankfurt (D): Liebieghaus Skulpturensammlung
(Ancient Painting Techniques | Vincent Brinkmann)
Hamburg (D): TU Hamburg, Alexander Christopher
Wawrzyn (Astrophysics) Measurements during Tests
Mainz (D): Leibniz Centre for Archaeology (LEIZA)
(Ongoing Discussions and Applications | Roland
Bockius, Senior Fellow)
Meitingen (D): Bavarian State Office for Monument
Protection (Wood Testing, Pest Infestation | Franz
Herzig)
Munich (D): Bavarian State Office for Monument
Protection (Publications and Practical Tests | Timm
Weski)
Regensburg (D): University of Regensburg, Ancient
History (First Roman Boat | Heinz Konen, Angela
Ganter)
Schleswig (D): Gottorf Castle’s Museum of
Archaeology
Nydam B (Germanic Rowing Boat | Project
Collaboration Planned)
Nydam Moor, Denmark, Nydam Tveir (Reconstruc-
tion of the Nydam Boat, Project Collaboration)
Weihenstephan (D): Weihenstephan-Triesdorf
University of Applied Sciences, Process Engineering
and Recycling Management (Measurement
Technology, Boat Testing | Bernhard Gatternig)
WeifBenburg (D): Weienburg Museums (Exhibition
and Demonstration of Reconstructions,
Collaboration in Conferences | Simon Sulk)
Hereford (GB): Hereford, Ludlow and North
Shropshire College (Blacksmith Reconstruction,
Training Exchange, May 2026 | Rowan Taylor)
Vinkovci (HRV): City Museum Vinkovci (Carriage
Construction | Hrvoje Vulic)
Osijek (HRV): Archaeological Museum Osijek
(Tomislav Hrsak)
Zagreb (HRV): Institute of Archaeology
(Collaboration in EU Project on the Construction
of the Danuvina | lvana Roguljic)
Krems (A): Danube University Krems (Collaboration
in EU Project, Danuvina Construction)

Bratislava (SK): Municipal Institute for Monument
Protection (Voyages on the Danube with Danuvina,
Testing | Margareta Musilova)
Izmir (TR): Dokuz EylUl University, Faculty of Letters,
Archaeology
(Excavations, Epigraphy, Reconstruction of
Everyday Objects, Weaving, Baking etc. |
Metropolis Kaszisi, Serdar Aybek)
(Theatre Excavations and Reconstruction; Burial
Sites and Reconstruction | Aygin Meric)
Brno (CZ): Czech Academy of Sciences (Voyages
near Brno, Testing with the Danuvina | Balazs
Komoréczy)
Budapest (HU): Budapest University of Technology
and Economics, Faculty of Transportation
Engineering and Vehicle Engineering (Boat Testing
and Evaluation | Gy6z6 Simongati)
Cambridge (MA, USA): MIT, MIT Kavli Institute for
Astrophysics and Space Research (Measurements
during Tests | Hans Moritz GUnther)
New Orleans (USA): Tulane University New Orleans,
Department of Classics (Roman Economy and
Administration, Seafaring)

Future collaborations
Trier (D): University of Trier, Ancient History |
(Construction of Navis Lusoria | Christoph Schéfer)
Munich (D): Bavarian State Office for Monument
Protection (Coordination of Events, Workshops |
Marcus Gschwind)
Roskilde (DK): Viking Ship Museum / National
Museum for Ships, Seafaring, Boatbuilding Culture
and Maritime Crafts in Antiquity and the Middle
Ages (Collaboration for the Construction of the
Nydam Boat)
Southampton (GB): University of Southampton,
Maritime Archaeology Julian Whitewright, Senior
Teaching Fellow
Guédelon (FR): Castle Construction Project (EU
Funding, Ancient and Medieval Craft Techniques)
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3. Outlook: Establishing a European Research and Transfer Platform

Scaling and Networking

The greatest potential of the Practicability Turn lies in its scalability.

Existing collaborations can be strategically expanded into a European research community.
Obvious points of contact include:

Viking Ship Museum Roskilde (ship reconstruction and testing, particularly in the context of
Nydam)

Archaeological and museum-based networks in Germany (e.qg., Trier, Hamburg, Haltern)
Maritime archaeology in Great Britain (e.g., Southampton)

Heritage preservation and educational institutions at the state level

Guédelon Castle as a model for long-term reconstruction projects

Another strategic option is to connect with larger research consortia, such as those associated
with Leibniz research museums (e.g., the Germanisches Nationalmuseum).

Added Value for Scholarship

The Practicability Turn opens up several key development perspectives for historical scholarship:

- Methodological innovation: Expanding the evidentiary spectrum through experimentally
grounded, practice-based methods

- Empirical depth: Access to previously underexplored dimensions of pre-modern life

- Interdisciplinarity: Systematic and mutually enriching integration of humanities, natural sciences,
engineering, and craft-based knowledge

- Research-led teaching: New training formats at the interface of theory and practice

- Science communication: Direct translation of research into tangible societal experience

The Practicability Turn not only introduces experimentally grounded approaches into historical
scholarship, but also provides collaborating disciplines with a historically contextualized framework
in which their methods, models, and materials can be tested, evaluated, and meaningfully extended.

Societal and Strategic Benefits

Beyond the discipline itself, significant added value arises:

Strengthening the visibility and relevance of historical research

New forms of participation and knowledge transfer

Impulses for crafts, heritage preservation, and cultural sustainability
Development of resilient regional and international networks

The Practicability Turn thus connects what is often separated in scholarship:
knowledge, application, and communication.
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9) Dreyer, B., 2022b. Bautagebuch fir die F.A.N In: B. Dreyer, ed., 2022. Ein Rémerboot auf dem
Priifstand - Bau und Test fiir Wissenschaft und Offentlichkeit. Darmstadt: WBG Academic. pp.27-
69.

10) Dreyer, B., 2022c. Eine F.A.N.-Story - ein wissenschaftliches Abenteuver (2018 - Tagebuch), In: B.
Dreyer, ed., 2022. Ein Rémerboot auf dem Priifstand - Bau und Test fir Wissenschaft und Offen-
tlichkeit. Darmstadt: WBG Academic. pp.351-379.

11) Dreyer, B. and Gatternig, B., 2019. A Scientific Adventure. Testing a F.A.N.-Theory. Ancient
Warfare 13(2). pp.40-45.

12) Kemmler, W., Dreyer, B. and Gatternig, B., 2022. Leistungsdiagnostik auf der Fridericiana Alexan-
drina Navis (F.A.N.) - eine Pilotstudie. In: B. Dreyer, ed., 2022. Ein R6merboot auf dem Priifstand
- Bau und Test fir Wissenschaft und Offentlichkeit. Darmstadt: WBG Academic. pp.482 - 498.

13) Land, A. and Dreyer, B., 2022. Die rémischen Feldzige in Germanien und das Klima. Eine Falls-
tudie fir die Jahre 15 und 16 n. Chr. In: B. Dreyer, ed., 2022. Ein Rémerboot auf dem Prifstand -
Bau und Test fir Wissenschaft und Offentlichkeit. Darmstadt: WBG Academic. pp.515-530.

14) Stamminger, M., Rickert, D., Gatternig, B. and Dreyer, B., 2022. Die F.A.N. virtuell besuchen und
testen: Graphische Datenverarbeitung, Numerik und das Rémerboot. In: B. Dreyer, ed., 2022. Ein
Rémerboot auf dem Priifstand - Bau und Test fiir Wissenschaft und Offentlichkeit. Darmstadt:
WBG Academic. pp.499-514.

15) Thidnnesen, J., Gatternig, B., Ginther, H-M., Wawrzyn, C. and Dreyer, B., 2022. Strémungsmecha-
nische Tauglichkeitsanalyse der Fridericiana Alexandrina Navis (F.A.N.). In: B. Dreyer, ed., 2022.
Ein Rémerboot auf dem Priifstand - Bau und Test fir Wissenschaft und Offentlichkeit. Darm-
stadt: WBG Academic. pp.431-481.

16) Dreyer, B., 2024a. Zwei rémische Boote im Test unter Riemen und Segel. Bayerische Archdologie
23. pp.52-55.

17) Dreyer, B., 2024b. Zwei rémische Boote im Test unter Riemen und Segel. Experimentelle
Archdologie in Europa 23. pp.41-54.

Example artillery

1) Dreyer, B., Clement, P., Hauenstein, A., 2022. Ein spdtrepublikanischer, frihkaiserzeitlicher Scor-
pio. In B. Dreyer, ed., 2022. Ein Rémerboot auf dem Prifstand - Bau und Test fir Wissenschaft
und Offentlichkeit. Darmstadt: WBG Academic. pp.170-188.

2) Dreyer, B., Hauenstein, A., Wilsch, W., 2023, In the Engine’s Sights. Testing Reconstructed Roman
ballistae. Ancient Warfare 16(6). pp.26-19.

3) Dreyer, B., Wilsch, W., 2024. Kicked by a donkey. The ‘Impact’ of the Roman Onager. Ancient
Warfare 17(2). pp.8-11.

4) Dreyer, B., Hauvenstein, A., Wilsch, W., 2024. Im Visier rémischer Torsionsgeschitze: Artillerie der
Antike. Visier 2024(2). pp.78-81.

5) Dreyer, B., Wilsch, W., 2025. Vom Skorpion gestochen - vom Wildesel getreten. Rémische Artil-
lerie im Test. Archdologie in Deutschland 2025(1). pp.46-49.

6) Dreyer, B., Fiedler, R. Ein Wildesel als Mauerbrecher, Militdrgeschichte. Zeitschrift fir Historische
Bildung [in print].
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Example transportation

1) Dreyer, B., Hilverda, A., Sponsel-Schaffner, Chr. and Werther, L., 2022. Identifying Research Gaps
for a Comprehensive Presentation of the Roman Danube Limes. 4.1 Germany: Navigability of
Rivers in Roman Times and Roman Navigation on the River Altmihl. Some Remarks and Research
Perspectives. In: Danube Transnational Programm, Living Danube Limes, 2022. Deliverable D.
T1.2.1. Identification of Potential of Historical Roman Story Telling. pp.37-48. Available at: https://
dtp.interreg-danube.eu/uploads/media/approved_project_output/0001/46/dc2689cled48ad-
10458c755823f451077f0a3877.pdf [Accessed 20 March 2026].

2) Dreyer, B., 2026. Longitudinal Suspension and Bent Rims. Cross-Country Celtic Chariots. Ancient
Warfare 105. pp.54-57.

3) Dreyer, B., 2026. Roman Cargo-Boats (Prahm). Ancient Warfare 107 [in print].

Example ancient painting and intension

1) Carbon, C.-C., 2022. Uber die Wahrnehmung und Wirkung von Rémerbooten: Zwischen Camou-
flage, Uberraschung und Terror. In B. Dreyer, ed., 2022. Ein Rmerboot auf dem Priifstand - Bau
und Test fir Wissenschaft und Offentlichkeit. Darmstadt: WBG Academic. pp.333-349.

2) Dreyer, B. and Speck, M., 2021. Farbe und Intention. Rekonstruktion antiker enkaustischer Be-
malung auf der F.A.N. und DANUVINA ALACRIS. Skyllis 21. pp. 62-71.

3) Carbon, C.-C., Dreyer, B. and Speck, M., 2026. Using perception as a strategy: Camouflage,
surprise, and the moment of shock related to perception. I-Perception 17(1). pp.1-7. https.//doi.
org/10.1177/20416695261425471.

4) Sponsel-Schaffner, Chr., 2024. Painting Techniques for Roman Shields. Per Aspera ad Astra.
Ancient Warfare 17(5). pp.48-49.
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