
[image: Cover_Page]








Nazis and Nobles









[image: image]







[image: image]

Great Clarendon Street, Oxford, ox2 6dp, United Kingdom

Oxford University Press is a department of the University of Oxford. It furthers the University’s objective of excellence in research, scholarship, and education by publishing worldwide. Oxford is a registered trade mark of Oxford University Press in the UK and in certain other countries

© Stephan Malinowski 2020

The moral rights of the author have been asserted

First Edition published in 2020

Impression: 1

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of Oxford University Press, or as expressly permitted by law, by licence or under terms agreed with the appropriate reprographics rights organization. Enquiries concerning reproduction outside the scope of the above should be sent to the Rights Department, Oxford University Press, at the address above

You must not circulate this work in any other form and you must impose this same condition on any acquirer

Published in the United States of America by Oxford University Press

198 Madison Avenue, New York, NY 10016, United States of America

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data

Data available

Library of Congress Control Number: 2020945978

ISBN 978–0–19–884255–2

ebook ISBN 978–0–19–258016–0

Printed and bound in Great Britain by Clays Ltd, Elcograf S.p.A.

Links to third party websites are provided by Oxford in good faith and for information only. Oxford disclaims any responsibility for the materials contained in any third party website referenced in this work.







In memory of my parents 
And to Paula and Elias








Acknowledgements


The nobility are keepers of gleaming stories, symbols, and legends. Moreover, they offer an opportunity to read the twentieth century from a perspective that is rarely taken. As a student, doctoral candidate, and lecturer in Berlin I had the privilege of discussing this perspective time and time again with the undisputed king of research on the German nobility. I thank Heinz Reif for his support over almost thirty years. To none of my academic teachers do I owe more than to him.

Among my close friends, I am especially indebted to Robert Gerwarth and Daniel Schönpflug. My thanks are due to John Steel and Tessa David, without whom an English language edition of this book would not exist. I thank Jon Andrews for his translation of a manuscript riddled with the curious jargon of the nobility. I am grateful to Jonathan Wright for his critique of the manuscript and to Matthew Cotton for his supervision of the entire project.

Over the course of my Irish and British years, both the book and its author received support of various kinds from friends, colleagues, and students, without whom nothing would be as it is. They are, among others: Pertti Ahonen, René Behm, Donald Bloxham, Gisela Bock, Jan Bockelmann, Tim Buchen, Ewen Cameron, Emile Chabal, Sebastian Conrad, Fabrice d’Almeida, Laura Di Gregorio, Enda Delaney, Jacques Ehrenfreund, Detlef Felken, Roy Foster, Porscha Fermanis, Fabian Hilfrich, Oliver Janz, Ian Kershaw, Florian Kaplick, Linda Kizico Hudan, Georg H. Kleine, Anita Klingler, Astrid Koeditz, Martin Kohlrausch, Tsiona Lida, Tobias Lock, Nathan Low, John MacBratney, Robert Mason, Jean-Claude Michéa, Stefanie Middendorf, Sarah Moor, A. Dirk Moses, David Motadel, William Mulligan, Kiran Klaus Patel, Silke Pfeiffer, Marcellus Puhlemann, Hans-Peter Rouette, Julius Ruiz, Oliver Schmidt, Wolfgang Schönpflug, Alexander Sedlmaier, Thorsten Stecher, Rüdiger v. Treskow Karina Urbach, Tereza Valny, Barbara Wenner, Norbert Wuthe, and Akhila Yechury.

It is thanks to Andreas, Moni, Paula, and Elias Malinowski that Berlin has remained a home and fortress for me. And I’d like to thank Béatrice Marie—for everything.








Contents


Introduction

1. Defining ‘Nobility’

2. The Apocalypse and Beyond

3. The Nobility Reloaded

4. Nazis and Nobles: Conflicts

5. Nazis and Nobles: Affinities

Conclusion

Notes

Bibliography

Names Index

Subject Index








Introduction


The nobility are masters of self-portrayal. They possess the unrivalled ability to present stylized impressions of themselves in images and legends and find storytellers who will transmit, and continually reinvent, their tales throughout the ages. In 2008, the American director Bryan Singer—a figure who had recently re-entered the limelight with his blockbuster Superman Returns—erected a cinematic monument to one of the best-known representatives of twentieth-century German nobility. In the closing scene of the film Valkyrie, Singer and his leading man Tom Cruise resurrected a controversial version of the Resistance fighter Count Stauffenberg’s execution by firing squad. According to the legend, the marksmen had to open fire twice during the night of 20 July 1944 to gun down the highly educated, charismatic driving force behind the failed rebellion against the National Socialist regime.

In Singer’s version of the tale, the scene that played out in the courtyard of the nerve centre of military power in Berlin becomes one of the most striking images connected with the conservative opposition to National Socialist rule. At the moment the first command was given to fire—or so the story goes—Stauffenberg’s adjutant Werner von Haeften made a dramatic gesture, throwing himself in front of his leader and intercepting the bullets with his body. Before Stauffenberg was cut down by the second salvo, he is said to have stood straight-backed and shouted, ‘Long live the secret Germany!’ The victims’ corpses were summarily buried in a Berlin cemetery before being unearthed and incinerated shortly afterwards on Heinrich Himmler’s orders, their ashes taken to the south of the city and scattered to the wind.1

This scene appears to be a densely symbolic manifestation of the nobility’s irreconcilability with National Socialism. On one hand there is the Nazi killing machine embodied by Fritz Fromm—the middle-class general who spinelessly betrayed the uprising and ordered the conspirators’ execution—and by Heinrich Himmler, the prophet of a ‘new nobility’ and the Führer of the SS who was consumed by anxious hatred as he hounded the rebels and their families and annihilated their remains. On the other hand are the victims of this murderous apparatus, the Resistance members who exhibited the nobility’s guiding principle of Haltung (‘bearing’) in its purest form. These individuals’ laudable mission is encapsulated by Stauffenberg’s climactic last words that pay tribute to the man he called Meister, the poet and self-declared aristocrat Stefan George. It was George who had conjured up the vision of the ‘secret Germany’, a hidden realm that would be accessible only to a privileged few. Ever since the 1920s, this evocative concept had been a watchword for the dream of forging a clandestine alliance between the wise, the noble, and the good.

Legends often contain a core of historical truth, and the fundamental disparity between the Nazis and the nobility is not just portrayed in the plotlines of evocative Hollywood films. Indeed, at least at first glance, it seems that National Socialism and the nobility’s centuries-old traditions were worlds apart and that shifting their loyalty from the Imperial Kaiser to the National Socialist Führer would be the last thing to attract the aristocracy. As a result of this impression, the research for this book began from a position of bewilderment. How could a group that placed such great store by tradition, perseverance, leadership experience, and a whole arsenal of positive values join forces—both socially and ideologically—with the twentieth-century radical Right? How could the nobility—a group with a subtle system of titles and an ancient conviction in their own superiority—suddenly bow down to a malevolent regime? And finally, how could the aristocratic belief in their inborn ability to rule allow itself to become subsumed by the lower-middle-class ideology of the racially defined Volksgemeinschaft—the egalitarian ‘national community’ that the Nazis promised to create throughout the Third Reich?

In noble jargon, the term ‘mésalliance’ refers to a scandalous marriage between an aristocrat and a person of inferior standing that can cause those involved to lose their inheritance or be stripped of their rank. At least in the aristocratic imagination, such misalliances have been associated with calamity throughout history. This conviction appears in a whole raft of different quarters, ranging from the epic medieval Nibelungen saga and George Bernard Shaw’s play Misalliance right through to Edward VIII’s marriage with an American divorcée in 1936. Despite this negative reputation, however, nobles enter into misalliances for two reasons: emotional attachment and personal gain. Both of these factors played a role when the majority of the German nobility forged the misalliance with the National Socialist movement that will be examined throughout the pages of this book.

The term ‘misalliance’ was first used in this context in 1965 by the Anglo-German sociologist Ralf Dahrendorf, whose influential analysis of German society echoed political theorist Hannah Arendt’s earlier discussion of the alliances that can emerge between the ‘elite’ and the ‘mob’.2 The present book will use three main lines of inquiry to argue that the misalliance between the Nazis and the nobility was the unstable result of a gradual, uneasy process of rapprochement between two fundamentally different worlds with thoroughly dissimilar social and ideological origins. Firstly, it will examine how the powerful noble minority followed a downward trajectory of deterioration and self-destruction in the aftermath of the First World War. Secondly, it will show how the nobility’s social decline and the collapse of their traditional lifestyles led to political radicalization. And thirdly, it will demonstrate how this radicalization pushed the twentieth-century nobility into becoming far more dynamic and less reactionary than one might expect. Indeed, the majority of the aristocracy did not defend traditional conservative values after 1918, but increasingly turned their gaze towards the freshly reimagined ranks of the political right.

Comprehending the extent of the destruction and violence that racked the societies of the defeated powers after the war officially came to a close in November 1918 is not an easy feat from the perspective of countries like Britain, France, and the United States that have a far more stable heritage. In fact, the old elites in the vanquished nations were shattered by defeat, revolution, and counter-revolution in a manner that had no analogue in states where the conflict came to a satisfactory end.3 In Germany, the old nobility were among the groups that bore the brunt of this ruinous post-war trend. Although they were too damaged to retain the eminent positions they had held before 1914, however, the aristocracy were still too influential to disappear from the arenas of power altogether. Indeed, they remained one of the most significant players in the Weimar Republic itself. Ultimately, this combination of weakness and strength was a key contributing factor in the paradoxical alliance that sprang up between various noble groups and the National Socialist movement in the aftermath of the war.

The notion that the nobility played a significant role in various negative turning points in German history is not merely a defamatory idea dreamt up by Marxist and liberal historians. A number of particularly powerful individual aristocrats were instrumental in facilitating some of the most catastrophic developments that took place after 1918. For example, Hitler could not have achieved power on 30 January 1933 without input from the ‘Cabinet of Barons’—an anti-democratic, noble-majority government that was created by Franz von Papen in June 1932 and provides a symbol of the authority the aristocracy clung to during the last days of the Weimar Republic. The same can be said of the little clusters of noble influence that gathered together in clubs, city mansions, and rural estates across the country and worked with the eighty-five-year-old Reich President Paul von Hindenburg—the almost cartoonish epitome of a Prussian nobleman who was formed and transformed by military tradition—to bypass the Republic’s institutions and deliver the state to National Socialist control. A final example of the fragile yet profitable alliance between the Nazis and the old elites is Hitler’s first cabinet of three National Socialist and nine conservative ministers who worked with Hindenburg to ease the transition to the Third Reich.

Over the last seventy years, historians have penned entire libraries about the multifarious factors that facilitated the rise of Hitler’s regime. Countless special studies have examined the contributions that were made by a whole range of individual groups, including peasants, women, political parties, military officers, the middle class, students, shopkeepers, bankers, historians, teachers, and the working class. Astonishingly, however, no more than a handful of empirical works have dealt with the nobility’s involvement in the Weimar Republic and the role they played in the advent of National Socialist rule.4 Indeed, for the most part, analyses of the key protagonists who were active between the catastrophic conflict of 1914 and the Third Reich’s downfall in 1945 have left the aristocracy out of their deliberations almost entirely. Strangely, this almost total lack of research into the history of the post-war German nobility exists in spite of the widely held conviction that they were instrumental in torpedoing and sinking the Weimar Republic in the early 1930s. Published in 2003, the original edition of the present book5 tried to address this imbalance by providing the very first attempt to write a comprehensive cultural and political history of the German nobility between 1870 and 1945. Although it remains the only complete overview of the subject to this day, new work has since considerably extended the available base of knowledge.6 The present English translation is a new version of this earlier German text that has been edited to half its length, rewritten in many places, and altered to accommodate the findings of the body of literature that has emerged since 2003.

Some critics of the original German version of this book claimed that it painted an unduly gloomy picture of the twentieth-century German nobility and oversimplified the vast range of worldviews that were held by individual aristocrats. The misalliance between the Nazis and the nobility was certainly not a foregone conclusion, but a paradoxical, conflict-ridden rapprochement that gradually took place between two antithetical groups. There was never a single, homogeneous ‘nobility’, but a heterogeneous collection of noble individuals and groups that lived and acted in a wealth of different ways. Nobles were split along a number of significant fault lines that separated aristocrats of different ages, genders, religious denominations, geographic origins, and levels of wealth and ran between various noble groups, through noble families, and even criss-crossed the winding paths that individual aristocrats chose to take through life. This heterogeneity is also reflected in the vast spectrum of ideological archetypes that can be identified among the nobility’s ranks, which ranged from upstanding conservatives, fanatical National Socialists, and coolly calculating war profiteers right through to the heroic members of the Resistance who are justifiably still admired by millions.

In order to understand the internal dynamics that existed within the nobility, it is necessary to distinguish between various aristocratic subgroups that differed in their regional location, their religious confession, and their rank within the nobility’s subtle hierarchies. Two particular distinctions—namely, the contrasts between Prussian and Bavarian noble groups and between wealthy aristocrats and their more impoverished peers—are especially relevant for answering key questions about the period examined in this book. Three terms will be used throughout the following pages to reflect some of the massive social differences within the German aristocracy. Firstly, the richest and most socially stable sections of the old, landowning nobility will be referred to as the ‘grands seigneurs’. This group consisted of the ‘high nobility’ (Hochadel ) and members of the most affluent branches of the lower aristocratic clans. Secondly, the label ‘minor nobility’ (Kleinadel ) will be given to the vast majority of families from the lower aristocracy. Along with the grands seigneurs, these nobles formed the social nucleus of the old aristocracy as a whole. This group tended to own enough land to allow their immediate heirs to live lives befitting their status, but not enough to provide a secure existence for their second and subsequent daughters and sons. Finally, the bottom rungs of the nobility’s social hierarchy were occupied by a continually expanding group that will be referred to as the ‘proletarian aristocracy’. This title—a translation of the historical term Adelsproletariat—will be used for the lowliest echelons of the ruined nobility who had lost their social moorings in traditional noble spheres but had not yet relinquished their claim to membership of the aristocracy. Such individuals typically lived in cramped apartments in larger cities or in the side wings of simple manor houses in the countryside.

Unlike most of the older literature on the subject, this book argues that the reactionary aristocrats who remained in positions of power after 1918 were not predominantly responsible for the disastrous consequences that the nobility unleashed on their country and themselves in the aftermath of the First World War. Instead, it will attempt to demonstrate that it was the destabilization and dissolution of aristocratic lifestyles after 1918 that caused the most harm. Indeed, although it is possible to identify National Socialists among every single aristocratic group, the driving force that ultimately destroyed the nobility’s traditions and guiding principles from within emerged from the weakest sections of their ranks. As such, writing about the rise of Nazism is not an exercise in denouncing individuals, but rather a matter of describing conditions that affected entire swathes of society. In the context of the German nobility, this requires one to delineate the specific circumstances that led them either to side with the Nazis or to mount opposition to the National Socialist cause. As a result, this book outlines the major strands of ideological and political thought that dominated within a range of different aristocratic groups. Throughout the following analysis, it is worth remembering that the nobility—like all other sections of German society—cannot be divided into two neat camps with fanatical Nazis on one side and staunch resistance fighters on the other. As always, a broad grey area of arrangement and compromise existed between these extremes.

Despite the criticism of the original German version of this book, no one has yet made a plausible argument for a more ‘positive’ picture. Indeed, although the empirical studies published since 2003 have considerably expanded the knowledge on the subject,7 the fundamental framework of my original narrative has been confirmed. For instance, recent research has demonstrated that the high nobility and the Third Reich’s new ‘high society’8 were aligned even more closely with the National Socialists than my initial assumptions had allowed.9 Moreover, newer studies have vindicated the view that the southern, Catholic aristocracy were a culturally and politically idiosyncratic group that kept themselves at a considerably greater distance from the Nazis than the rest.10 This can be explained by the fact that the Catholic nobility in general—and Catholic aristocrats from Bavaria in particular—still possessed three things their Prussian counterparts had lost after 1918: namely, their wealth, their Pope, and their king. Fresh inquiries have also examined other significant matters that featured in the original book, including the nobility’s rejection of the Kaiser, the intense post-war debates about the creation of a ‘new aristocracy’,11 and the precise role that landownership and the noble family associations played in attempts to reorganize the nobility on a theoretical and a practical level after 1918.12 In addition, historians have conducted further investigations into the aristocratic members of the Resistance,13 the role of noblewomen, the phenomenon of the impoverished nobility, the aristocrats who joined such individual Nazi organizations as the SA and the SS, and the small minority of noble ‘mavericks’ who turned towards the political left.14 Studies of the grey area between collaboration and resistance have also shone light on a number of fascinating aristocrats about whom little was previously known. Such overlooked individuals include the figures in the Vice-Chancellor’s office who established the first, systematic, conservative resistance to National Socialism in 1933 and were eliminated during the murderous Night of the Long Knives on 30 June 1934.15 Finally, investigations have also raised awareness of the relationship between declining noble fortunes and successful aristocratic transitions to the new status quo that emerged after the Second World War. Although no one has yet demonstrated why the nobility suddenly managed to adapt to the rules of democracy after 1945 when they had stubbornly refused to do so after 1918, the question has, at least, now been posed.16

Defining the term ‘nobility’ is no easy task. In fact, it is a notoriously elusive word that seems to dissolve the harder one tries to pin it down. Even expert historians cannot reach a consensus on what the label actually means.17 This difficulty is exacerbated when dealing with societies—like Germany after the First World War—where the aristocracy no longer enjoyed a legally protected status. In an effort to solve this conundrum, part of the most recent historical literature has tried to define the twentieth-century nobility as something of an ‘imagined community’. This idea, which is based on the postmodernist impulse to dispute all forms of rigid categorization, certainly has its merits when it comes to the history of the aristocracy. For example, it allows historians to get to grips with the imaginary aspects of noble culture that were dreamt up by nobles and non-nobles alike. The concept of the ‘imagined community’, however, also underestimates tangible hierarchies and traditions that the aristocracy had forged over hundreds of years. Indeed, although one might produce some insights by placing such terms as ‘nobility’ and ‘middle class’ in quotation marks and treating them as mere fantasies, the idea of conceptualizing ‘nobility’ as a state of mind that was invented by individuals who merely ‘felt noble’ overlooks a number of concrete social and political realities that were many centuries in the making.18 For one thing, there was absolutely nothing imaginary about the aristocracy’s castles, country houses, major estates, hunting rituals, marriage customs, and the leading positions they held in the military, in the civil service, and in the diplomatic corps. It is not possible to claim that the most eminent noble families’ relationships with the land or the generations-old soldierly traditions espoused by the Prussian military clans19 were fabrications. In fact, such phenomena can and have been quantified, and their existence is every bit as verifiable as the walls of the noble palaces that still stand.

The account presented in this book is based on the premise that there was—and still is—a nobility whose core social and cultural identity can be successfully described. If one were asked to capture this identity in just three words, one might suggest defining the nobility as ‘family’, ‘landownership’, and ‘leadership’. To this trio of terms, one could add another aspect that was encapsulated in the historian Heinz Reif’s pithy statement that the aristocracy are ‘the most decisive and most dogged representative of the principle of social inequality. Fairness, in its noble form, meant: treat unequals unequally.’20

Around two weeks before they made their famous attempt on Hitler’s life, Count Claus von Stauffenberg, together with his brother Berthold and the Germanist Rudolf Fahrner, wrote a manifesto known as the Oath that was intended to be read by the inner circle of the Resistance movement. It was hoped that the document would curb the more democratic tendencies within the uprising and serve as something of a message for posterity. One section of the Oath reads as follows: ‘We want a New Order that makes all Germans supporters of the state and guarantees them law and justice, but we scorn the lie of equality and bow before the hierarchies established by nature.’21 Every aristocratic family in the land would have approved of at least the second part of this message, which provided a lyrical synopsis of the anti-revolutionary credo that the nobility had espoused ever since the French Revolution. Indeed, after the First World War, it was precisely this widespread lack of faith in the principles of egalitarianism that drove the aristocracy to join forces with the middle-class-dominated political movement known as the ‘New Right’ in an attempt to reinstate what the sociologist Stefan Breuer has termed the ‘orders of inequality’. In this book, the term ‘New Right’ is used to describe the collection of radical, right-wing groups that emerged during the era of the German Empire and ultimately prompted large numbers of nobles to turn their backs on traditional conservatism and shift their allegiance to the National Socialist cause.22 The term has also been selected to stand in direct opposition to the oxymoronic formula ‘conservative revolution’ that has been a firm—but rather misleading—fixture of academic texts ever since it was popularized by the right-wing publicist Armin Mohler in 1949.

‘For things to remain the same, everything must change.’ This famous line from The Leopard—a celebrated novel by the Sicilian Prince of Lampedusa—suggests the ethos that inspired the German nobility and the New Right to attempt to ensure the continuation of social and political inequality after 1918. It was a project that fundamentally altered the course of post-war noble history and significantly transformed the meaning of many noble concepts. In the process, the aristocracy adapted their self-portrayals to the prevailing conditions of the day.23 An example can be seen in the way that many noble families’ centuries-old relationship with the land took on new meaning in an industrial society, becoming associated with ostentatious rejection of the middle-class cult of education and urban life. The same also applies to the aristocracy’s ancient belief in their own innate, blood-borne superiority which became imbued with a racist, anti-Semitic significance in the years between the fall of the German Empire and the rise of Hitler’s Third Reich.

Despite all this evidence of change, it would be wrong to give the impression that the aristocracy had to reframe everything about themselves to find their place in post-war society. Indeed, although the Prussian nobility’s military clans were troubled by such new developments as mechanized mass armies and professional warfare, the long-standing advantages of their status did not simply vanish overnight. Furthermore, even though the aristocracy’s traditions of leadership had little in common with the Führer-obsessed discourses that erupted after 1918, anyone who chose to reject the central tenets of the political left and grew weary of ‘modernity’ could not help but stumble upon the aristocracy sooner or later and be enticed by the concepts of inequality they represented. For example, although many aristocrats’ claims to live lives of ‘austerity’ after the First World War were little more than affectations, their dismissal of the money-obsessed sections of the middle class proved highly attractive to right-wing, middle-class intellectuals.

In the same way that there is no such thing as a homogeneous ‘middle class’ or a uniform ‘working class’, it is impossible to speak of a unified ‘aristocracy’ with clearly delimited borders. Despite this lack of precision, however, it is perfectly acceptable to discuss the ‘working class’ or talk about ‘middle-class culture’ in broader terms. It therefore stands to reason that it must also be possible to make general statements about an exceedingly small group of around 80,000 aristocrats who made up no more than 0.1 per cent–0.2 per cent of the German population as a whole. Some of the most innovative studies of the cultural history of the German middle class have used the term Bürgerlichkeit (‘middle-classness’) in their analysis of the mindsets, lifestyles, and self-perceptions of the group. Following in the same vein, this book will use the (rather translation-resistant) term Adeligkeit (‘nobleness’) to refer to the collection of ideals, lifestyles, and social, cultural, and political guiding principles that remained influential among large sections of the aristocracy in the aftermath of the First World War.24 In fact, the very first chapter will introduce five aspects of Adeligkeit—namely: family and time; nature and rural life; a focus on physical attributes; the nobility’s contempt for ‘desk jockeys’ and middle-class wealth; and the aristocracy’s vocation as leaders—that had a significant influence on the noble habitus25 during the first half of the twentieth century. In so doing, it will set the stage for the subsequent chapters by sketching out the political and ideological foundations that informed the paths taken by many aristocrats after 1918.

The most recent research into the history of the German nobility has justifiably criticized, corrected, and added various important nuances to the five areas of Adeligkeit that were discussed in the original version of this book. Overall, however, this new body of literature has confirmed—rather than refuted—the earlier narrative’s ideas.26 Moreover, although numerous authors have identified exceptions to its observations and stressed that the boundaries of identity were perhaps more fluid than was suggested at first, their findings do not negate the existence of the nobility’s social nucleus any more than the presence of unemployed people invalidates fundamental discussions about the working class. It goes without saying that the concept of Adeligkeit cannot hope to encompass all kinds of aristocrats and the countless value systems, countries, and epochs they have inhabited throughout the ages. Instead, it merely aims to give an approximate idea of the guiding principles that were significant for the aristocracy’s social nucleus between the late nineteenth century and the fall of Hitler’s Third Reich. The term also has the benefit of being both precise enough to encompass all the vagaries of noble self-perception and broad enough to allow the boundaries that separated different noble groups to be described from both a social-historical and a cultural-historical perspective.

The following account is divided up into five separate chapters.

According to the sociologist Maurice Halbwachs, ‘Two nobles who meet each other for the first time should be able, after exchanging just a few remarks, to recognize themselves as members of the same extended family.’27 Chapter 1 investigates the possible content of these ‘few remarks’ by exploring aristocratic self-perceptions and outlining aspects of noble cultural identity (Adeligkeit) that played a significant role in their history after the First World War. Although it is true that the nobility were far from a homogeneous group, they tended to share a number of attributes that immediately opened up common ground between peers. Aristocrats often regarded themselves as natural-born leaders, for example, and most noble families were keen to emphasize their long lineages and show pride in tracing their family trees over hundreds of years. After 1918, many aristocrats adopted a pronounced cult of austerity that made a virtue of their financial limitations and underlined their disdain for modern, middle-class culture that was seemingly embodied by bankers, merchants, academics, intellectuals, and—most conspicuously—Jews. Nobles frequently also portrayed themselves as innate hunters, farmers, and warriors who enjoyed a close relationship with nature and the land, even if they had long left their rural lifestyles behind. Although this might seem rather ludicrous, it fuelled a hatred of modern ‘uprootedness’ and disorientation that underpinned some powerful political and philosophical discourses of the age. These discourses pitted the ideal of a modest Prussian country squire whose ‘roots’ had been anchored in the local earth for centuries against the image of the wandering Jew, the socialist without a fatherland, and the drifting intellectual bereft of social connections.

Fortunately for the nobility, their disdain for democratic culture, their contempt for the bourgeois ‘chattering classes’, their veneration of decisive, ‘manly’ decision-making, and their remarkable blend of established traditions and novel forms of self-portrayal all proved surprisingly appealing to many sections of German society following the First World War. Indeed, after 1918, the nation was swept with enthusiasm for Führers and the cult of Führertum—a breed of ‘leaders’ and a form of ‘leadership’ that were arguably the most important terms in the lexicon of the pre-Hitler political right and enjoyed a far more mythical resonance than their English synonyms can ever convey. It just so happened that the Führers the German people were looking for required precisely the same qualities that the aristocracy had long claimed to possess.

Chapter 2 investigates how the German Revolution of 1918 affected the nobility, and how the nobility tried to fight back by forging new alliances with counter-revolutionary movements. It also examines Wilhelm II’s inglorious flight to the Netherlands and the exodus of all the other German monarchs at the end of the First World War. These events triggered the almost total demise of Prussian monarchism and unleashed a bitter sense of regret that the Kaiser had not chosen to die a hero’s death on the battlefield. They also help to explain why the Nazis were no longer confronted with a viable conservative opposition when they seized power in 1933. The chapter also discusses the significant rift that emerged between wealthy and impoverished noble groups and caused the most socially downtrodden sections of the aristocracy to jump on the bandwagon of extreme anti-Semitism and entertain fantasies about breeding ‘superior’ races of men. Indeed, although the rich, southern grands seigneurs largely stayed on the sidelines of politics and focused on defending their own interests, large numbers of the relatively impecunious Prussian minor nobility began aligning themselves with extreme right-wing associations and concepts in the post-war world.

Chapter 3 describes the space the nobility occupied in the right-wing milieus that existed in the turbulent Weimar Republic. It also discusses the various efforts that were made to reinvent the nobility and reorganize aristocrats into an anti-democratic elite that could spearhead the fight against the state. This latter project took shape when two originally divergent groups—namely, the middle-class-dominated, right-wing intelligentsia who were searching for a new elite and the old nobility who were suddenly open to finding new accomplices—came together as a result of their shared appreciation for aristocratic, anti-democratic, and charismatic forms of leadership and realized they were useful allies. The more astute sections of the German nobility increasingly began distancing themselves from the failures of the old regime. Over time, they also started forging alliances with the main proponents of right-wing ideologies who broadcast their ideas in a vocabulary that was similar to the traditional aristocratic idiom. In 1927, one such figure, Edgar Julius Jung—a former front-line officer, a Freikorps leader, a right-wing terrorist, a lawyer, a writer, and an eventual victim of the Night of the Long Knives—published a comprehensive bible of anti-democratic thought whose title, The Rule of the Inferior, perfectly encapsulated the right-wing intelligentsia’s view of the Weimar Republic. Happily for the nobility, Jung’s book showed great reverence for a range of ostensibly aristocratic values, including tradition, rootedness, simplicity, manliness, resilience, determination, and strength.

Both the downfall and radicalization of the nobility were exemplified by two societies which stood out among the growth of new organizations after 1918: the German Noble Society (DAG), which mainly represented the more impoverished minor nobility, and the German Gentlemen’s Club (DHK), which catered to a wealthier set of individuals. These institutions followed two very different paths. The DHK hoped to unite a collection of noble and middle-class Führers who could one day bring the Republic to its knees. By 1932, this plan had picked up enough momentum to pose a serious threat to the foundations of Germany’s fledgling democracy. In contrast, the DAG aimed to redefine the nobility as pure-bred Führers who would one day rule over the masses. This less successful bid to replace the traditional cult of blue blood with a new doctrine of pure blood was a very risky strategy for the aristocracy. It automatically made any tall, blonde son of a Swedish peasant superior to the short, dark-haired offspring of a Bavarian count.

Chapter 4 explores the extent of the nobility’s collaboration with the National Socialist movement and the various obstacles that hampered cooperation between the two groups. In the early years of the post-war period, it was far from a foregone conclusion that the openly elitist aristocracy would be able to stomach an alliance with National Socialism—a populist movement with lower-middle-class, peasant, and working-class roots that promised to form an egalitarian, racially defined ‘national community’ of ‘Aryans’ known as the Volksgemeinschaft. This was especially true of the southern, Catholic aristocracy, who remained particularly sceptical of the Nazis’ brave new world as a result of their Christian faith and traditions, their disdain for ordinary people, and their continued loyalty to the Bavarian crown. In the same way, the nobility’s claims to be uniquely superior from birth proved extremely unpalatable to the priests and disciples of the Volksgemeinschaft. Chapter 4 also considers a handful of so-called noble ‘mavericks’ who broke the mould by becoming renegades, republicans, and socialists. The chapter closes with a discussion of the nobility’s role during two events—the Night of the Long Knives of June 1934 and the doomed coup d’état of 20 July 1944—which stand as the most significant clashes between Germany’s conservatives and the National Socialist regime.

Chapter 5 discusses the key affinities that formed bridges between the German nobility and the National Socialist movement. Above all, the two groups were united by the aversions they shared. Both the aristocracy and the National Socialists abhorred the Revolution, the Republic, communists, socialists, democrats, modern art, department stores, nightclubs, the wealthy middle class, urban lifestyles, democracy’s culture of discussion and compromise, and, last but not least, the Jews—the symbolic glue that bound all their common dislikes together. The Nazis also wooed aristocrats by furnishing them with new avenues of professional advancement. For example, radical purges that swept through the police officer corps, the diplomatic corps, and the highest levels of the civil service cleared the way for aristocrats to return to their traditional strongholds of employment. Hundreds of noblemen also showed they could turn a blind eye to the SA’s brutal, ostentatiously proletarian habitus and ignore fears that the SS would supplant them as the Third Reich’s new elite by joining the leadership ranks of both organizations. Furthermore, the Nazis’ military ambitions and gigantic rearmament programmes seemed to answer the nobility’s prayers by opening up unexpected career opportunities in the armed forces and promising to rehabilitate the army as an institution. Finally, in the wake of Germany’s expansionist successes from 1939, the National Socialists even managed to reignite old aristocratic fantasies of acquiring new estates in a freshly conquered empire. As a result of all these developments, a noble renaissance seemed within reach and was enthusiastically welcomed by large parts of the northern and Prussian nobilities alike.
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Defining ‘Nobility’


The Mastery of Time

Through everything, through religiousness, conduct, kindness to ordinary people, through questions of taste, right down to subtleties of speech, dress, eating habits, it had to become clear that we, the ‘nobility’, the Arnims, were different from the rest of humanity.

—Count Dankwart von Arnim1

The devil, the nobility, and the Jesuits only exist so long as one believes in them.

—Heinrich Heine2


Back in 1999, I met with an eighty-five-year-old count in the hope of gaining access to his family archives. What I received instead was a lesson in the nobility’s unique definition of ‘family’. The count—a former professional military officer, an erstwhile diplomat, and a member of a prominent family from the north German Uradel (ancient nobility)—had recently repurchased his ancestral properties in Mecklenburg that had been confiscated by the Soviets in 1945. I enquired whether a member of his family planned to farm the land. This the count rejected with clipped, military brevity. I then asked why, if that were the case, he had acquired the territories at all. This, in contrast, elicited a rather poetic response. ‘Listen, young man’, he said, ‘my family has owned this estate since 1320. If a descendant were to look back in the year 2200 and ask me “Why did you not take the opportunity to procure these properties for us when it was possible back in the 1990s?”, how would I answer my relative then?’

Here, sitting in a café in central Berlin, was a man who could travel 600 years backwards and 200 years forwards in time and visualize himself in a perpetual dialogue with past and future generations. Translated into the hard-nosed language of middle-class economics, one might conclude that he had merely spotted an excellent business opportunity, made a real estate investment, and dreamt up a good story to go along with it. Nevertheless, the ‘imagined community’ of the nobility—the remarkable connection they claim to share with long-deceased relatives and distant future relatives yet unborn—is far more than just some peculiar aristocratic affectation. This mode of self-perception has influenced the nobility’s thought and action for centuries.

The aristocracy’s uncommon relationship with time is the first of a number of reasons why their definition of ‘family’ differs from that of all other groups in society. Indeed, their temporal understanding of familial ties is marked by a vastness that greatly transcends middle-class notions of time and space. The nobility have, for instance, the singular ability to trace their ancestors back not just two or three, but five or ten generations, and sometimes even several centuries into the past. An example of this ability was provided by Werner von Alvensleben in 1931 when he set about refuting an allegation circulated by envious members of the NSDAP that he had ‘Jewish blood’ running through his veins. In so doing, he made it known that he could follow an unbroken ancestral line back to 1000 ad and, after a gap of seventy years, even delve as far as the year 800.3 Such an ability to ‘know’ one’s forebears from the distant reaches of time and regard them as members of one’s own family is of great significance for aristocratic identity. In fact, the nobility unfailingly regard ‘family’ as a community of past, living, and future generations. When Franz von Papen spoke of privileges granted to ‘us’, for instance, he was referring not to his grandfathers, but to family members from the thirteenth century.4 Similarly, the ‘we’ used by aristocratic authors can relate to relatives that others would be hard-pressed to refer to at all. Another example appears in the autobiography of Count Ottfried von Finckenstein, a man who provided a rich evocation of the mystical, epoch-spanning bond shared by all those who have gazed upon the old Ordensburg (a fortress of the Teutonic Order that was owned by Finckenstein’s family) and ‘seen [it] standing in the silent light of the moon,…who once have inhaled the deep breath of six centuries’.5 As can be inferred from Finckenstein’s words, this broad definition of aristocratic family ties acquires its force from an actual, historical depth that even ‘good’ middle-class families cannot hope to attain. In 1926, for instance, the Bülow family association reminded relatives that ‘the year “1229” always stands at the top of our family newsletter’ for good reason: ‘it is intended as a stern reminder to every member of our lineage: almost 700 years of documented Bülow history are looking down on you! Be worthy of it!’6

One metaphor often used by nobles to describe this preternatural connection between people from different eras is the image of the ‘chain’. The individual links in this chain are all directly or indirectly bound together and—no matter their position within the succession—are all dependent on one another. Indeed, as noble genealogical jargon would have it, the entire chain ‘breaks’ the moment a family’s ‘male line dies out’. In 1931, this image was encapsulated in a speech delivered by a Bavarian baron: ‘You stand, my child, in a long line’, he declared, ‘you are the link in a chain that holds you and to which you must add.’7 From an aristocratic perspective, being a link in such a chain also means having the ability to understand and, in a metaphysical way, relive and share in the individual lives of its other members. An example of this phenomenon can be seen in the writings of the Landrat (county commissioner) Joachim von Winterfeldt. In Winterfeldt’s poetic words, a wander through his family-owned forests—places where he knows every sizeable tree—becomes a stroll in the company of long-deceased members of his family. ‘When walking through holms lined with birches and oaks, past lofty alders, and across patches of managed woodland’, he writes, ‘my forebears accompany me at every turn. I live wholly in the past, and not just in my own. I feel like a link in a long chain that breaks with me as I have, alas, been denied a son.’8

This highly symbolic sense of proximity to one’s ancestors—a relationship that seems more akin to some strains of nature worship than the middle-class cult of the individual9—is presented to the outside world in impressive style via a diverse spectrum of family trees, picture galleries, family archives, coats of arms, family tombs, family histories, and old castles and fortresses filled with suits of armour, swords, and a host of everyday items. Even when they are copied by the middle class, these aristocratic ‘media of memory’ do not entirely lose their noble stamp: non-nobles deliberately imitate them to appear aristocratic, so their noble origins are never quite forgotten. The nobility have spent hundreds of years developing this paraphernalia that highlights their special status and the continuity of their rank. They enjoy privileged seats in church, for example, or sit in the same spots and eat with the same cutlery as their forefathers in the dining rooms of military cadet academies.10 Centuries-old manor houses, castles, and natural landscapes shaped by family forebears also serve as uniquely noble lieux de mémoire (realms of memory).11 Describing his family’s imposing castle in the Mark Brandenburg region of northeastern Germany, Count Dankwart von Arnim wrote about the ‘force of family history that emanates from all the walls, pictures, and people’.12 Towering, moss-covered fortifications are not the only objects that can perform a powerful commemorative role, however. In fact, unassuming items also act as vital loci of memory whose permanence the nobility have tried to preserve by, for instance, establishing ‘fee tail’ trusts (Fideikommisse) that grant sole inheritance to a family’s eldest son. All such articles—a silver spoon gifted to an ancestor by Immanuel Kant and ‘rescued from the Russians’ in 1945; a tobacco tin presented to a great-grandfather by Tsar Alexander I; the oil portraits bequeathed to Count Dönhoff by Frederick the Great—are more than mere artefacts to be stored in ‘untouchable glass cases’.13 Indeed, they are emblems of a timeless aristocratic greatness that is based on the unique noble ability to bind the past, the present, and the future together as one.14

A striking example of the symbolic inclusion of past generations within the immediate family is presented in a play that was performed for the twenty-fifth anniversary of the accession of one Prince Christian Ernst zu Stolberg-Wernigerode in 1921. Entitled From Christian Ernst to Christian Ernst. Through Two Centuries in Five Scenes, the play—which was staged in Christian’s castle and directed by his son, the hereditary prince—begins and ends with dialogues involving two heads of the family who lived several generations apart. During these two scenes, the pair has a discussion with a character named ‘Time’ who gives each the chance to be transported into the world of his respective namesake. Time puts both in a temporary trance-like state, allowing them to examine each other’s trials and tribulations and use them as a source of inspiration for their own present day. Tenderly stroking the current prince’s head while he sleeps, Time reminds him of the unsullied splendour of the family’s coat of arms and the eternal values that both relatives have defended and nurtured to uphold the glory of their family. In his speech, Time declares that, by ‘drawing upon ancient epochs’, the deep, strong roots of the ‘family tree’ will perpetually bring forth new reserves of strength that will never be dulled by the ravages of the ages and will invariably remain applicable to present and future struggles alike.15 A similar temporal scale can also be seen in the unmistakable irony with which Prince Alois zu Löwenstein-Wertheim-Rosenberg schooled American denazification officers about the breadth of traditional aristocratic concepts in 1946. Asked when he had acquired his property—a question designed to unearth the wrongful ‘ayranization’ of Jewish possessions after 1933—the Bavarian prince replied ‘between circa 1495 and 1805’.16

A second distinctive characteristic of the noble notion of ‘family’ is the extraordinary size of the circle of individuals they regard as their own flesh and blood. The example of the Bülow family association—a body that circulated its newsletter to more than 600 family members in the 1930s17—is not simply exceptional in terms of its scale, but also illustrates the differences between noble and middle-class ideals when it comes to familial and organizational ties. Whereas the middle class place a strong emphasis on the immediate family and the voluntary association of autonomous individuals, the aristocracy view all the members of a noble family as ‘bearers’ of the family name. Indeed, the widespread aristocratic terms Vetter and Cousine (German expressions of male and female kinship roughly translated as ‘cousin’ in the broader, Shakespearean sense of the word) can refer to distant family relationships and individuals who have never met. The practical significance of this expansive understanding of the word ‘family’ becomes clear upon examining the phenomenon of the noble ‘family associations’ in more detail. These institutions, which originated first and foremost among the nobility from East Elbia (the traditional Prussian territory to the east of the river Elbe), were not concerned with holding such units as the immediate family and the closest relatives together. Rather, their function—which lives on to this day—was to help nurture the actual and symbolic cohesion of members of the entire family ‘line’, remember their dead, and transmit their values on to living descendants and others yet unborn.18

The purpose and significance of the family associations19 went far beyond this facilitative, nurturing, educational role, however. Indeed, in order to achieve their stated aim of promoting the ‘unification of the family spirit and … the members of the lineage’, the organizations were also endowed with regulatory powers. This entailed such prosaic duties as obliging members to report relevant biographical developments to the ‘family council’,20 deciding who could remain in the family, and excluding those ‘unworthy’ individuals who could not. The associations also published family newsletters filled with anecdotes about individual members and the history of the family, organized family gatherings (events that still attract hundreds of people today), and orchestrated private financial funds that disbursed grants to students, for example, or gave support to unmarried daughters and impoverished widows. Particularly within the more prosperous clans, this latter form of intra-familial wealth distribution could see considerable sums changing hands.

Aristocrats also worked to maintain the cohesion of the overall ‘family’ of the nobility as a whole. This was particularly vital wherever the aristocracy’s notion of familial ties transcended the boundaries of middle-class understanding. Countless trivial nuances of etiquette reflected the nobility’s idea that they, despite all their internal divisions, were a single, united ‘family’. Take, for example, the widespread (and otherwise highly impolite) habit among Bavarian noblemen of referring to their (male) peers with the informal German pronoun du (‘you’), regardless of whether they had ever previously laid eyes on one another. This ethos of aristocratic solidarity helps explain why wealthy nobles living in as-yet-untouched aristocratic worlds would often patiently provide support to ruined, politically radicalized members of the minor nobility. From their point of view, even ‘cousins’ who no longer possessed any semblance of aristocracy still remained members of the wider noble ‘family’. Protecting them was declared a ‘sacrifice’ that, at least symbolically, benefited the nobility as a whole. As one commentator declared, such duties were carried out because ‘the reputation of the family demands it.’21

With hindsight, this adherence to a narrow set of self-serving social and cultural codes might smack of a pre-modern clan mentality. As far as the minor nobility were concerned, however, there were tangible, logical benefits to pursuing such a strategy that lingered on into the twentieth century.22 Aristocratic networks continued to facilitate careers, for example, and the significance of private safety nets grew considerably after a range of traditional state protection mechanisms collapsed in 1918. Moreover, the majority of the nobility—individuals who were neither personally nor professionally prepared to adapt to the new status quo with any degree of flexibility—discovered countercultures and social niches within their own aristocratic networks. Although such havens no longer provided any protection against social decline, they frequently saved individuals from destitution.23

A third distinguishing feature of the aristocratic concept of ‘family’ is how it allows the excellence of individual members to be put forward as evidence of the capabilities of the nobility as a whole. This idiosyncratic—but highly beneficial—aristocratic prerogative to be judged always by their most outstanding (rather than their most ordinary) representatives was described by the sociologist Georg Simmel as a bias that is forged by the nobility and continually reinforced by the efforts of non-noble observers.24 In a tactic that to some extent anticipated the modern discipline of public relations, aristocrats have long represented their families in such a way that pushes their most illustrious kinsmen to the fore. Indeed, the nobility are expert manipulators of visibility and masters of selective memory.25 This can be illustrated by revealing that the acquaintance the aristocracy share with their own forebears often proves, on closer inspection, to be nothing but a myth. In the 1920s, for example, an anti-Semitic project to establish a registry of the nobility happened to discover that fewer than half of all aristocratic families were able to produce documentary evidence of an uninterrupted lineage of thirty-two ancestors (i.e. a family line reaching just five generations into the past).26 This had little impact on how the members of the nobility represented themselves, however. Indeed, it had always proved easier and more effective to memorialize one’s above-average forefathers than to demonstrate a flawless knowledge of one’s heritage. In any case, portraits of exceptional family members—composed from noble memory, cleared of all blemishes, and set in lavish frames—were the only ones ever presented to the outside world as proof of their living relatives’ own value.

A prime example of this selective phenomenon arose in 1931 when a south German baron offered a glimpse of his family’s past experience of leadership to prove that the old nobility were ‘in the best of health’ and still fit to rule. According to the baron’s records, 250 of his namesakes had served as officers since the establishment of standing armies. Of these men, twenty-five had reached the rank of general and eighty had ‘fallen on the field of honour’.27 However admirable this might be, it must be remembered that actual instances of successful noble leadership often go hand in hand with distorted impressions of the truth. Indeed, the sight of twenty-five generals in a single dynasty looks even more impressive if this careful selection of exceptional forebears can successfully stifle inquiries into the rest of the family line. As can be inferred from Count Dankwart von Arnim’s quotation that appeared at the start of the chapter, this singling out of great individuals in an act of selective memory aims to have a twofold effect: firstly, it hopes to put one’s own clan in a positive light, and, secondly, it aspires to lend these outstanding figures’ personal brilliance to the family of the nobility as a whole. All such efforts are richly rewarded. In fact, the more successfully an individual’s splendour can be brought to the fore, the greater the entire nobility’s prestige will be. As a result, the project of filtering out the many and highlighting the few is treated as a collective venture that is carried out by separate families and results in the accumulation of symbolic capital by the aristocracy as a whole. Countless examples of this joint project of self-aggrandizement can be identified throughout the German nobility. Wealthy dynasties commissioned hagiographical portraits of individuals, for instance, while rebels, failures, and renegades were hidden, ostracized, excluded, or ‘sent to America’, all at great expense.28

The choice of which people to bring to the fore is not the only variable that the aristocracy have adapted to the zeitgeist and the prevailing political climate. In fact, the image portrayed of each individual is also subject to change. In his impressive study of the multiple ‘biographies’ written about Friedrich August Ludwig von der Marwitz, for instance, the historian Ewald Frie provides fascinating insights into how the course of memory has been shifted by the influence of the nobility’s family associations.29 By selectively granting access to family archives and entrusting portraits to (predominantly middle-class) authors engaged on an ad hoc basis, these institutions were able to make von der Marwitz shine forth as an upstanding campaigner against despotism, as a leading light of conservatism, or as a pioneer of the National Socialist state as circumstances required. This unsurpassed, masterful aristocratic ability to furnish society’s collective memory with an unfailingly apposite selection of flexible anecdotes, symbols, and images from an inexhaustible supply remains intact to this day. Moreover, almost none of the nobility’s biographies is fixed. In fact, they are liberally adapted to match the requirements of the epochs for which they are produced. Ultimately, the ‘glory’ of the family name is the only thing that remains unchanged.

Placing such an emphasis on handpicked personalities also serves an additional purpose: those family members who are ingeniously highlighted by strategies of selective memory and perception resemble bellwethers whose deeds are perpetually upheld as ideals within each individual clan. This had particularly far-reaching consequences in the great political debates after 1918 whenever any of these conspicuous, promoted figures altered their political trajectory and caused others to follow in their footsteps.

In 1908, Georg Simmel noted that noble and non-noble observers alike tended to grant the nobility a privileged status that they either publicly or privately admired.30 This trend was in no way halted in 1918. In fact, two decades after the appearance of Simmel’s text, Edgar Julius Jung, one of the foremost representatives of the New Right, articulated the same insight in an expression of mocking contempt for democratic ideals. ‘The external forms of true feudalism’, he wrote,

still pervade the fantasies of civilized people…. Satirical magazines can expose the ridiculous count—though already how much more ridiculous are the upper-middle classes by the time they reach their third generation?—to the superior scorn of the masses as often as they like. Nevertheless, the European nobility are still highly valued in the American marriage market today; the aristocrat remains the only pauper tolerated in large, rich houses. More counts and barons still play the hero’s role in the serialized novels of liberal periodicals than actually exist in the [Almanach de] Gotha [a directory of the European nobility]. Even the socialist maidservant still curtsies in inexpungible admiration before the fictional countess.31

However biting Jung’s words might be, his assessment was not misjudged. Indeed, in contrast to what has been claimed of the French nobility in the Ancien Régime, the German aristocracy’s status as gatekeepers of interpretation—figures with the power to shape how people viewed the past, the present, and the years to come—had in no way become ‘tangled up’ in nostalgic imagery or rendered unable to fashion a vision for the future after 1918.32 On the contrary, they maintained an enduring interpretative power that was sustained not least by a group of middle-class ‘elite theorists’ (social scientists who focused on explaining the power of elites) and ‘barefoot prophets’ (a rather unusual brand of lone intellectuals devoid of university connections or the safety net of a middle-class existence) that had already grown to significant proportions during the era of the German Empire. After 1918, these right-wing intellectuals’ voices loaded the term ‘nobility’ with new meanings and thus contributed to the building of communicative bridges between the minor nobility, the middle class, and the right-wing intelligentsia. As a result, the aristocracy’s hoard of images and motifs—a stockpile that had actually remained stable for hundreds of years—now began to undergo changes at the hands of non-noble individuals who seized upon their great potential for flexibility and started to add to them and adopt them as their own.

Rootedness

Even after 1918, land ownership remained the most significant bedrock of aristocratic power and the area in which noble ideals could be rehearsed, consolidated, and adapted to the demands of the age. Indeed, from an economic, social, cultural, and ideological point of view, the possession of land was still the most important point of reference for the German nobility as a whole. As a consequence, it was protected with extreme determination by landowning and landless representatives from all sections of the aristocracy alike. Manor houses, castles, and holdings of forests and land increasingly came to represent the most significant safety nets for economically stricken family members33 and serve as the chief loci for the aristocratic cultural model. Noble residences gained particular importance after the demise of the imperial courts and the collapse of the male bonds in the military and bureaucratic professions. Moreover, major aristocratic estates—premises that noble families defended to the hilt and, in the nineteenth century, protected with the robust armour of property entailment34—actually remained the strongholds that both the nobility and their opponents had always considered them to be. Indeed, landed estates rose to become families’ financial powerhouses and the headquarters for conceptualizing and planning the counter-revolution after 1918. In fact, over time, the significance they held as places of political education, as armouries, and as military training camps35 clearly began to outstrip their former role as the settings of romantic still lifes and melancholic retreat.

The aristocratic connection to the land also—or even especially—lingered in the noble imagination where the properties themselves had been lost. Indeed, as one nobleman stated, it was ultimately ‘hard to think of a single [noble] family that did not, at least in historical terms, [have] relationships with the native German soil and thus [have] an interest in the same’.36 During the process of forging the aristocratic habitus—the complex set of interiorized rules that dictated how each aristocrat should behave, move, speak, and think—the entire nobility followed a principle that Oldwig von Uechtritz had vividly described on behalf of the landless aristocracy back in 1890. ‘The landowning nobleman’, he declared,

is the original stock of the aristocracy, a group that stands and falls with him. It is from him that family members living in the cities predominantly have to receive the thoughts, tendencies, and concepts the nobleman must inhabit if he wants to remain true to himself and retain his character.37

There is no doubt that the perception of landownership as the backbone of aristocratic power was strengthened rather than weakened in the debates regarding contemporary Führertum—a modern, charismatic model of direct, militaristic, anti-democratic, anti-egalitarian leadership—that emerged after 1918. In 1926, for instance, Ewald von Kleist-Schmenzin penned a statement that would have found support among noble and family associations from all parts of the country. ‘The aristocracy’, he declared, ‘must preserve their status in one domain with the utmost care, namely on the land. The roots of their power lie, and will always lie, in large territorial holdings. Leadership on the land must never be lost.’38 In a speech he delivered to the Westphalian Noble Society in 1922, Franz von Papen cautioned that precisely this had, ‘to a large extent’, already come to pass. ‘But to retain and regain this leadership…’, he continued, ‘seems to me to be the imperative of our time…. Land ownership is the bedrock of our rank, of our entitlement to rule.’39 Linguistic nuances were all that separated this appeal from its völkisch counterpart. Indeed, as one völkisch commentator noted, ‘the ruling stratum of the German people [should] be a nobility that has not [descended] into homeless nomadism, but that [is] rooted to the earth.’40

Both in reality and the realm of fantasy, the aristocracy’s connection to the land remained the most important resource of noble leadership and the base from which they orchestrated their aggressive dissociation from city life and the urban middle-class attitude towards the natural world. In stark contrast to the nobility’s more familiar relationship with flora and fauna, urban middle-class citizens invariably approached nature as outsiders and remained strangers to it at all times. An example of this can be detected in the phenomenon of the middle-class walk in the park. Despite being a fixture of middle-class existence, this (weekend) walk remains nothing more than a foray into a domesticated—and sometimes even artificially created—slice of the living environment.41 In fact, the leisurely middle-class passeggiata (‘stroll’) fundamentally treats such locations as spaces to exist in, rather than places of any substance or interest in their own right. In the context of the German capital, for example, the tamed parkland of the Tiergarten (a green lung in central Berlin) merely provides a stage for middle-class self-representation, a venue in which individuals can see and be seen.42 The differences between the two classes’ outlooks on nature also become particularly striking when one examines the country estates that were in vogue among a growing set of the wealthy middle class around the turn of the twentieth century. Indeed, the nobility realized that the traditions and functions of their own rural existence were worlds apart from the codes of bourgeois ‘weekend nomadism’ rehearsed at their newly purchased properties43 and treated the latter with great contempt as a result.

In contrast to the urban middle class, proximity to nature was a lived reality of the landowning nobility’s own daily existence. From an early age, aristocratic children were schooled in rural ways as part of an education that had no equivalent in the middle-class cultural model. This training primarily came from their fathers who, as landowners, forest rangers, and hunters, could pass on their knowledge of crop rotations and teach their offspring how to recognize birds from their cry, go about the ‘noble art of hunting’, and handle horses with aplomb.44 Even aristocrats living urban lives who—in their careers as civil servants or military officers, for example—had long ‘grown away from’ the proverbial ‘native soil’ often maintained close contact with the world of the landed nobility by reforging links with their fathers’, brothers’, and fathers-in-law’s estates, or with hunting parties on the estates of their friends. Indeed, the ideal of a simple, hard, but honest life on the land, far removed from the ‘materialism’ of the metropolis, represented a significant source of aristocratic identity for urban dwellers and residents of the countryside alike. Declarations to this effect abound in noble accounts. For example, Rudolf-Christoph von Gersdorff—a professional Prussian military officer who declared life ‘at a desk’ to be intolerable—described his love of nature as the cornerstone of his ‘adventuresome soldier’s life’. One aristocratic university professor described hunting as a unique ‘ecstasy’ that stirred his blood. Similarly, a pacifist of the nobility and a figure from the old aristocracy who worked as a manager at the Krupp steel company both called hunting their ‘single great passion’; an admiral rejoiced over being granted permission by the Kaiser to shoot a stag; and a retired general extolled the ‘life-giving power of the clod of native earth’.45 Even the most prominent intellectual members of the nobility professed to whiling away tedious lessons at school with transcendent dreams about nature. Such reveries apparently valued a walk in the woods more highly than the ‘Giaconda [the Mona Lisa] in the Louvre’ and glorified the particular beauty of the ‘partridges’ (Rebhuhnvolk) and all the animals on their farms back home.46 In a rather less elegant articulation of the same idea, the landowner Oldenburg-Januschau—a man with a ‘thundering temperament’—declared that ‘the number of piglets a sow has in Januschau interests me more than the most ingenious speech by Parliamentary Representative Richter [a liberal politician renowned for his oratorical prowess].’47

In the aristocratic imagination, the land and the natural world provided an escape from ‘stultifying indoor air’ and supplied the settings for the most formative of experiences.48 Just like Marcel Proust’s famous madeleine moment from his novel In Search of Lost Time, these incidents were often stored as sensory reminiscences. Dankwart von Arnim, for example, associated the scent of horse sweat, polished leather, and elderflowers with ‘summer and happiness’. Tisa von der Schulenburg connected falling leaves in autumnal gardens with the ‘aroma of the Tiergarten’ from her childhood days in Berlin. For her part, Countess Marion Dönhoff described the sound of rustling trees in her native East Prussia as ‘indelibly embedded in the memory forever’.49

The land and the natural world furnished aristocratic authors with vital memories that were linked to their own childhoods, the high points of their adult lives, and important moments of reflection and introspection at the end of their days. They also set the stage for the nobility’s connection with the dead, a phenomenon of unrivalled significance among members of their class. Indeed, aristocratic memoirs are replete with meaningful locations: the spot where one shot one’s ‘first stag’; the family woodland one ran through as a boy; 600-year-old, moss-covered castle ruins; the avenue of oaks established by one’s forebears; the fir trees one planted as a child; and the grave of one’s father or ‘favourite horse’ that rested in the shade of old oak trees with a view of the forest and the fields of the family estate. To the aristocratic mind, all such places represent a ‘rootedness’ in the traditions of the past, present, and future generations of one’s own kith and kin.50 In the context of the German Empire and the Weimar Republic, these images can also be interpreted as censures against modern ‘nomadism’ and exhortations to fellow aristocrats not to abandon their traditional lifestyles and ‘ancestral’ domains.

The contrast between the aristocracy’s proximity to nature and the middle-class romanticism of the natural environment becomes particularly striking when one examines the key role the nobility ascribed to horses, dogs, and hunting. Despite being intended as a form of polemical mockery, the common middle-class representation of the aristocracy as an ‘Indian [Native American] tribe’51 (Indianerstamm)—i.e. a pre-modern, pre-industrial society that remained close to nature and at a far remove from the trappings of modern industrialized life—was based on aristocratic characteristics that were by no means unappealing. One of these attractive peculiarities was the nobility’s relationship with their steeds, a connection that fills the pages of aristocratic memoirs. Horses are described as being the most intense passion of young girls and old men alike. A number of autobiographies dedicated far more space to adventures with horses than to rare passages about their authors’ wives, many of whom appear as shadowy—and occasionally nameless—figures.52 One high-ranking civil servant saw it as self-evident that horses should be treasured like people; some nobles went so far as to consider them ‘the greatest pleasure that God has devised for man’. Various accounts also suggest that the animal’s importance as a status symbol even outstripped its practical function as a mode of transport, a valuable asset, and the indispensable tool of both the cavalryman and the horseback hunter.53

Nobles sized one another up based on their riding style, their aptitude as horsemen, and their carriages and steeds. Dankwart von Arnim described how an appraising look into the stables and carriages of a family one was visiting revealed more about the prosperity and style of the owners than their castle facade. In addition to a knowledge of cigarettes and French cognac, an ability to handle horses with effortless ease could, even as late as the 1920s, also facilitate one’s entrance into the diplomatic service, a profession in which the aristocracy remained over-represented to a significant degree.54

No matter whether they were the sons of kings, the daughters of officers, or the offspring of estate owners, young nobles learnt to deal with horses from an early age. This was an indispensable education: estates were inspected on horseback, the lord of the manor addressed his staff from his steed, and horses separated riders from walkers on hunts and distinguished the aristocrats in the cavalry from the soldiers in artillery units. Even young, working-class women could hardly resist admiring mounted officers in their finery as they rode through a garrison town. Horse racing tracks and Union Clubs—exclusive establishments largely frequented by officers and noblemen in the capital city—served as social hubs for ‘gentlemen riders’ (i.e. amateur jockeys) and fashionable aristocrats alike. In one account, a nobleman who served as a leader in the Freikorps (an anti-revolutionary volunteer corps) kissed his horse tenderly as he took it in his arms. In another, the deposed Kaiser Wilhelm II sat on a saddle while at his desk during his exile in the Netherlands. Even aristocratic children recognized that sitting high up on a horse created a power imbalance that could be expressed in purely symbolic dominance or in the use of physical force. When playing at war games, for example, the noble son of one landowner—the only child sitting astride a pony—drove off the ‘army’ led by the master distiller’s boy.55 Countless reminiscences of this kind describe horses as the essential props for staging the same brand of aristocratic superiority that Oldenburg-Januschau felt was lacking during the 1920 putsch orchestrated by Kapp, a middle-class reactionary. ‘Take riding lessons!’ he is said to have shouted to the leader of the attempted coup: ‘Anyone who wants to seize Berlin must come through the Brandenburg Gate on horseback!’56

Hunting was a second aspect of aristocratic life that provided the nobility with another—equally vital—arena of symbolic inclusion and exclusion.57 Johann-Albrecht von Rantzau’s opinion that one could ‘hardly have an exaggerated view of the significance hunting has always had in the lives… of the entire European aristocracy’58 is confirmed time and again in autobiographical accounts.59 Although hunting had long ceased to be an exclusively aristocratic activity by the period under examination here, the middle-class social climbers who tried their hand at the sport nevertheless had to stray onto the nobility’s home turf in more ways than one. Indeed, upper-class hunts were events at which middle-class guests were forced to try and speak the aristocrats’ own verbal and semiotic idioms. At least as far as noble commentators were concerned, they failed miserably in the attempt.

Hunting’s fixed, formal rules allowed kings, princes, and untitled members of the landed nobility to overcome intra-aristocratic and national divisions. In so doing, it also helped them institute a kind of discrete, international alliance of hunting aristocrats that served as a noble counterpart to the multinational labour groups forged by the working class. Even noblewomen who were adept with a firearm could find a firmly established place in this informal, unspoken association that provided a vital space for personal and political communication.60 The claim that all hunters—like soldiers facing death—became ‘equals before the quarry’ is misleading, however, and actually stands one of the most significant social functions of the pastime on its head. It is undeniably true that hunting parties allowed people to overcome their differences and provided individuals with opportunities to make and maintain contacts, no matter whether their name was Wilhelm II or Hermann Göring. Nevertheless, hunts were held in hierarchical ‘meets’ that were as effective at bringing insiders together as they were at keeping newcomers out of the fold. Such subtle crimes as holding a shotgun incorrectly, treating hunting dogs awkwardly, displaying an unsuitable riding style, or simply betraying an inability to ‘express [oneself ] in a huntsmanlike manner in every respect’ were enough to bar someone entry to the hunting nobility’s ‘inner circle’. Anyone who went ‘into the woods’ in the wrong clothes or took an umbrella with them instead of a rifle also opened themselves up to ridicule. Retribution was swift. Indeed, an unspoken glance shared between two people in the know was all it took to condemn parvenus, who had not mastered the hunting code of conduct forged by the aristocracy themselves, as mere ‘shooters’—individuals who gunned down prestigious quantities of game without any sense of a true hunter’s discrimination. The importance of mastering hunting’s rhetorical and physical conventions was underscored in the memoirs of Count Dankwart von Arnim. ‘Minor infringements of these unwritten rules, factual or even just verbal errors…’, he wrote,

immediately led to a judgement that, although hardly articulated among us brothers, was definitive. Tiny things, ridiculous things: if someone spoke of a ‘beautiful’ rather than a ‘strong’ stag, if someone approached a horse clumsily in the stable, if someone was too friendly or too distant with the staff, all this and an endless number of nuances further confirmed the segregation and the sense of a special status that was not accessible to all.61

The rigour of such condemnation was, however, only maintained up to a point. When such a prestigious figure as Kaiser Wilhelm II acted like a ‘shooter’—by dispatching 3,892 animals over the space of ten hunts, for example, or using two shotguns to bring down 800 hares or 925 pheasants that were driven towards him in a single session—it was unquestionably judged as an aberration of style, but nevertheless accepted with a furrowed brow.62 In such cases, quod licet Iovi, non licet bovi (‘the gods may do what cattle may not’) seems to have been the tacit order of the day.

Hunting also encapsulated the aristocracy’s sense of hierarchy and dominion over the natural world. The vanquished quarry—lined up, stuffed, and hung prestigiously on the wall—was perhaps the clearest illustration of the nobility’s mastery over their surroundings, a domination that stood in contrast to all the reverence and submissiveness the middle class professed to experiencing when faced with mother nature. Both in actual fact and in their own inflated opinion of themselves, aristocratic hunters also enjoyed an ‘organic’ existence in, and relationship with, the natural environment. This self-proclaimed connection was rarely portrayed more vividly than in their descriptions of hunting itself. Indeed, the nobility did not have to wait for the writings of such intellectuals as Ernst Jünger and Martin Heidegger in the 1920s to teach them that a ‘walk in the woods’ could serve as a symbolic gesture of aristocratic withdrawal from society at large.63 Nevertheless, in 1929, José Ortega y Gasset added a powerful metaphor to the stock of hunting symbolism that splendidly summed up the ideological significance of the hunting ritual in the 1900s. ‘And that’, he declared,

is why [the nobility] hunt. When they are fed up with the irksome present day, when they are tired of ‘being wholly part of the 20th-century’, then they take a shotgun, whistle for their dog, head into the woods, and spend a couple of hours or a couple of days indulging in the pleasure of ‘being a Stone Age man’.64

During the twentieth century, aristocratic hunters incorporated this archaic instant extolled by Ortega into their entire habitus. They cultivated it, used it as a status symbol, and fed innumerable variations of it into the tide of anti-modernist discourses that were unleashed by right-wing intellectuals in the 1920s and that praised the (ordered, traditional, harmonious) countryside and vilified the trappings of (chaotic, decadent, toxic) modern urban living. This was another example of how ancient cultural practices were turned into fresh symbols after 1918 in a way that endowed the nobility with a new significance. Although highlighting the down-to-earth, anti-urban, warrior-like aspects of hunting and describing it as a ‘character-building passion’65 may have sounded rather Neolithic, it nevertheless struck an underlying archaic, vitalist chord that was enthusiastically adopted, copied, and modified in a variety of quarters, ranging from Nietzsche’s nihilism and the Futurism of the Italian fascists to the German New Right and even the middle class. This novel, anti-modernist interpretation of an ancient ritual also elevated the nobility to a prominent position in the eyes of the reimagined right—a group that had not yet found its voice, but that worshipped the rural ‘soil’ and reviled the urban ‘asphalt’ wherever they were found.

As the aristocracy distanced themselves from big cities in general and the German capital—dubbed the ‘New Babylon’66—in particular, both the reality and fantasy of their connection to the land and their hatred of the metropolis started becoming inextricably linked. This development, which became more and more pronounced after the turn of the twentieth century, reached a markedly emphatic moment in the writings of Wilhelm II, whose autobiography claimed that he had invariably felt like a ‘prisoner’ in the capital city, a place he described as a ‘metropolis with its sea of stone, far from nature’. Although aristocratic memoirs frequently described the ‘old Berlin’ as a town of untrammelled opportunity, of glittering court festivities, of career-advancing contacts, and of ‘a merry life’ for young officers,67 it became clear in the nineteenth century that the ‘new Berlin’ was increasingly being perceived as the nexus of all the trends that posed a risk to the nobility and their privileged world. In 1954, even such a cosmopolitan figure as Prince Karl Anton Rohan was led to speak in disparaging terms of the ‘asphalt people’, the ‘asphalt culture’, the ‘uprooted nomads’, and the ‘world of asphalt’ that could be found in the metropolis. In so doing, he modified a leitmotif that the New Right had already been using with ever greater frequency since the latter days of the German Empire. In a similar example from 1931, the Westphalian Baron von Lüninck employed near-identical terminology when he called for leadership of the nation to be wrested from the grasp of the ‘uprooted asphalt politicians’ and handed to people ‘who are rooted in the soil’.68 Even towns of modest proportions began to be portrayed as ‘sea[s] of stone’, as ‘something narrow, dead and artificial’ in comparison to the endangered idyll of the countryside.69

These views cannot be dismissed as the quixotic resentments of an isolated band of reactionary failures. Indeed, the contemporary political and ideological relevance of such opinions can clearly be seen if one compares the nobility’s anti-urban attitude with the influential analyses of ‘asphalt culture’ that were emerging from the middle-class intelligentsia at that time.70 For example, the minor nobility’s old notion that the metropolis sucked ‘the marrow out of the bones’ of the countryside71 was highly compatible with the flood of völkisch publications decrying the city as a ‘race grave’72—a boneyard where Aryan vigour and purity were becoming diluted with foreign blood. Moreover, reports written by völkisch authors about the ‘effete and spoiled followers of fashion living in the big cities’—individuals who ‘dwell [in] sky-high rented buildings where they seldom get to see a little patch of sky, breathe stuffy air, and have little physical exercise’73—were composed in a language that would have been understood on every aristocratic rural estate. Praising the countryside as the tranquil antithesis to the horrors of the decadent metropolis also chimed with the great debates that leading middle-class German economists held before the First World War to assess the potential of instituting an agrarian state as an alternative to an industrial society. Furthermore, the emotionally charged writings of the academically trained, völkisch figures of the emerging ‘discipline’ of the ‘racial sciences’ (Rassenkunde) regarded large cities as ‘corn mills in which human families are ground up and worn down’74—a pseudo-scientific opinion that offered numerous points in common with the landed aristocracy.

This brand of anti-urban imagery—a great deal of which seems to have been produced by the minor, landowning nobility—was even repeated by aristocratic authors who had spent long periods of their lives in large towns. For example, one Baron Magnus von Braun styled himself as a countryman despite being a city-dwelling member of the Weimer Republic’s powerful Berlin elite. ‘My wife and I’, he wrote,

both originate from the countryside. We loved horse stables and cattle stalls, we loved the sprouting of the seeds and the scent of the forest. We had seen enough of the drifting chaff driven away by the wind in the big cities. We wanted to take root in our native soil once more and leave our children a piece of sacred earth they could cultivate, just as our forebears on both sides had done for hundreds of years.75

Over time, Berlin increasingly became viewed as the topographical concentration of all the things the nobility detested about the ‘new era’. These targets of aristocratic criticism included modern art and cultural movements; the increasingly self-assured ‘masses’ of industrial labourers; and the showy wealth of what aristocrats dubbed Klirrziegen—literally ‘clinking goats’, the aristocratic term for middle-class women who festooned themselves with opulent jewellery.76 It was also home to the reviled nouveau riche families of the financial and industrial middle class; the baffling, yet palpable, might of the international stock markets; and, last but not least: the perennially vilified Jews.77

The growing contrast between the good ‘old Berlin’ and the bad ‘new’ one—a ‘paradise of Hebrewdom’ that had hosted the revolution and allowed a fresh ‘caste’ of ‘newly rich plebeians’ to establish their ‘mob rule’ unchallenged at the ‘garish red tables’ in nightclubs on the Kurfürstendamm—reinvigorated resentments that had already begun in the latter days of the German Empire.78 During the 1920s, aristocratic depictions of the capital were dominated by an open hatred of the city, a place where Tauenztien-Girls (loose, thrill-seeking, modern-dressing young women who haunted the Tauenztienstraße shopping street) and Hopswut (a frenzied ‘dancing fever’) could be diagnosed as omnipresent symptoms of a ‘lack of dignity’ and the ‘idiotic sickness of the age’. These images were even confirmed by those aristocrats who had been actively engaged in the turbulent currents of the capital city after the First World War. Such individuals spoke of the town’s ‘excess’; of ‘sex’; of a ‘champagne-fuelled mood’; of ‘gaudy women’; of financial scandals; of taxi-driving officers; of ‘rascals’ who ‘cheerfully swam around in the vortex of post-revolutionary Berlin’; of grandmothers who competed with their granddaughters for the favour of the remaining men; and of the ‘racketeers and money-grubbers’ who consumed ‘streams of bubbly’ on the ‘swollen, red, upholstered furniture’ favoured by the vulgar ranks of newly wealthy metropolitans.79

This wholly negative, ideologically deformed impression of Berlin that emerged after 1918 chimed in with a real phenomenon that had established itself over a longer period of time: namely, the nobility’s retreat from the ‘city of nouveau riche parvenus and posers’ that took place around the turn of the century.80 The type of ‘amphibious’ existence81 split between the town and the countryside that the English, French, and Italian nobility were known for cultivating82 had always been relatively rare among the German aristocracy, and the few nobles who followed such a routine progressively abandoned the practice in greater and greater numbers during the early 1900s.83 Even families from the high nobility whose wealth remained undiminished started selling off their palaces in town and staying in hotels or rented apartments during the short social season. Although the aristocracy’s decision to withdraw (not always, it must be said, voluntarily) from the ‘Moloch’ metropolis offered some benefits—it helped the landed aristocracy avoid competing with the burgeoning culture of luxurious villas and lavish lifestyles among the wealthy urban middle class, for example84—it cannot be described as an unequivocal success. For one thing, it sullied the aristocracy’s own view of themselves. Indeed, the völkisch interpretation of the nobility’s renunciation of the city—the idea that the ‘Nordic Mensch’, which was not cut out for modern metropolitan civilization, had ceded the urban space to the Jewish ‘race’ ‘without a fight’85—was even disseminated by those aristocrats who had succeeded in maintaining their position in post-war Berlin. Moreover, the nobility’s anti-Semitic, resentful disengagement from the metropolis deprived them of an important point of contact with twentieth-century society and denied the amalgamation of aristocratic and middle-class elites the logical nexus that the capital had, for a short while, represented. This move away from the centre of power and influence was further compounded by another factor that had become ever more pronounced since the latter days of the German Empire: the aristocracy’s increasingly hostile attitude to education.

Character and Warriorhood

Tuzzi’s maxim was that one must express oneself sparingly and that puns, even though one could not entirely do without them in witty conversation, should never be too good, for that was bourgeois.

—Robert Musil86

Knowledge and education never held the same significance for the aristocratic strategy of staying ‘on top’ as they did for middle-class dreams of advancement. This basic fact explains the substantial disparity that existed between how the nobility and the middle class experienced learning, expertise, and intellectualism both in reality and in their own, stylized accounts. Examining this contrast alongside a range of aristocratic resentments will help shed light on why the minor nobility began to distance themselves from civil society in an increasingly marked way after the First World War.

The middle-class pedagogical ideal of unfettered personal development was far less focused on the overall trajectory of their class than the nobility’s collective educational model, which hoped to shape all aristocrats ‘in the same likeness’ by following a clearly defined pedagogical path.87 Instead of concentrating on the individual and their particular talents, the nobility focused on imbuing their charges with unified patterns of typical aristocratic behaviour. The primary objective of this inculcation was to communicate conventions of thought and action that were deemed befitting of people of their rank. Over time, as it became increasingly apparent that the middle class were invading the aristocracy’s customary professional spheres, it became even more important to consolidate these uniting codes that could unify the nobility from within and set them apart from the rest of society.

The nobility preserved the vast majority of their traditional educational models right through into the twentieth century. Children were still raised by governesses and tutors, for example, before being sent to a select group of grammar schools, cadet corps, page schools, and (boarding) schools in the countryside—places of learning far removed from their intellectual, metropolitan, middle-class counterparts in large German cities—at a relatively late stage in their development. Families also maintained various educational strategies that created a clear distinction between the intended paths for boys and girls88 and between the careers expected of firstborn sons and their younger brothers. In order to follow the ‘indispensable educational curriculum’ and forge ‘a mind agreeable to the nobility’,89 aristocrats concentrated on just a few subjects (law, agriculture, forestry) at a handful of universities and underwent a range of key rituals that distinguished them from the rest of the nation.

Contrary to what one might expect, this rather narrow focus on a specific set of pedagogical goals did not necessarily lead to educational limitations in the aristocracy’s ranks. It is true that sections of the nobility had long displayed a certain reluctance to adapt to the assessment tests the middle class had established at grammar schools and seats of higher learning and laid down as prerequisites for success in some key areas of modern life.90 Nevertheless, many nobles performed well in such exams.91 Moreover, although the phantom of the uneducated, anti-intellectual Junker did actually exist (and was particularly prevalent among the old Prussian minor nobility), this stereotype was not representative of ‘the aristocracy’ as a whole. Indeed, it is very easy to find numerous individual and collective92 examples of aristocrats enjoying high levels of educational and cultural success. Some nobles even emphasized such attainments as part of their public image.93 In 1908, for example, an attempt to document the intellectual attainments of the contemporary nobility was able to point to forty-six aristocrats who had tried their luck as authors and managed to gain more or less widespread acclaim for their endeavours.94 Outside the Prussian minor nobility, the overall standard of culture and education in the ‘better’ families, in the diplomatic ‘dynasties’, and within the high aristocracy95 was also likely to have been very high. As a consequence, the wholesale allegation that the nobility were generally deficient in areas of culture and the intellect displayed less wit than the ‘Junkerish’ group of individuals at which it was aimed.

In spite of the evidence to the contrary, however, this popular notion that the nobility were intellectually deficient was one of the politically motivated caricatures that attained immortality during the era of the German Empire, not least thanks to the magnificent cartoons published in Simplicissimus, an influential satirical magazine. Ultimately, it is also undeniable that this aristocratic cliché was based on a quartet of four very real trends.96 First among these trends was the consideration that, during the latter half of the nineteenth century, the average level of learning among the nobility sank noticeably in comparison with that of their erudite middle-class rivals. This came as something of a surprise: back in the 1700s, it was still taken very much as read that the nobility belonged to the ‘cultured section of society’. Over time, however, this view was severely shaken by the increasingly intense competition that emerged from the educated middle class. Second, to quote the words of Count Otto zu Stolberg-Wernigerode, it must not be forgotten that ‘from south to north, from west to east, there existed a cultural divide’.97 Indeed, it was hardly an accident that educated middle-class criticism of the nobility was fuelled by clichés based on militaristic lieutenants from northerly East Elbia rather than sophisticated princes from the south of the country. Third, it is true that all levels of the aristocracy clearly—and, in most cases, strongly—rejected all modern cultural movements, phenomena they viewed as symptoms of decline. When asked to explain the ban on a naturalistic play at Berlin’s Lessing Theater in 1890, for example, the city’s Police Chief Baron Bernhard von Richthofen merely replied ‘die janze Richtung passt uns nicht’ (‘we oppose the entire trend’)98—a laconic remark delivered in a thick Berlin accent that would go on to achieve an almost legendary status. In a similar vein, the fourth and final trend saw many aristocrats renouncing what they viewed as the excessive displays of education and culture that were routinely cultivated by the middle class.

This latter tendency was particularly visible among the German nobility. Unlike their middle-class counterparts, aristocrats rarely attempted to emphasize their own educational achievements in contemporary sources or in autobiographical depictions penned at a later date. Indeed, noble accounts of noble lives are generally underpinned by an affected distaste for education that formed one of the key differences separating the aristocratic cultural model from that of the middle class. The size of the gulf that existed between these two worlds can be detected in a passage by Joachim von Winterfeldt that describes a blood relation who belonged to the academic elite. In his role as the chairman of his family association, Winterfeldt made a concerted effort to reach out to those members whose ‘manifold destinies’ had ‘alienated’ them from the ‘cousinhood’ that otherwise predominantly consisted of ‘officers, civil servants, and landowners’. His account of a meeting with Paul von Winterfeldt, a university professor in Berlin, provides an instructive demonstration of the rift that had emerged between the lifestyles of the landed aristocracy and their family members who had opted to tread the path of bourgeois professionalization. Winterfeldt’s narrative recounts how he was greeted by a bearded medievalist who opened his front door wearing a long, black academic gown. Confined between the bookshelves of a ‘miserable’ city apartment reminiscent of Faust’s own study, the text describes the myopic scholar as ‘relentlessly expending his physical force’ to complete the Monumenta Germaniae Historica, a gargantuan collection of medieval primary sources. Although the author of this portrait was a cultivated landowner and county commissioner who was dedicated to learning and cut a rather exceptionally erudite figure in his Mark Brandenburg homeland, and although his report did extol the glory and honour of academic endeavours, it also emphatically highlighted just how wholeheartedly his relative had been wrested from ‘his old kith and kin, his clan’ by the demands of his career.99

As elsewhere, the middle class in Germany viewed the accumulation of learning and knowledge as their ultimate goal and lent it far greater weight than other important areas of everyday life.100 Recent research into the middle class has meticulously mapped out the group’s strong emphasis on education and the sophisticated techniques they used to memorize, reproduce, and communicate learning to their children. Producing offspring who were brought on by their parents until they became unstoppable readers, piano players, quotation-spouters, and linguists of the highest order was a dream that was pursued and actually attained in countless middle-class homes.101 Indeed, this image of glittering achievement emerged forcefully from the pages of middle-class memoirs. The same cannot be said of accounts written by authors of the aristocracy, however. One aristocratic anecdote about a landowner who gained the nickname ‘The Bookworm’ just for being a regular reader of the Jägerzeitung hunting magazine102 suffices to show the relatively low value the nobility ascribed to learning.

This aristocratic rejection of the middle-class cult of education began with their descriptions of schooling, where tales of (at best) mediocre academic achievement appeared more frequently and more strikingly than in the reminiscences of their middle-class fellow citizens. Long passages about dreams of hunting and nature during unspeakably tedious lessons in ‘stuffy air’ are typical of the genre. Interestingly, the nobility’s contempt for learning and its mediators also included a markedly indifferent attitude towards the authority and the grades distributed by the domesticated, bookish teachers themselves.103 Indeed, the childlike ‘wildness’ that both male and female aristocrats so often highlighted in their self-portrayals104 was not infrequently aimed at the teaching staff—a group who, remarkably, also served as figures of fun for their pupils’ own parents. Although it would be difficult to describe such mischief as a peculiarly aristocratic tendency, accounts of a certain parental approval of childhood acts of rebellion are nevertheless striking. In fact, they can even be viewed as part of the ideal aristocratic character or disposition, an unfettered attitude that valued the swift, clear decisions of an advancing front-line officer over the excessively cultivated, pedantic musings of the educated middle class. By showing disobedience towards the commoners who served as their in-house teachers, governesses, servants, maids, private tutors, and directors of studies,105 young aristocrats effectively turned the generational hierarchy upside-down and demonstrated their conviction that the class-based imbalance of power between the noble child and the non-noble adult should remain conspicuous at all times.

At least from an aristocratic point of view, the grammar school was also seen as the setting of a rivalry between the nobility and the middle class, a place where the minority of noble pupils had to stand their ground against the resentment of their lower-middle-class teachers and the jealousy of their upper-middle-class classmates. Aristocratic schoolchildren—who bore such titles as Grafenkind (‘child of a count’), Komteß (‘unmarried, young countess’), Prinzling (‘little prince’), and Junker (‘young nobleman’)—evidently often regarded themselves as exceptions to the general rule. A whole spectrum of accounts describe school as a place where the nobility were increasingly confronted with anti-aristocratic attitudes. These include stories of mild ridicule aimed at the aristocratic ‘squires’ who copied from ‘woodworkers’ children’, tales of a horde of secondary school students who beat up their classmates from the high nobility, and reports of a communist teacher who declared aristocratic pupils to be the offspring of those ‘pigs’ who were responsible for the murder of the Marxist theorist and communist party leader Rosa Luxemburg.106

This dismissive portrayal of education certainly did not come to an end when aristocrats left their schooldays behind them. Although the school leavers’ exam and higher education had long featured in the career plans of a large number of aristocratic sons, the nobility rarely described universities as lofty seats of learning. Indeed, noble memoirs were far more likely to portray universities as nests of ‘organized idleness and drinking’ than pedagogical institutions.107 Aristocratic accounts of student days are dominated not by the lecture hall, but by the ‘fencing chamber’ at famous ‘duelling fraternities’—places of dull masculine ritual where sword-wielding, heavy-drinking students could demonstrate a mix of physical talent, courage, strength of character, esprit de corps, and a willingness to make sacrifices. Even though some middle-class writers described higher education in similar terms,108 it is hard to deny that the cultural capital accumulated by studying at university was far more important to middle-class students than their aristocratic counterparts. In many cases, any intellectual prowess the nobility did possess was suppressed in reminiscences and painted over by an emphasis on physical and military attributes. Otto von Bismarck’s legendary abilities with a rapier and a drinking glass are a well-known case in point.109 The example of Bernhard von der Marwitz provides similarly vivid proof of how the noble mastery of the art of memory could posthumously transform a cultivated aristocrat into a soldierly man of steel. This refined young man—a figure who had delved deeply into the work of the lyric poet Rainer Maria Rilke and had ties with the art world’s avant-garde110—lost his life on the Western Front in 1918. Thirteen years later, Marwitz’s slender head was shown disappearing under an outsized steel helmet on the cover of an edition of his letters111 that was published with political intent. Overall, the book distorted the author’s character, oeuvre, and image to fit the model of soldierly life and the Goethe quotation—‘Die and become’ (Stirb und Werde)—that was selected as its title.112

The prime example of noble contempt for educational values appeared in the memoirs of Elard von Oldenburg-Januschau, an officer and landowner who referred to his desk as ‘my enemy’ and began his autobiography with a sideswipe at the ‘ink-spilling epoch’ in which he lived.113 The epitome of an anti-intellectual aristocrat, Oldenburg-Januschau was a highly charismatic embodiment of the proverbial breed of man who—to cite a line from a play by the future SS leader Hanns Johst—might well declare ‘I release the safety catch on my Browning [shotgun] as soon as I hear the word “culture”!’114 Later adapted by Hermann Göring, this pugnacious quotation encapsulated a type of figure that had a long history in the minor nobility and enjoyed a highly active circle of admirers among the New Right. Time and again, this breed of individual—an archetype that was particularly prevalent among the lower landed and military nobility—characterized intellectual, middle-class metropolitans (the ‘emancipation-addicted, barbarized human spirit reared by the chatter of the cities’) as their enemies. Such a foe, they also believed, could be crushed at any given moment by the ‘arsenal still equipped with respectable weapons’ that the ‘landed nobility’ kept in readiness in ‘their castles’.115 Even though this brand of bellicose, hubristic worldview echoed through every officers’ mess and was really more of a soldierly than an exclusively aristocratic phenomenon, it remained a typical pattern of thought among the minor nobility. Moreover, this anti-intellectual stance was also glorified in similar terms by prominent officers and landowners alike. For example, Paul von Hindenburg declared that ‘even now the brave deed still stands above the affectations of intellect. Presence of mind and strength of character remain more valuable in the military marketplace than subtleties of cerebral learning.’116 For his part, Ewald von Kleist-Schmenzin stated in 1926 that, although it was certainly important for the nobility to broaden their intellectual horizons (‘the career of a Führer demands that … the intellectual battle be waged with weapons from one’s own forge’), ‘limits’ had to be imposed upon the ‘pursuit of intellectuality’ wherever it came ‘at the expense of the well-rounded personality, the strength of one’s roots and the ability to act with vigour’.117 Two things should be said about these warrior-like declarations at this point. Firstly, their anti-intellectual stance was not born of empty bravado. In fact, the number of aristocrats involved in academic careers did remain low.118 And, secondly, it should be noted that the attributes of decisive leaders, heroic figures, and men of action extolled in such statements were not located at too great a distance from similar-sounding rumblings issuing from the ranks of the middle-class New Right.119

Even this pervasive anti-intellectual trend was not universal among the nobility, however. For example, the Chief of the Prussian General Staff was wont to sign his correspondence ‘Dr Count Schlieffen’, a habit that continued an older tradition of cultivated General Staff officers who highlighted their erudition as part of their public image.120 Prior to 1914, the pedagogical backgrounds of such figures as Reich Chancellor Theobald von Bethmann-Hollweg and General Staff Chief Helmuth von Moltke the Elder—a man who wrote novellas and could read seven languages—were also perfectly capable of matching up to the highest intellectual standards demanded of them. In fact, the Moltkes’ private library at Schloss Klein-Oels in Silesia was one of the most impressive collections of books in all of Prussia. Like many families, the Moltkes also employed governesses to bring their children up speaking two or three languages. Other, similar tales of intellectual achievement fill the annals of noble history. In 1929, for instance, Count Peter Yorck von Wartenburg’s family delivered birthday speeches to the mother of the household in Latin.121 Noble pupils who attended humanist grammar schools certainly learnt no less than their middle-class classmates. Moreover, Hitler’s would-be assassin, Count von Stauffenberg, demonstrated the extremely high level of education that unquestionably existed among sections of the nobility by critiquing a new translation of Homer from the original Greek, for example, and discussing the epic poem La Chanson du Roland while recovering from serious injuries in hospital.122

Despite such exalted models of excellence, however, the underlying anti-intellectual trend among the aristocracy is clear. Indeed, even the well-read Moltke was not celebrated for his learning, but was referred to as ‘The Great Silent One’ among the General Staff. An anecdote about a particular toast Moltke made to Kaiser Wilhelm I has been handed down across the decades. Consisting of only seven words (‘My Gentlemen, the Kaiser—hurrah, hurrah, hurrah!’), its brevity was said even to have impressed the laconic ranks of other aristocratic soldiers.

Overall, one’s strength of ‘character’, an assured demeanour, and such purely physical qualities as ‘resilience’, ‘adventurousness’, and the celebrated Gardemaß (the lofty ‘guardsman’s stature’ required of elite Prussian soldiers) counted for more among aristocratic groups with a rural or military bent than knowledge and education, which were frequently viewed as secondary virtues.123 This pronounced noble distrust for the potentially damaging effects of education and intellectualism remained largely intact after the watershed of 1918. Indeed, portrayals of noble ‘character’ and swashbuckling ‘deeds’ were still being used by the minor nobility in general and members of the military clans in particular to distinguish themselves from the ‘effete’ products emanating from the bourgeois-dominated grammar school system until well into the twentieth century. ‘How few fresh faces and vigorous figures are among them’, stated one typical observer:

most have an unhealthy colour in their cheeks, many already wear glasses, their posture is not straight, they are more or less bent over when they walk…. The Prussian country squire [Landjunker], on the other hand, whose academic knowledge is often rather weak, knows how to behave, understands how to handle the common soldier, is used to giving orders, and can withstand exertions well. A born horseman and hunter, he is in his element as a soldier and is familiar with social conventions from an early age.124

This ideal of the Willensmensch—a fanatical, decisive ‘man of will’—was not exclusively used by the nobility to characterize the quintessential military officer, however.125 In fact, the specific male archetype extolled in the above quotation is also described in similar words in some of the best-known visions for the future of the völkisch state. According to Hitler’s Mein Kampf, for instance, such a state would have to start from the assumption ‘that a man who has little academic education but is physically healthy with a good, strong character, filled with decisiveness and willpower, is more valuable to the national community [Volksgemeinschaft] than a quick-witted weakling’.126 The practical implementation of this educational model would later be enshrined in the Nazis’ ‘Junker Schools’—training facilities for future SS officers that were organized by the SS.127

As might be expected, some members of the aristocracy did not subscribe to the typical, anti-intellectual views of their class. Indeed, a handful of noblemen could be seen levelling criticism at the educational reticence of their peers. In 1895, for example, Ernst von Wolzogen predicted that the noble contempt for art and education would sign the old aristocracy’s death warrant by forcing intellectuals to forge an alliance with the proletarian ‘rabble’. ‘Of course’, he lamented, ‘most of you have not read any poets since you left school. You were so busy drinking, playing cards and standardizing your customs and views that you found no time for such things.’128 Despite being inspired by good intentions, this brand of admonishment had little lasting effect. To make matters worse, such efforts were also undermined by a not-insignificant number of middle-class intellectuals who advised the aristocracy against succumbing to the tentativeness of the keen learner and counselled them to put their faith in country air, tradition, and instinct instead. In 1926, for example, one publication read by the right-wing intelligentsia announced to the nobility that bourgeois dynasties could not last four generations before becoming over-refined and falling victim to decadence. Thanks to their assured instincts and solid racial makeup, however, the aristocracy were immune to such a fate.129

Despite such isolated instances of disagreement, the nobility and the New Right generally shared overlapping anti-intellectual convictions. Writing in 1927, for instance, one aristocratic naval officer declared that there were ‘only three great German men whose words one has to heed…Luther, Frederick the Great and Bismarck—the peasant, the prince and the nobleman; they said everything Germans need to know.’130 Even here there was a connection with the anti-intellectual sentiment of the right-wing intelligentsia. According to the poet Stefan George, for example, reading ‘50 books’ was ‘enough for an upstanding individual. Everything else is “education”.’131 Even university professors from old aristocratic families made mockery of democratic educational ideals. For example, one Ulrich von Wilamowitz-Moellendorf, a classical philologist and member of Berlin’s academic crème de la crème, was unable to muster any enthusiasm for the increasing number of students from more diverse backgrounds who signed up to study in the 1920s. In his estimation, educating a wider section of the population would merely attract ‘smart arses’ who would, at best, become journalists or parliamentarians. ‘These semi-educated types’, he declared, ‘shall become the leaders of the ochlos [the rabble].’132

Published in 1928, the last Kaiser’s informative memoirs also contain similar views. Despite claiming to have immersed himself in the works of world literature with ‘feverish ardour’, Wilhelm II nevertheless strongly criticized the ‘weaknesses’ of the Prussian school system, which attracted feeble ‘philologists’ who were incapable of feeling any enthusiasm for the ‘pan-German project’—the dream of building a mighty German Empire that would rule the continent and hold dominion over the seas. The Kaiser’s self-portrayal is also striking because of the glimpses it offers of the relentless drills that turned him—a physically handicapped prince—into a king. Indeed, Wilhelm II’s recollections contain credible descriptions of the ‘hard, sober fulfilment of duty’ he underwent to ‘strengthen his character through constant denial’. The adjectives he crams into the space of just a few sentences (hard, strict, sober, old Prussian, tearful, joyless, dry) join forces with a number of nouns (service, fear, ruthlessness, strength, pain, duty, denial, simplicity, Spartan, bread, exertion, perfection) to reveal the barren core at the heart of the Prussian nobility’s educational ideal.133

Although the nobility’s ostentatious contempt for education was significantly less pronounced among the Catholic aristocracy, even they were not entirely immune to anti-intellectual tendencies. Take Prince Alois zu Löwenstein, for example. A mediatized prince (Standesherr) and a devout Catholic who held a number of prominent offices, Löwenstein was about as far removed from the lifestyles and opinions of the Prussian military nobility as an aristocrat could be. Nevertheless, when searching for an in-house tutor for his sons in 1928, the prince first sought out the help of a friend, the Westphalian Count von Galen. ‘What we are looking for’, Löwenstein explained, ‘is a gentleman in character, disposition and way of life, not just someone who knows not to eat from his knife. A man who can also teach the boys a chivalrous mentality…. The main concern is definitely not manners—the boys can learn them by and by—but that he thinks the same as the likes of us.’ Count von Galen submitted a proposal to the prince that reveals a certain amount about noble educational notions. A Westphalian baron whose curriculum vitae did not include such niceties as academic qualifications was selected for closer consideration. Galen could only suppose that his candidate had been to grammar school and possessed some language skills. He could report with authority, however, that, despite being bald, his thirty-four-year-old protégé had a ‘fresh, youthful outlook on life’. Moreover, it transpired that this impoverished baron, who had tried his hand at being an ‘artist’ in the United States after 1918, had been singled out thanks to his combat experience as a pilot and the ‘dashing’ escape attempt he had undertaken as a prisoner of war.134 The consideration that the princes’ sons were destined for the prestigious Feldkirch boarding school three years later indicates that high academic standards were still being upheld by wealthy noble clans. Nevertheless, the nature of Löwenstein’s enquiry and the content of Galen’s response also suggest that the part of the old ‘authentically aristocratic upbringing’ that focused on ‘strength of character’, attitude, manners, and lifestyle remained at least as important as educational matters in these families’ estimations. Indeed, as with other aristocratic circles, the Catholic aristocracy saw the nobility as a ‘living culture’ that one grew into ‘effortlessly’ and ‘entirely naturally’ by rubbing shoulders with ‘outstanding individuals’ in old noble castles.135

The peculiar idea that certain groups of people were equipped with inborn access to a stock of knowledge and could thus largely do without the pedagogy of the middle class was another opinion the old aristocracy shared with the New Right. An example of this can be seen in the writings of the author Arthur Moeller van den Bruck, a key figure among the right-wing intelligentsia whose most significant publication popularized the phrase Das Dritte Reich (‘The Third Reich’). ‘The Left’, he wrote,

has reason. The Right has wisdom…. Masculinity is the essence of wisdom. It takes character not to succumb to self-delusion. The conservative man possesses this character as well as the physical prowess and moral determination to act in accordance with this character…. He has the innate ability to pass judgement and to make deductions, to recognize reality…. Conservatism is based on an understanding of human nature.136

Another example of the aristocracy’s anti-intellectualism arose in 1931, when Baron Wilhelm von Reitzenstein gave a speech to his southern German peers in which he attempted to demonstrate the enduring capabilities of the old nobility. During his address, Reitzenstein declared that the old aristocracy’s model of a ‘hard’ upbringing was still the finest educational strategy available and shouted a motto—‘character is everything!’—to the noble youth of Bavaria which contained a tenet that was also to be found in the Prussian military clans.137 This aristocratic veneration for ‘character’—for clarity, simplicity, and unfailing, uncompromising decisiveness—also went hand in hand with a disdain for specialism and intellectualism, which many nobles believed caused one’s character to atrophy.
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