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TaTjana Tönsmeyer, Adelige Moderne: Großgrundbesitz und länd-
liche Gesellschaft in England und Böhmen 1848–1918, Industrielle Welt,
83 (Cologne: Böhlau, 2012), 372 pp. IsBn 978 3 412 20937 7. €59.90

The wave of interest in the late modern history of european nobilities
unleashed some three decades ago, in part by arno mayer’s provoca-
tive thesis on ‘the persistence of the old regime’, continues its slow
rise, tossing up fine works of historical learning as it does. This book
comparing and contrasting what would seem to be quite disparate
groups of english and Bohemian nobles at the high tide of landed
aristocracy is one of them. The apparent dissimilarity is accentuated
by the state of the literature. Where the english or British landed
establishment has been illuminated from many angles and is the sub-
ject of major narrative interpretations such as David Cannadine’s The
Decline and Fall of the British Aristocracy (1992), the Bohemian or Habs -
burg high nobility has remained in the shadows. The notable revival
of interest in recent years in central european nobilities, specifically
in various German lands, has also largely passed the Habsburg
monarchy and its territories by. The collapse of the old regime at the
end of the First World War and the rise of nation-states within whose
physical and mental boundaries the old elites would seem to have lit-
tle place continues to exert a profound influence on the approach to,
and writing of, history nearly a century later. Thanks to the long par-
liamentary tradition, the english peerage has not been understood, in
contrast, as having been foreign or extraneous to the ‘nation’.

That old corporate diets enduring down to 1848 shaped noble tra-
ditions in the Habsburg lands points to another meaningful diver-
gence in the historical experiences of english and Bohemian nobles.
Those diets were the political expression of a social order that had
ultimately rested on the manorial system, which in the english coun-
tryside had withered away centuries earlier. Only in consequence of
the events of 1848 did that system, together with the customary
estates, disappear in the Habsburg lands. yet this change confronted
Bohemian landowners with a challenge very like that facing their
english counterparts following the abolition of the Corn Laws only
two years earlier (1846): it exposed them to the full blast of agrarian
capitalism. These mid-century caesuras form the starting point for
the study under consideration here. Both groups of landowners were
further more uniquely well equipped to take the heat. It is well known
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that the British elite was europe’s most broadacred, with vast swathes
of the urban and rural worlds in the hands of a few hundred families.
Less familiar is that the Habsburg aristocracy, especially its Bo he mian
and Hungarian manifestations, was its closest continental equiva lent
in terms of resources. In 1896, almost a quarter of the Bo he mian king-
dom’s total land area was held by 163 proprietors; fourteen of these,
led by Prince schwarzenberg with 150,000 hectares, owned 11.4 per
cent of that area (p. 23). Both the english and Bo he mian nobilities
were strongly supra-regional in orientation, which reflected the im -
por tance of ‘imperial’ polities as essential points on their compass.
and they were also part of a closely interconnected, european-wide
social elite. 

That we get little sense of cross-influences or of the nobility’s
British, Habsburg, or european context is a function of this study’s
resolutely local focus, which is at the same time its great merit.
starting from the historian Otto Brunner’s famous premise that the
essence of nobility over time has been Herrschaft über Land und Leute
at the level of the estate, the author asks how her focus groups
attempted to stabilize and uphold ‘dominion over land and people’
under circumstances very different from those of the medieval and
early modern periods with which Brunner was concerned. In view of
the high proportion of people who continued to live in the european
countryside after 1900, this is an important question. Because of
strong ‘national assumptions’ (p. 31), however, it has been rarely
asked. In the english case, the combination of land, opulence, and
authority has been taken as a given, with paradoxically little need
seen to explore just how the noble base was sustained. For the Czech
lands, national teleology has postulated a landed nobility deprived of
its legal hold over the subject populace by the mid-century revolu-
tion and then inexorably pushed aside by modern, middle-class soci-
ety. Perhaps even more than their english counterparts, Bohemian
great landowners remained firmly rooted on their ancestral acres—
and a power to be reckoned with—down to 1914 and beyond. The
author’s findings for Bohemia show how carefully they avoided
identifying with any one group in a multi-lingual world. This helps
to explain their success. 

In keeping with recent advances in the understanding of how
power is exercised, the author firmly and effectively integrates the
‘ruled’ into her picture of the ‘rulers’. The same has been done, for
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example, by primarily english-language scholars to overturn older
notions of ‘absolutism’ in early modern France and thus deepen our
knowledge of how the expansion of royal power occurred. In Ger -
man-language scholarship, the emphasis has been on power as a
process of communication and negotiation. Impulses coming from
sociology and other disciplines have been important in this re-think-
ing. Drawing on such insights, Tönsmeyer interprets dominion as a
form of ‘social practice’ in which historical players interact in what is
thought of as a ‘force field’ (Kräftefeld) (p. 19); the focus is on their
interaction with each other and the cultural ‘tools’ they use in doing
so. These ‘tools’ are often rooted in daily usage that itself draws on
long-established custom, rather than reified ideas of ‘efficiency’. In
other words, the actors bring their ‘own logic’ (Eigensinn) into play.
In conceiving of the exercise of power as a matter of negotiation,
some scholars have gone too far in assuming a level playing field be -
tween ‘rulers’ and ‘ruled’, a mistake that the author carefully avoids.
Those who were dependent or lacking resources had ‘fewer possibil-
ities for being successful in processes of negotiation’ (p. 256), as a
conflict between the beneficiaries of a foundation for the poor and the
administration of Count Czernin, whose family funded it, suggested.
But to be most effective, noble dominion had in some way to take into
account the interests and needs of those they ruled. 

The book is divided into four major sections that reflect how the
theoretical and methodological reflections apply to the actual histor-
ical record as surveyed by the author in family and estate papers sur-
viving in eight regional archives in england and the Czech republic
(and concerning roughly a dozen families in all). The first section
thus introduces the reader to the ‘actors in agrarian society’—those
who in effect occupied the postulated ‘force field’. These included
not only the noble landowners themselves, but also their bailiffs,
stewards, and other administrators, as well as the many other rural
social elements that fell within the penumbra of estates. another
player not introduced at this point but nevertheless factored into the
equation later in the book is the ‘state’, which was extending its reach
into the countryside by creating new structures of government.

Proprietors in both england and Bohemia shared a central con-
cern, reflected in their frequent presence on their lands and close
involvement in management, to turn the profit needed for them to
maintain a lifestyle in accordance with their rank. Otherwise the



British and Bohemian Landed Aristocracy, 1848–1918

123

structures in the two places varied, as both this and the following sec-
tion, ‘The Working World of the estates: Practices and Conflicts’,
show. a key difference was that the english nobility generally leased
out its holdings—thus the prominence of tenant farmers in agrarian
society there—whereas the Bohemian nobility tended to farm its
properties itself. Flashpoints of conflict also differed significantly as
a consequence of historical circumstance. In england, they concerned
cottages, the consumption of alcohol, and unionism; in Bohemia,
pay-in-kind (such as dairy products), access to forests, and the use of
ponds and streams. In both the Bohemian and english cases, the
author interestingly teases out the clashing conceptions of ‘property’
that, in some cases, despite being rooted in older ways of thinking,
were now criminalized. That the nobility did not always manage to
enforce its will was evident in the struggle over the unionization of
workers on its industrial holdings in england. Here patriarchal and
paternalistic appeals to ‘common interests’ had lost their effective-
ness. 

The last two sections explore ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ ways in
which the nobility sought to stabilize its hold in the countryside.
These again differed somewhat according to circumstance. among
the former, the provision of charity, the maintenance of churches and
schools, and celebrations and solemn occasions all provided oppor-
tunities for reinforcing hierarchy. as late as the 1870s, petitioners for
help in Bohemia are on record as recommending themselves to noble
patrons by recalling the former subject-status of themselves or their
immediate ancestors. In england, the dissenting chapels in the so-
called ‘open villages’ offered alternative forms of allegiance bitterly
opposed by noble landowners, not least because of the connection to
unionism. new structures of local government and associations were
the most important of the ‘modern’ forums used by the landed nobil-
ity with some success in defending its interests. 

The interpretative model of the ‘force field’ that brings interaction
and conflict into focus has perhaps not allowed for consideration of
one aspect of the nobility’s continuing assertion of its presence and
status in the agrarian world: the later nineteenth century was the last
great age of the construction and remaking of castles and country
homes in both england and Bohemia. such buildings had tradition-
ally been a supreme expression of the nobility’s claim to dominate.
Did they provoke no opposition in the later nineteenth century, or is



the silence a function of the sources examined? The study’s focus on
the problem of conflict, in combination with the comparative eng -
lish–Bohemian perspective, nevertheless casts more light than it ob -
scures. Where conflict has been seen as a pervasive daily phenomenon
in Bohemia with its traditions of customary rights anchored in the
manorial system, historians have tended to assume a ‘culture of def-
erence’ in the english countryside. The author convincingly calls this
assumption into question. The original findings and fresh perspective
are thus not limited to the less well-known Bohemian case and make
abundantly clear how profitable, even essential, comparisons remain
to historical scholarship.
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Europe: Free Imperial Knights in the Age of Revolution 1750–1850 (2004);
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