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In this well-informed account of the bourgeois travelling experience,
Philipp Prein traces the origins of modern-day tourism back to its
nineteenth-century roots. Based on an impressive number of unpub-
lished and published travel accounts and diaries from Hamburg, and
to a lesser degree from Basle and London, Prein’s study suggests that
travelling in the nineteenth century was a truly bourgeois experience.
The economically successful leisure classes began to travel inside and
outside their countries to escape the monotony of everyday life.
Although not every successful Hamburg merchant found happiness
far away from work, travelling defined Germany’s new leisure class.
Being able to afford to travel, however, did not automatically inte-
grate the traveller into the city’s upper middle class. He still needed
to prove that he belonged to the city’s leading circles by acting
according to a certain set of bourgeois standards and values. Yet as
Prein demonstrates, travelling became an essential part of Bürger-
lichkeit (bourgeois value systems and attitudes) in the course of the
century. In order to explore this theme, Prein approaches nineteenth-
century travelling from two angles: first, he analyses travelling as
confrontation with a counter-reality, and looks at the impact which
modern means of transport and the media had on the experience of
travelling; and secondly, he investigates its importance for the for-
mation of class identities. 

The book is divided into six chapters. The first two chapters set
the scene by highlighting the place of travelling in the life of upper
middle-class citizens from Hamburg, Basle, and London, and look at
the various forms of travel writing. The following four chapters pro-
vide four distinct interpretations. To begin with, Prein analyses the
travel experience as a rite de passage in which travelling served to cre-
ate a counter-reality (Gegenwelt) to the monotonous everyday life
back at home. However, the encounter with this Gegenwelt was
quickly formalized by the production of travel guides which pre-
scribed travel routes, thus standardizing the travel experience. Travel
guides, paintings, and images not only provided information about
the best routes, they also instructed readers about what to feel at the
recommended sights. Since the British were the first to travel, they
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also were the first to be scolded for their ‘blindness’. ‘Blind travellers’
ignored the beauty of the land- and cityscapes around them and
thoughtlessly followed the recommendations of guidebooks. 

Seeing is an important but sometimes underdeveloped theme of
this study. Prein suggests that modern media (newspapers, books,
museums, pictures etc.) changed the way in which European trav-
ellers experienced nature and other cultures. Travel authors partici-
pated in the creation of mental images of travel destinations. Photog-
raphy and film provided ‘real’ pictures that fed the imagination and
expectations of their viewers. Long before travellers arrived at their
destination, they already possessed ‘clear’ images of the places they
were visiting. Film, in particular, produced wide-screen pictures of
landscapes such as the Alps, or famous battle scenes such as the
Battle of Waterloo. For the viewer/traveller, such media representa-
tions almost abolished the distance in time and space between every-
day life and vacation experience. Modern transport (trains) further
contributed to the loss of space between home and travel destination.
Hamburg, once far away from the Alps and from the Mediterranean,
‘moved’ closer to these tourist destinations. The space in between, it
seemed, ‘disappeared’. The result was an acceleration in the pace of
travelling and sightseeing, and the counter-reality became integrated
into the ‘normal world’. 

However, formalized travel and the proximity of the two realities
resulted in a loss of authenticity furthered by technological advances.
Faster trains provided the traveller with a landscape that passed
quickly and looked increasingly like the pictures on film and photo-
graphs. By producing a virtual reality, these pictures contributed to a
growing alienation between traveller and nature. This alienation
caused travellers to search for the authentic reality, but what they
were presented with was a staged authenticity invented by local
tourist organizers to please their guests. Thus travelling became a
spectacle. Locals and travellers worked hand in hand in the creation
of tourist sites—the travellers by coming with expectations and con-
suming the products of local tourist industries, and the locals by ful-
filling the expectations of financially well-off customers. Travel
guides brought the travellers to ‘attractive’ vacation spots where local
cultures were turned into a ‘product’ which could be sold to tourists. 

At the end of the nineteenth century, travelling took on a new
connotation as ‘time travelling’. When Wilhelm Liebknecht, for
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instance, wrote about his experiences in the United States, he
described it as the country of the future. Travelling was, at the time,
clearly perceived as a movement through time and space. In this
process, some places seemed to be ahead of the traveller’s time while
others appeared to lag behind. Travelling into the countryside came
to be identified with travelling back in time, while visiting a metrop-
olis was seen as a journey into one’s future. 

In his last chapter, Prein returns to the issue of travelling as iden-
tity-formation. Travel allowed tourists to look up to, or down on,
members of the social groups and classes to which they felt inferior
or superior. Spending time at spas, for instance, gave middle-class
citizens the chance to admire the lifestyle of the nobility and to min-
gle with noble tourists. Social intercourse with socially superior indi-
viduals provided social climbers with ‘training sessions’, while visit-
ing castles, famous museums, and art galleries offered instruction in
‘good taste’. On the other hand, travelling also offered encounters
with the lower classes and thus allowed well-off tourists to look
down on certain individuals. At the end of the nineteenth century
working-class and, in the context of American cities, poor immigrant
neighbourhoods attracted tourists who had read about the dangers
of such areas. Poor neighbourhoods (the ‘dark side’) thus became
sights that had to be seen. In charting these developments and
exploring the different realities of travel in the nineteenth century,
Prein’s book makes a valuable and thought-provoking contribution
to the history both of class formation and tourism.
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