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TEXTE

While Ger man avi ation in the First World War has been the sub ject of
tech nical, mech an ical, in dus trial, and mil it ary his tor ies, a closer ex‐ 
am in a tion of the im pact of avi ation’s rapid trans form a tion on the men
who flew dur ing the war has re mained under- explored. My dis ser ta‐ 
tion ex am ines avi ation’s in flu ence on Ger man cul tural and so cial his‐ 
tory between 1908 and 1925. Be fore the First World War, avi ation was
part of a lar ger land scape of a rap idly mod ern iz ing Ger many. While
some ima gin at ive in vent ors and fu tur ists viewed powered flight as
either a trans form at ive tool or a po ten tial weapon of war, most Ger‐ 
mans had little ex pos ure to the air plane bey ond the spec tacle of the
air show.
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The out break of war in 1914 dra mat ic ally shif ted avi ation away from
spec tacle and spec u la tion and into the new and un pre ced en ted real‐ 
ity of armed con flict in the air. Ger many’s fli ers ini tially served as aer‐ 
ial ob serv ers, not ing troop po s i tions in the war’s fren etic open ing
weeks. As the West ern Front stag nated into trench war fare by the au‐ 
tumn of 1914, mil it ary avi ation, in con cert with pho to graphy, be came
a method of gath er ing vital mil it ary in tel li gence. By the end of the
year, avi ation had com pressed time and space, re ordered the spa tial
ar range ment of the bat tle field, and trans formed the human re la tion‐ 
ship with killing. The cam era shaped the iden tity and icon o graphy of
the avi ator both in pub lic and in private pho to graphs. The grow ing
im port ance of mil it ary avi ation also cre ated a priv ileged space for
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com bat pi lots to en gage with, or ig nore, the con sequences of killing
as aer ial vi ol ence be came com mon place. The new, mod ern ex per i‐ 
ence of killing and dying in the air, in ter sec ted with older su per sti‐ 
tions and cul tural tropes to render this novel kind of vi ol ence know‐ 
able. The Ger man gen eral staff, too, be came in creas ingly ob sessed
with killing in the air, and this fas cin a tion fed a new sys tem for un‐ 
der stand ing the air war. Ger many’s re gional iden tit ies were also re‐ 
flec ted in avi ation and dir ectly in flu enced both the com pos i tion of
the Luftstreitkräfte and the ma chines is sued to its pi lots. Avi at ors
were again priv ileged in their use of cul tural mark ers to sign post in‐ 
di vidual, re gional, and na tional iden tit ies. The end of the war, how‐ 
ever, shattered pre vi ous per cep tions of war time, and left liv ing avi at‐ 
ors to struggle to make sense of a new present, while the na tion’s lost
fli ers were re pur posed for con tra dict ory so cial and polit ical ends.

1. In tro duc tion and His tori ‐
ograph ical Dis cus sion
My dis ser ta tion fol lows the cul tural his tory of Ger man avi ation be‐ 
fore, dur ing, and im me di ately fol low ing the First World War. The ad‐ 
vent of powered flight entered a com plex his tor ical nar rat ive in Ger‐ 
many between 1908 and 1925. My re search ex am ines the ways in
which powered flight was a dis rupt ive ex per i ence for Ger man avi at‐ 
ors, and the ways those ex per i ences were re pur posed to pro duce the
il lu sion of re as sur ing con tinu it ies in Ger man pop u lar cul ture. My
work builds on pre vi ous his tor ies of Ger man so cial and cul tural his‐ 
tory writ ten in the last quarter- century, while in cor por at ing the in‐ 
flu ence of powered flight to elu cid ate both con tinu it ies and dis con‐ 
tinu it ies within Ger man cul ture 1. In doing so, I demon strate the dis‐ 
rupt ive role that tech no logy played in Ger many, and how Ger man
cul ture re spon ded to it.

3

The past five years have wit nessed an in tense pro duc tion of new his‐
tor ical re search re gard ing the First World War and its broader con‐ 
sequences. In ad di tion to in ter ven ing in the his tor ical ques tion of the
war’s wider con sequences, my dis ser ta tion builds on the ori ginal re‐ 
quest for a wider and cul tur ally soph ist ic ated his tory of avi ation, first
made by James Hansen 2. The re sponse to his call pro duced a body of
lit er at ure fo cused on avi ation’s so cial, cul tural, eco nomic, polit ical,
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and mil it ary his tory. My dis ser ta tion con trib utes to this call by ex‐ 
amin ing the ways in which powered flight shaped the cul ture of Ger‐ 
man avi at ors and how that re la tion ship in flu enced broader cul tural
mark ers in Ger man so ci ety. Con sequently, my re search em ploys mul‐ 
tiple per spect ives to go bey ond the con sid er a tion of flight from a
strictly mil it ary or in dus trial stand point, to ex am ine the ripple ef fect
of avi ation across so cial, cul tural, gender, and geo graphic di vides. In
ap proach ing my topic from the meth od o lo gical tra di tion of the long
nine teenth cen tury, I frame avi ation as a tech no logy which con trib‐ 
uted to an already rap idly shift ing land scape 3. From this per spect ive,
the new dis courses cre ated around avi ation, which util ized older cul‐ 
tural mark ers to make a new paradigm know able, be come ap par ent,
and provide a rich space for new his tor ical ana lysis.

2. Com ment ary on Source Ma ter ‐
ial
My dis ser ta tion takes ad vant age of a rich and di verse doc u ment col‐ 
lec tion that in cludes pub lished sources, squad ron re cords, per sonal
photo al bums, and private di ar ies. These sources provide a fas cin at‐ 
ing di cho tomy to works pro duced in the af ter math of the con flict.
Given the so cial and polit ical up heaval in Ger many im me di ately fol‐ 
low ing the First World War, no of fi cial com pre hens ive his tory of the
con flict’s aer ial com pon ent was re cor ded, al though in di vidu als within
the Luftstreitkräfte en deav oured to write their per sonal ac counts of
Ger many’s air war 4. Even though pop u lar works of semi- fictional
auto bi o graph ies per meated the Ger man book mar ket in the late
1920s and early 1930s, these sources are some what prob lem atic 5.
Con sequently, I am mind ful of my ana lysis of more dif fi cult sources,
most not ably, the pub lished auto bi o graphy of Man fred von Rich‐ 
thofen dur ing the First World War. Rich thofen’s ac count was al ways
meant for pub lic con sump tion and the pro cess of writ ing his book is
not par tic u larly well known. There fore, rather than ap proach Rich‐ 
thofen’s story as an ac cur ate and un var nished ac count of his ex per i‐ 
ences, I ex plore his writ ing from the per spect ive of au thorial in tent.
In other words, I ask: what did Man fred von Rich thofen, and his mil it‐ 
ary com mand ers, want a pop u lar audi ence to un der stand about the
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air war? In pos ing ques tions such as this, I found an il lu min at ing per‐ 
spect ive on avi ation dur ing the con flict.

My re search also draws on archival ma ter ial from the Deutsches Mu‐ 
seum as well as the Bay erisches Hauptstaat sarchiv: Kriegsarchiv, both
loc ated in Mu nich. The Deutsches Mu seum provided a wealth of back‐ 
ground know ledge in First World War avi ation and, not ably, houses
the private photo and scrap book al bums of Ger man avi at ors. Most
not ably, the mu seum has the photo album of Peter Supf, a Ger man
aer ial ob server who wrote ex tens ively about the his tory of the Ger‐ 
man air ser vice in the First World War. His album chron icles his ex‐ 
per i ences from mo bil iz a tion in 1914 until the end of 1917 and provides
a unique op por tun ity to em ploy a close source ana lysis of pho to‐ 
graphic ma ter ial. The Bav arian War Archive houses the squad ron re‐ 
cords of sev eral units, in clud ing fighter squad rons on the West ern
Front. Most in ter est ingly, the archive houses the com plete archival
re cord of Bav arian re con nais sance unit 304b, which served in
Palestine, along with the per sonal files of its com mand ing of ficer,
Franz Walz.

6

The Bundesarchiv in Freiburg, con tained thou sands of pages of mil it‐ 
ary doc u ments from the First World War, in clud ing hun dreds of
pages of cor res pond ence and re ports within the Flieger truppe and
the Luftstreitkräfte. Of the most in terest to my re search, Freiburg
con tains a typed copy of the private war diary of Rudolf Ber thold,
whose writ ing provides re mark able in sight into the first- hand ex per i‐ 
ences of a Ger man avi ator who was pro foundly changed by his ex per‐ 
i ences in the First World War. Ber thold’s diary was never pub lished
and, sub sequently, has re mained an un der u til ized his tor ical source. I
also em ploy the weekly re ports to the gen eral staff of the air ser vice,
as well as the per sonal files of other Ger man avi at ors like Ernst Heß,
whose ca reer is doc u mented from his edu ca tion at Gym nas ium up to
the tele gram no ti fy ing his mother of his death in aer ial com bat in
Decem ber 1917. Fi nally, I make use of his tor ical spaces, most not ably
the air field loc ated out side of Mu nich, called Oberschleißheim. The
air field was home to the Royal Bav arian Fly ing Corps dur ing the First
World War and, with the archival re search of the Deutsches Mu seum,
has been re built to model its Great War ap pear ance.
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3. Chapter Out line / Ap proaches
and Meth od o lo gies
My dis ser ta tion is or gan ized into five chapters which ex plore the dif‐ 
fer ent ways that avi ation shaped Ger man his tory between 1908 and
1925. Chapter One ex plores the so cial and cul tural con ver sa tions sur‐ 
round ing Ger man so ci ety as the nine teenth cen tury gave way to the
twen ti eth. Ger many was a dy namic, new, and un cer tain so ci ety ex‐ 
plod ing with in dus trial ca pa city and echo ing the sen ti ments of the
rest of Europe in its de sire to ex pand its em pires across the globe.
Within that dy namic en vir on ment, the image of powered flight cap‐ 
tiv ated the Ger man pop u lar ima gin a tion and baffled its lead ers and
mil it ary plan ners.

8

Chapter Two ex am ines the trans form at ive in flu ence of pho to graphy
on avi at ors and avi ation. The stag nant nature of the war, com bined
with the mini atur iz a tion of pho to graphic tech no logy co in cided to
give the em bryonic air plane ex traordin ary agency. The air plane,
which could not ef fect ively bomb enemy po s i tions in the early
months of the con flict sud denly be came a vital in tel li gence gath er ing
device to mil it ary plan ners and strategists. The cam era, too, be came
a mode of self- expression as re con nais sance crews fre quently made
use of squad ron dark rooms to de velop im ages of friends and com‐ 
rades. The port able cam era al lowed fli ers to cre ate al bums doc u‐ 
ment ing the con flict from form a tion to armistice. Here too, avi at ors
were a priv ileged class, hav ing ac cess to the mode and mean of cre at‐ 
ing and stor ing pho to graphs dur ing an on go ing con flict.

9

Chapter Three in vest ig ates the ways in which avi at ors un der stood
and ex per i enced vi ol ence from a priv ileged space. The air plane trans‐ 
formed the ways in which vi ol ence and suf fer ing could be in flic ted on
the human body. The very ex per i ence of flight, that of ex pos ing flesh
and bone to pre vi ously un ex per i enced height and speed, was viewed
as an in her ently vi ol ent ex per i ence, one that im posed suf fer ing even
in the best of con di tions. The nature of flight, that of op er at ing struc‐ 
tur ally un stable ma chinery with no means of es cape, also meant that
flight could kill the avi ator at any mo ment. Vi ol ence in the air ex pan‐ 
ded bey ond the mere act of fly ing at alti tude to in clude the abil ity to
in flict pain and suf fer ing on other bod ies in other air craft. The ad vent
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of ma chine guns al lowed hos tile fli ers to open fire at one an other and
cre ated a more dir ect means of in flict ing and suf fer ing vi ol ence. An
en tire sys tem of gath er ing know ledge grew around the concept of
shoot ing down other air craft and, as a res ult, gave rise to a spoils sys‐ 
tem which act ively en cour aged this de struc tion over all other aer ial
activ ity. Even tu ally, the specter of shoot ing down enemy ma chines in
ever greater num bers blinded even mil it ary plan ners to the ori ginal
and most im port ant re quire ment of mil it ary flight - that of win ning
the war on the ground. Con sequently, avi at ors, through the at ten tion
paid to killing in the air, and to the priv ileged way that act was val ued,
viewed their ac tions as more im port ant than oth ers. Con sequently, I
ex plore the ways in which avi at ors ex per i enced killing from an in‐ 
tensely priv ileged per spect ive.

Chapter Four ex plores the ways avi ation served as a means of ex‐ 
press ing and un der stand ing re gional and na tional iden tity. Ger many’s
re cent uni fic a tion meant that its re gional king doms still sought act ive
means of main tain ing autonomy. Bav aria is the strongest ex ample of
the con sequences of re gional autonomy within the lar ger Reich. Its
stub born de term in a tion to keep its air ser vice in de pend ent led its
mil it ary plan ners to make dis astrous de cisions re gard ing the con‐ 
struc tion and pro cure ment of mil it ary air craft. The de pend ence on
local factor ies cre ated a situ ation where avi at ors in Bav arian squad‐ 
rons re ceived under- performing or out right dan ger ous ma chines.
The lived con sequences of this de cision were spelled out in the diary
of Ger man avi at ors like Rudolf Ber thold, who nearly lost his life in a
crash at the con trols of a poorly made Bav arian copy of a French air‐ 
craft. Re gional iden tity was also em bed ded in the men tal it ies of avi at‐ 
ors, and placed within a lar ger, more flex ible dis course of na tional
Heimat cul ture. By ex amin ing the roots of these re gional nar rat ives, a
clearer pic ture of the world views of Ger many’s avi at ors comes to
light. Those views shaped their per cep tion of the war and had very
con crete con sequences in how they framed and made sense of their
role in the con flict. Again, the role of priv ilege shapes the ex per i ence
of the avi ator, provid ing them the space, time, and means to build ex‐ 
pres sions of re gional and na tional iden tity at the front.

11

The lat ter half of this chapter takes the les sons of re gional iden tity
and ex tra pol ates those traits to the Middle East, where Bav arian re‐ 
con nais sance units served in Palestine dur ing the con flict. Here, we
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see the out ward pro jec tion, not of re gional iden tity, but broader
tropes of Ger man na tion al ism in an alien land. The con clu sion then, is
that re gional iden tity serves to dif fer en ti ate pop u la tions in like- area
lands like the West ern Front, whereas truly for eign lands tends to
impel pop u la tions to reach back to find na tional traits to re in force
their sense of self. Even the mil it ary plan ning doc u ments of squad‐ 
rons like 304b “Pascha” were im bed ded with Ger man na tion al ism, ra‐ 
cism, and a heightened sense of su peri or ity over the local pop u la‐ 
tions where they would serve.

My final chapter ex am ines the ways in which avi ation in flu enced the
very per cep tion of time and space, as well as memory and mourn ing.
Avi ation fun da ment ally trans formed the human re la tion ship to time,
an ac cess ing the ways in which time was per ceived by avi at ors has
re mained his tor ic ally chal len ging. To ac cess both the re gi men ted
sense of time cre ated by mil it ary avi ation, as well as the heightened
mo ments of fear and peril, I em ploy an cient Greek con cepts of time.
Fil ter ing the ex per i ence of mil it ary avi at ors through the prism of
chro nos and kairos fun da ment ally changes our per spect ive on how
fli ers un der stood time. Mil it ary avi ation provided a re gi ment a tion
and struc ture to time: morn ing, af ter noon, and even ing sorties
framed their days, weeks, months, and years of ser vice. It also con‐ 
trib uted to the chro nos of mono tony of time drag ging on. Aer ial vi ol‐ 
ence broke this sense of con tinu ity with heightened mo ments of
kairos, of mo ments of de cision that ul ti mately res ul ted in life or death
ex per i ences. This sense of time is ex pressed both in pub lic and
private writ ings, as well as pho to graphs of the period. The chapter
then ex pands bey ond the time of the liv ing to the realm of the dead.
Avi at ors again were priv ileged in the realm of loss - where squad rons
went to ex traordin ary lengths to re cover lost pi lots to give them a
proper burial - an ex per i ence not shared by their coun ter parts on the
ground. The end of the war and the ban ning of flight within the
coun try broke the con tinu ity of war time and, for some, cre ated a
sense that the war never ended. As chaos and vi ol ence over whelmed
Ger man so ci ety im me di ately after the war, many of its avi at ors took
the streets to con tinue a fight that seemed to ex tend into per petu ity.
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NOTES

1  My work has been greatly in formed by, among oth ers, J. Mor row, Ger man
Air Power in World War I (Lin coln: Uni ver sity of Neb raska Press, 1982); R.
Wohl, Avi ation and the West ern Ima gin a tion, 1908-1918 (New Haven: Yale
Uni ver sity Press, 1994); P. Fritz sche, A Na tion of Fli ers: Ger man Avi ation and
the Pop u lar Ima gin a tion (Cam bridge: Har vard Uni ver sity Press, 1992); and C.
Kehrt, Mo d erne Krieger: Die Tech nik er fahrungen deutscher Militärpiloten:
1910-1945 (Mu nich: Ferdin and Schöningh, 2010).

2  See J. Hansen, “Avi ation His tory in the Wider View”, Tech no logy and Cul‐ 
ture. Vol 30, No. 3. (July, 1989): 643-656.

3  A sub stan tial col lec tion of works also in forms my wider un der stand ing of
the First World War as a his tor ical event. The most in flu en tial of these on
my own re search have been the fol low ing: See, H. Strachan, The First World
War (New York: Pen guin Group, 2004). For an over view of the con tested
his tory of the First World War’s causes, see A. Mom bauer, The Ori gins of the
First World War: Con tro ver sies and Con sensus (Lon don: Pear son, 2002). See
also D. Fromkin, Europe’s Last Sum mer: Who Star ted the Great War in 1914
(New York: Vin tage Books, 2005).

4. Broader Con tri bu tion to the
Field
The goal of my work is ul ti mately to ex pand the his tory of avi ation,
not merely in its use as a tech no lo gical in ven tion, but as a force
which shaped cul tural con ver sa tions within so ci ety. Tech no logy fun ‐
da ment ally altered the course of the twen ti eth cen tury and changed
the ways human be ings in ter ac ted with, per ceived, and even tu ally
shaped the phys ical world around them. Avi ation col lapsed space and
time, re defined cent ral as pects of war fare, altered the human re la ‐
tion ship to vi ol ence, and provided an elastic mode of ex pres sion to
re define mean ing and memory dur ing and after the First World War.
The on go ing ques tions of how new tech no logy shapes so ci ety and
cul ture con tin ues into our own time and serves only to fur ther high ‐
light the im port ance of study ing the rami fic a tions of tech no logy in
shap ing the de fin ing mo ments of the past.
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4  See G. P. Neu mann, Die deut schen Luft streit kräf te im Welt krieg (Ber lin:
E.S. Mitt ler und Sohn, 1920).

5  These works, how ever, provide a fas cin at ing space to com pare works in‐ 
ten ded for a pop u lar audi ence and draw them into con ver sa tion with
private di ar ies.

RÉSUMÉ

English
My doc toral dis ser ta tion ex plores avi ation’s in flu ence on Ger man cul tural
and so cial his tory between 1908 and 1925. Be fore the First World War, avi‐ 
ation was part of a lar ger land scape of a rap idly mod ern iz ing Ger many.
While some ima gin at ive in vent ors and fu tur ists viewed powered flight as
either a trans form at ive tool or a po ten tial weapon of war, most Ger mans
had little ex pos ure to the air plane bey ond the spec tacle of the air show.
The out break of war in 1914 dra mat ic ally shif ted avi ation away from spec‐ 
tacle and spec u la tion and into the new and un pre ced en ted real ity of armed
con flict in the air. Ger many’s fli ers ini tially served as aer ial ob serv ers, not ing
troop po s i tions in the war’s fren etic open ing weeks. As the West ern Front
stag nated into trench war fare by the au tumn of 1914, mil it ary avi ation, in
con cert with pho to graphy, be came a method of gath er ing vital mil it ary in‐ 
tel li gence. By the end of the year, avi ation had com pressed time and space,
re ordered the spa tial ar range ment of the bat tle field, and trans formed the
human re la tion ship with killing. The cam era shaped the iden tity and icon o‐ 
graphy of the avi ator both in pub lic and in private pho to graphs. The grow‐ 
ing im port ance of mil it ary avi ation also cre ated a priv ileged space for com‐ 
bat pi lots to en gage with, or ig nore, the con sequences of killing as aer ial vi‐ 
ol ence be came com mon place. The new, mod ern ex per i ence of killing and
dying in the air, in ter sec ted with older su per sti tions and cul tural tropes to
render this novel kind of vi ol ence know able. The Ger man gen eral staff, too,
be came in creas ingly ob sessed with killing in the air, and this fas cin a tion fed
a new sys tem for un der stand ing the air war. Ger many’s re gional iden tit ies
were also re flec ted in avi ation and dir ectly in flu enced both the com pos i tion
of the Luftstreitkräfte and the ma chines is sued to its pi lots. Avi at ors were
again priv ileged in their use of cul tural mark ers to sign post in di vidual, re‐ 
gional, and na tional iden tit ies. The end of the war, how ever, shattered pre‐ 
vi ous per cep tions of war time, and left liv ing avi at ors to struggle to make
sense of a new present, while the na tion’s lost fli ers were re pur posed for
con tra dict ory so cial and polit ical ends.
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