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I daresay that the railways have raised 
nations in the same way as schools.

—Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk, Jak 
pracovat? Přednášky z roku 1898

As Berlin correspondent for the Frankfurter Zeitung in 1924, the Aus-
trian novelist and journalist Joseph Roth (1894–1939) wrote an am-
bivalent hymn to modern technology entitled Bekenntnis zum 
Gleisdreieck (Affirmation of the Triangular Railway Junction). In the 
form of a religious creed, he invoked the railway junction as the centre 
of the modern world:

I affirm the triangular railway junction. It is an emblem and a focus, a 
living organism and the fantastic product of a futuristic force.

It is a center. All the vital energies of its locus begin and end here, in 
the same way that the heart is both the point of departure and the des-
tination of the blood as it flows through the body’s veins and arteries. 
It’s the heart of a world whose life is belt drive and clockwork, piston 
rhythm and siren scream. It is the heart of the world, which spins on its 
axis a thousand times faster than the alternation of day and night would 
have us believe; whose continuous and never-ending rotation looks like 
madness and is the product of mathematical calculation; whose dizzy-
ing velocity makes backward-looking sentimentalists fear the ruthless 
extermination of inner forces and healing balance but actually engen-
ders healing warmth and the benediction of movement.

Roth’s notion of the railway combined biological and mechanical im-
ages. He described the junction as a living being, even the heart of the 
world. At the same time, this is not an organic heart but the heart of 
a machine. The ‘merciless regularity’ of this machine, he continued, 
was inhuman. Indeed, the power of the machine devalued its very 
creators. In dystopian terms, Roth suggested that humans had passed 
on their power over nature to a machine that was now devouring its 
children, leaving in its wake a new world dominated by technology.
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2 Iron Landscapes

Landscape – what is a landscape? Meadow, forest, blade of grass, and 
leaf of tree. ‘Iron landscape’ might be an apt description for these play-
grounds of machines. Iron landscape, magnificent temple of technology 
open to the air, to which the mile-high factory chimneys make their 
sacrifice of living, brooding, energizing smoke. Eternal worship of ma-
chines, in the wide arena of this landscape of iron and steel, whose end 
no human eye can see, in the horizon’s steely grip.

Roth presented Berlin as a mere vessel – an ‘arena’ or ‘playground’ – of 
technological progress that had gone out of control; or rather, oper-
ated independently and had discarded the need for human supervi-
sion. Technology had created a new geography marked not by rivers, 
mountains, seas and towns but by ‘great, shining iron rails’.1 The trian-
gular railway junction was the new centre of the universe.

Some have understood Roth’s text as a metaphorical criticism of 
technology in modern society.2 Its metaphor was more specific than 
an uninitiated reader might expect, however, for Roth’s ‘Gleisdreieck’ 
was not just a symbol for the railway as such but also a specific junc-
tion and U-Bahn station in Berlin. Roth’s notion of centrality can thus 
be understood in two ways. The railway junction is not only the cen-
tre of a technological dystopia but more prosaically also the centre 
of Germany. After the First World War, the various provincial railway 
networks in Germany were merged into the single state-owned sys-
tem of the Deutsche Reichsbahn (German imperial railways).3 As the 
capital of the Weimar Republic, Berlin became the natural centre of 
the national railway network. In Roth’s organic image, the body and 
heart of the railway system were, hence, also the body and heart of the 
nation-state. At the time, the use of organic imagery to describe tech-
nology was pervasive. With the parallel increase and popularization of 
medical knowledge, national activism and technology from the begin-
ning of the nineteenth century, national activists increasingly identi-
fied the nation with a human body and put great expectations into the 
nascent railway system as the life-giving veins and arteries of the body 
politic. Roth’s essay is not just a dystopian portrayal of the dehuman-
ization of the world by modern technology but also a manifestation of 
the impact of iron landscapes on society. Throughout the nineteenth 
and the first half of the twentieth century, railway discourses in Central 
Europe were shaped by, and in turn itself shaped, notions of moder-
nity and nationhood.4

This study is about the development of these notions in one such 
discourse, that of interwar Czechoslovakia. Founded in 1918 follow-
ing the fall of (and in opposition to the multinational character of) the 
Habsburg Empire, the First Czechoslovak Republic was intended to be 
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Introduction 3

a nation-state. But the previously Austrian and Hungarian territories of 
which it comprised had little in common in terms of history, economic 
development, geography or culture. The state ideology of Czechoslo-
vakism, which posited that Czech and Slovak were two dialects of the 
same language and Czechs and Slovaks therefore two branches of the 
same nation, aspired to create a narrative of national unity. The creation 
of a national railway network out of previously Habsburg fragments was 
one of the main tools through which this was to be achieved. At the 
same time, the discussions that accompanied this construction project 
revealed many of the problems that, in the late 1930s, came to haunt 
Czechoslovakia: the resistance to the state project by the numerous 
ethnic minorities, Slovak autonomism, and the contradictions involved 
in attempting to forge a unitary nation-state internally while portraying 
a sense of cosmopolitan openness externally.

It might seem curious to look for political and social meaning in an 
infrastructural system such as the railway network. However, at least 
since Wolfgang Schivelbusch’s The Railway Journey, it has been clear 
that trains had a significant impact on human culture. Schivelbusch 
shows the extent to which the new technology transformed man’s 
perception of the world. From the 1830s, trains made it possible to 
complete within a few hours journeys that had taken days on foot or 
by coach. Thus, they led to the subjective shrinkage of time and space 
among contemporaries and created a ‘new, reduced geography’.5 In 
addition, the introduction of ‘railway time’, necessary for the smooth 
and safe running of trains on single-track lines, led to the penetration 
of society with time-keeping and unified time zones. Greenwich Mean 
Time was made the international norm at an international conference 
in Washington, DC in October 1884 and was accepted nearly every-
where by the early twentieth century. The experience of time and 
space, Schivelbusch suggests, was ‘industrialized’ by the railways. The 
publication of timetables and maps made all stations appear within 
easy reach in a clear and logical system.6 Unsurprisingly, this funda-
mental transformation did not always go smoothly and led to the rise 
in ‘railway diseases’ diagnosed from the late 1850s. The rattling and 
speed of the train, it was believed towards the end of the nineteenth 
century, was responsible for numerous nervous ailments. The public 
was fascinated by gory railway accidents, a frequent occurrence in the 
technology’s early days. Schivelbusch notes that ‘the early perception 
of the railways is characterized by a strangely ambivalent experience. 
The journey is experienced as incredibly smooth, light, and safe, like 
flying. … At the same time, the railway journey conveys a feeling of 
violence and latent destruction’.7 His study demonstrates the profound 
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4 Iron Landscapes

and ambivalent effect of technology not only on the physical land-
scape but also on human psychology and culture.

The notion of experience became a primary interpretive principle 
that made it possible to gauge the impact of technology on society. 
The approach of this book differs in two respects: first, it does not deal 
with the nineteenth century but with the interwar period. Second, it fo-
cuses on how the railways contributed to Czechoslovak nation-build-
ing rather than the experience of individual railway travellers. Apart 
from research on the Holocaust, studies of the railways in the twen-
tieth century are largely confined to traditional technology-centred 
popular railway history. This comes as no surprise, considering that 
the iron landscape had been culturally assimilated by the 1880s.8 A 
Czech commentary published in 1890 calls it ‘an age-old thing grown 
into the land, as self-explanatory as trees in a forest and houses in a 
city’.9 By this time, trains had displaced coaches or walking as the pri-
mary mode of transport in the larger part of Europe. Rather than deal-
ing with the psychological impact of train travel, this book follows Dirk 
van Laak’s call to study the history of infrastructures. Van Laak argues 
that infrastructures, as ‘media of social integration’, have ‘snuck into 
the routines of our everyday life and … structured it to an ever greater 
extent both in terms of senses and in terms of space’.10 Infrastructures 
are as much part of state power structures as of everyday life, and thus 
merit historiographical attention as an invisible but fundamental tool 
for the functioning of the modern state. Railways, roads, telephone 
and telegraph lines, sewage pipes and other amenities were essential 
to ensure the spatial homogeneity of modern nation-states – the ter-
ritory reached as far as its infrastructure, but no further. Infrastructures 
thus became instruments of power. Who controlled them controlled 
the territory of state.11

The existing literature on the cultural impact of the railway ac-
knowledges this only incidentally. Schivelbusch describes how it con-
tributed to democratization and the development of mass culture.12 
As a relatively inexpensive means of transport open to all, trains not 
only necessitated social contacts that crossed class boundaries while 
on board but also provided the means for millions of rural dwellers 
to move to the cities. Manfred Riedel quips that ‘the masses are ad-
vancing, as Hegel called it, and in their railways they are overtaking 
the coaches of the aristocrats’.13 Early conservative opponents of rail-
way construction were wary of the railway’s popular effects, warn-
ing that too much mobility could make ‘unstable people even more 
unstable’.14 Also the central argument of The Railway Journey – that 
the railways transformed the subjective experience of landscape and 
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Introduction 5

time – indicates its significance for nationalism. Using categories in-
troduced by the psychiatrist Erwin Straus, Schivelbusch argues that for 
the early railway traveller, space that had been experienced as land-
scape became geographical space when observed from a railway car-
riage. Instead of walking through a succession of towns and villages, 
the railway traveller is always on his way between his point of depar-
ture and arrival, merely watching the landscape ‘fly’ by through the 
window. This led to the development of a ‘panoramic vision’, which 
regarded territory not as lived landscape but a closed geography in 
which ‘every point … is determined by its location in the whole’.15 This 
was the beginning of an organized landscape that was mapped by 
geographers and soon marked by fixed and policed boundaries.16 Such 
a landscape invited national interpretations and appropriations. The 
railway maps that decorated stations made clear to the passengers 
that the territorial extension of their country corresponded to the ter-
ritorial extension of their railway networks. The language spoken by 
railway employees, the signage and symbols in stations and carriages, 
and the architecture of station buildings symbolically integrated space 
into the nation. In many minority areas of Czechoslovakia, railway offi-
cials were the only Czechs, and nolens volens became representatives 
of the ruling nation. Hence, the railways reproduced a national view 
of the world analogous to Michael Billig’s notion of ‘banal nationalism’. 
Billig argues that ‘daily, the nation is indicated, or “flagged”, in the lives 
of its citizenry’. Nationalism, he writes, is so embedded in the everyday 
life of the Western world that it has become an unconscious part of 
existence. ‘As a nation-state becomes established in its sovereignty, 
… the symbols of nationhood, which might have been consciously 
displayed, do not disappear from sight, but instead become absorbed 
into the environment of the established homeland.’17 From railway sta-
tions to signage and the language spoken by staff, the ever-present in-
frastructure of the railways provided some of the most visible symbols 
of nationhood.

The railways were not granted centre stage in the classic theories 
of nationalism, even though they clearly belong to the main forces 
of industrialization that, as Ernest Gellner has argued, brought about 
the rise of national ideologies. Industrialized society, Gellner writes, 
is ‘based on high-powered technology and the expectancy of sus-
tained growth, which required both a mobile division of labour, and 
sustained, frequent and precise communication between strangers in-
volving a sharing of explicit meaning, transmitted in a standard idiom 
and in writing when required’.18 Although Benedict Anderson criticizes 
Gellner for suggesting that the nation is invented and thus in a certain 
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6 Iron Landscapes

sense ‘false’, Anderson also subscribes to the view that nationalism 
is a product of modernity. He argues that the development of a new 
sense of time and space was a precondition for the ‘imagined political 
community’ of the nation. Due to the primacy of religion in pre-mod-
ern societies, time had been experienced as cyclical simultaneity with 
mythic religious events, and space as an equation of the local with the 
transcendent. Modern technology made time measurable and space 
mappable, which allowed for a new experience of simultaneity. Refer-
ring to the modern ‘mass ceremony’ of reading a newspaper, Ander-
son writes: ‘Each communicant is well aware that the ceremony he 
performs is being replicated simultaneously by thousands (or millions) 
of others of whose existence he is confident, yet of whose identity he 
has not the slightest notion. … What more vivid figure for the secular, 
historically clocked, imagined community can be envisioned?’19

Why does neither Gellner nor Anderson mention the railway’s im-
pact on this modern imagination? Perhaps the railways, as a spatial 
system, could not easily be included in the dominant scholarship of 
nationalism, which has focused on language as the main medium 
of national ideologization.20 Both Anderson and Gellner assert that 
‘imagined national communities’ were made possible chiefly by an 
academically codified common language. While the codification of 
vernaculars into national languages was undoubtedly necessary for 
the rise of the national idea, every linguistic codification was followed 
by territorialization, a codification of space. The creation of an official 
national language out of disparate dialects is mirrored in the creation 
of an official national territory out of disparate and often disconnected 
geographies. Such territorialization was achieved through spatial rep-
resentation, which engendered the creation of a national landscape. 
Representational strategies of this kind have received deserved atten-
tion recently, primarily regarding the symbolic appropriations of urban 
space in a national context. Aleida Assmann’s view of urban space as a 
palimpsest hiding layers of meaning to be excavated by the historian 
and Pierre Nora’s conception of lieux de mémoire have served as in-
spirations for these approaches.21 Nora suggests that with the advent 
of modernity, spaces that had previously been ‘milieux de mémoire’, 
landscapes whose meaning was deeply ingrained in the local culture 
and did not need explanation, transformed into spaces whose history 
had to be written in order to be understood. The divergence of history 
and memory was the outcome of the ‘increasingly rapid slippage of 
the present into the historical past’, which in his view characterizes 
our age.22 The receding power of spatially grounded public memory 

Iron Landscapes 
National Space and the Railways in Interwar Czechoslovakia 

Felix Jeschke 
https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/JeschkeIron

https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/JeschkeIron


Introduction 7

opened the doors for the reinterpretation of lieux de mémoire, both in 
discourse and in the physical landscape.

Such lieux de mémoire are in abundant supply in the highly polit-
icized spaces of East-Central Europe. Territorial discourses changed 
in the course of the nineteenth century to designate some regions 
of Bohemia as ‘German’, creating a national geography that included 
linguistic borders, walls and islands. Pieter Judson argues that in this 
period spatial metaphors became prevalent, which attached con-
tested national identities to the very landscape itself.23 Scholars have 
described spatial codification in Prague and other towns that be-
came Czech, Slovak or Hungarian.24 The naming of and signage on 
streets and squares and the erection of national monuments have 
been singled out as the primary instances of this process.25 Railway 
lines gave the impetus to add more of these national markers to the 
landscape, and busts of the first Czechoslovak President Tomáš G. 
Masaryk (1850–1937) and other national heroes soon adorned many 
railway stations. Peter Haslinger demonstrates that by the late nine-
teenth century, the notion of the Czech territory as coextensive with 
the historical Lands of the Bohemian Crown – i.e. Bohemia, Moravia 
and Austrian Silesia – had become universal in Czech elite discourse, 
which demanded its administrative unification within the Habsburg 
Empire on a national basis.26 These instances of spatial codification 
demonstrate that, more than ever before, space had become an object 
of discursive production in the age of nationalism.27 At the same time, 
space was never produced along just one model of territorialization. 
Complementary and competing models of spatiality marked Czecho-
slovakia and East-Central Europe as a whole.28 It is an aim of this book 
to demonstrate how diverse the understanding of Czechoslovak space 
was even within the national railway discourse.

Although the link between nationalism and the railway system has 
received remarkably little academic attention, national activists in 
the nineteenth century explicitly acknowledged it.29 Masaryk himself 
stressed the importance of infrastructural politics:

An effective railway politics must rectify the flaws we have inherited from 
the centralization drive of Vienna and Budapest. In particular, the rail-
way network of Slovakia and Ruthenia needs to be forcefully expanded 
and improved. We must adapt our railways to those of the neighbouring 
states and the new world railways.30

Masaryk’s belief in the political power of the railways was nothing new. 
In 1898, he gave a lecture entitled Jak pracovat? (How to work), in 
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8 Iron Landscapes

which he claimed that ‘the railways have raised nations in the same 
way as schools’.31 The lecture discussed his notion of ‘drobná práce’ 
(work in small steps) and the way technological modernization had 
influenced attitudes towards work. Masaryk rejected any distinction 
between manual labour and scholarly work and then discussed the 
state of academia in Bohemia, which he compared negatively to the 
situation in Germany. He singled out accuracy (přesnost) as the defin-
ing characteristic of modern academic work, a quality that had also 
made an impact on society through industrialization. The railways for 
Masaryk were the main means of popularizing a modern sense of time 
and space (though not the only one: he also points to ‘modern fac-
tories, modern industry’). Masaryk shared the notion that the railways 
revolutionized time and space.

He does not, however, discuss how railways raised nations. In its 
approach to the expression of nationalism, this book follows Rogers 
Brubaker’s useful concept of nations as contingent events. Like Ander-
son, he does not deny the reality of nationhood but does not see this 
reality as a useful category of analysis. Rather, he suggests, a nation 
is a category of practice and should thus be treated ‘not as substance 
but as institutionalized form; not as collectivity but as practical cate-
gory; not as entity but as contingent event’.32 Let me illustrate this by 
describing some approaches to railways in the Bohemia Lands. Many 
Czech nationalists considered the first lines as a dangerous measure of 
Germanization. In 1881, the nationalist writer Svatopluk Čech (1846–
1908) made a pilgrimage to Velehrad, a religious site in Moravia fa-
mous for its association with the medieval Greater Moravian Empire 
and with the missionary Saints Cyril and Methodius. On the train, Čech 
was dismayed that the conductors spoke only German, even with pas-
sengers dressed in Czech national costume.

Whoever has but a spark of Czech feeling and even the tiniest of tempers 
will not fight the sense of fury and shame about the malicious, breeding 
hatred that is allowed under the sign of the winged wheel in this purely 
Slav area. … You feel the glowing breath of stubborn national hatred ev-
erywhere. Indeed, it seems that the Moravian railways are a network of 
artificial canals that are intended to channel Germanness into this Slav 
land. They are all but military tracks of an aggressive foreign sentiment 
[cizáctví]: every station is its fortress and every employee, from the man-
ager to the last porter …, is its warrior.33

Not all national activists in the Bohemian Lands were so shrill about 
the dangers of train travel to the nation. But even statements in favour 
of railways, such as a travelogue of the Slovak national activist Jozef 
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Miloslav Hurban (1817–1886), are testament to how widespread this 
sentiment was. Hurban travelled on the Kaiser Ferdinands-Nordbahn 
from Vienna to Brünn (Brno) a day after it opened in 1839:

Since the arrival of the railway has made Brno into, as it were, a suburb 
of Vienna, I understand many fear that the town will become more Vien-
nese, and the Viennese element will predominate over the Slav one. But 
these apprehensions are groundless; for the railways do not belong to 
any nationality, but are the fruit of all nationalities – of mankind. Hence 
they will be a link also for the Slavs!34

From the Bohemian German nationalist perspective, the significance 
of the railways for the subjective experience of interwar Czechoslovak 
national space was demonstrated by the Austrian geographer Hugo 
Hassinger (1877–1952). He describes what he regards as the de-Ger-
manization of the Czechoslovak borderland (peppered with misspell-
ings of the Czech place names).

A traveller who hastily rushes past the border towards the capital with-
out encountering the autochthonous population will meet only Czech 
customs officials, conductors, soldiers, station pub landlords and waiters, 
who mostly do understand some German. He will read Czech names on 
the station buildings and think that the state border he just crossed was 
also the language border. But centuries of German inhabitants never 
knew the south-western border town of ‘Horní Dvořiště’ by any other 
name than Oberhaid, and Czechs were only settled here in 1919. In the 
west, ‘Železná Ruda’ has always been known as Eisenstein. Coming from 
the north-west, our traveller will find the designation Cheb next to the 
name of the old German imperial city Eger on the station building. From 
the north, he will be surprised to find a ‘Déčin-Podmokly’ [sic] in the an-
cient German [urdeutsch] Tetschen-Bodenbach, or a Liberec-Reichen-
berg. In the north-east, his train now enters the border station Bohumin 
[sic], which always used to be Oderberg. His through carriage might run 
to Marianské Lázně [sic] or Karoly Vary [sic], names that hardly anyone 
might suspect to denote the universally known Marienbad and Karls-
bad. As many a spa guest will know, no Czechs lived in these towns or 
their surroundings before 1918. Another train speeds to Bratislava, the 
German-Magyar Preßburg with the newly invented name. These names 
were decreed by the state, and the people transplanted by the state to 
the border and the railway stations form the masks that hide the land-
scape’s true features.35

For Hassinger, the representation of the railway network amounted 
to fraud, an iron landscape hiding the true one. Čech, Hurban and 
Hassinger were travellers who experienced landscape anew on the 
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10 Iron Landscapes

train. They demonstrate how through the institution of railways and 
the practice of travelling on the train, through encounters in compart-
ments and the changing languages of station signage, the landscape 
acquired an ‘iron mask’ and railway space became national space.36

The point that space can be discursively shaped has not always 
been appreciated. Michel Foucault, who himself has come under at-
tack for disregarding the heuristic significance of space in his writings, 
criticized the ‘devaluation of space that has prevailed for generations’: 
‘Space was treated as the dead, the fixed, the undialectic, the immo-
bile. Time, on the contrary, was richness, fecundity, life, dialectic.’37 The 
increased value attached to space by scholars is indebted to a Marxist 
strain of geography that, drawing on Henri Lefebvre, viewed space as 
a product of social relations and hence of politics. In Lefebvre’s words, 
‘space has been shaped and molded from historical and natural ele-
ments, but this has been a political process. Space is political and ideo-
logical. It is a product literally filled with ideologies.’38 In many ways, 
the present study is concerned with a Lefebvrian production of space 
by railway systems. Politics creates space and space is thus a category 
accessible to history.39 Some scholars have characterized the increas-
ing appreciation of this point as a ‘spatial turn’, although this expres-
sion has itself come under criticism. Frithjof Benjamin Schenk reminds 
us that the French historical tradition around the Annales school has a 
long history of cooperation with neighbouring spatial disciplines such 
as geography. ‘In an international perspective, then, there never was 
a comprehensive “loss” or “return of space”.’40 Like history, geography 
has always been man-made.41 Nevertheless, it is evident that space 
as an analytical category has received increased academic attention 
in recent years. The constant transformation of the appreciation of 
space has made clear the relativity of a concept that historians often 
took for granted. As Wolfgang Kaschuba writes, ‘the space-time nexus 
is organized into cognitive landscapes and perspectives whose moun-
tains and valleys, dates and epochs are created and determined by us. 
It is the result of our authority over interpretation and, as such, always 
subject to re-interpretation and change.’42 However, not many histori-
cal studies have taken up the challenge of empirical research into the 
specifics of this change. This is what this book attempts.

Given the academic neglect of the impact of the railways on the 
development of nationalist ideology, until recently, railway history has 
predominantly operated from a national perspective and included only 
very sparse comparative and transnational aspects.43 The paradoxical 
nature of this national perspective on railway history has rightfully 
been pointed out recently, considering the internationality of most 
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railway systems.44 There is, however, no lack of technical and popular 
literature on the development of the railways within interwar Czecho-
slovakia. Most recent work draws on a 1958 study by Miloslav Štěpán, 
which, although quick to blame any delay to technological progress 
on the bourgeois-capitalist system, is a reliable overview of railway 
construction.45 In addition, several pamphlets were published during 
the interwar period, primarily collections of facts and statistics writ-
ten by former railway employees or published by the government.46 
Nonetheless, these works neglect the fact that from the very begin-
nings, railways had also had a profound international aspect. Indeed, 
they played a key role in the development of a cosmopolitan con-
sciousness that looked beyond national borders. Especially in the early 
days of the new technology, before the First World War revealed the 
immense destructive potential of the railways in war, railways were 
expected to become a motor of universal understanding and peace.47 
The German economist, national activist and railway enthusiast Fried-
rich List (1789–1846) believed that the railways would be equally ben-
eficial for all:

Through the new means of transportation, man will become an in-
finitely happy, wealthy, perfect being. … National prejudices, national 
hatred, and national self-interest [will disappear] when the individuals of 
different nations are bound to one another through the ties of science 
and art, trade and industry, friendship and family. How will it even be 
possible for cultivated nations to wage war with one another?48

Similarly, the Czech historian and leader of the National Revival Fran-
tišek Palacký asserted that through the railways, ‘the old dams be-
tween countries and nations are disappearing ever more quickly, and 
all tribes, all races of humanity are converging, touching and depend-
ing on one another’.49 Even contemporary poetry anticipated the rail-
ways as harbingers of peace.50

In view of this abundant literature, the essential paradox regarding 
railways and nationalism is striking: as soon as the railway tracks crossed 
the border, they facilitated not national cohesion but international con-
tact. Despite the fact that railways were used as a means towards na-
tional unification, they were also inherently international. Indeed, the 
railways soon offered prestigious international connections; from 1883, 
for instance, well-to-do Europeans could travel non-stop from Paris 
to Constantinople on the Orient Express. The first Habsburg railways 
stayed within the empire but often crossed the borders of territories 
that were codified as ‘national’ soon after: the Kaiser Ferdinands-Nord-
bahn ran from Vienna to Brünn from 1839 and was later extended to 
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12 Iron Landscapes

Krakow, and the Südbahn went from Vienna to Trieste from 1857. In 
addition, many railway lines were planned and built by transnationally 
active investors whose interest certainly did not lie in national homog-
enization. The Rothschild family financed numerous railway projects 
throughout Europe.51 In the interwar period, as well, railways were in-
cluded in ever more grandiose international transport plans, such as a 
direct Paris–Dakar railway line with a tunnel through the Strait of Gi-
braltar.52 As Irene Anastasiadou has argued, the hope that ‘the political 
unification of Europe could be achieved through the construction of 
international railway arteries’ lasted throughout the 1920s and 1930s 
and thereafter.53 Given the contradiction between national and interna-
tional railways, the new technology of the railways was perceived am-
biguously in the nineteenth and even the twentieth century. They were 
used to justify ideologies that, on first sight, had little in common. The 
railways were equally central to narratives of exclusive national unifica-
tion as of inclusive bourgeois globalization.54 This became abundantly 
clear only a few years after the Orient Express reached its zenith of 
political and cultural importance in the 1930s – frequented by nobil-
ity, politicians and diplomats, the train offered three different routes to 
travel between Paris and Istanbul/Athens and featured luxurious facil-
ities.55 Trains of a rather different type played an essential role in the 
violent apogee of nationalism. The complicity of the Deutsche Reichs-
bahn in the extermination of European Jews has been established by 
historians such as Raul Hilberg, and the picture of the tracks leading 
into Birkenau has become a powerful symbol of the Holocaust.56 It is 
clear that ‘the murder of millions of European Jews would not have 
been possible without the railways’.57 Hence, the railways remained a 
central tool of modernity even in the twentieth century, both construc-
tively and destructively.

The Habsburg elites only gradually became aware of the poten-
tial political significance of the railways. The first major freight line 
on the European continent, the horse-drawn railway between Bud-
weis (České Budějovice) and Linz (built 1824–1832), had an economic 
imperative: it transported salt to Bohemia.58 Steam railways appeared 
soon thereafter. At the beginning of the railway era in Austria, private 
companies built those railways they expected to be most profitable 
with little government influence. In its early stages from 1836, the 
banker Salomon Rothschild (1774–1855) largely financed the Nord-
bahn, and it remained a private enterprise until 1906.59 However, the 
Habsburgs soon realized that the control of their routing was politically 
and strategically valuable. The prominent statesman Carl Friedrich Kü-
beck (1780–1855) declared in 1841 that only the state administration 
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was in a position to develop a railway system ‘in accordance with the 
interests of traffic and hence with due regard for all purposes of the 
state’.60 The first comprehensive railway programme of 1841 featured 
a network of planned state railways (most importantly Vienna–Prague 
and Vienna–Trieste). A combination of economic, strategic and politi-
cal factors influenced the routing of the lines. ‘In planning the system’, 
a prominent Nordbahn official noted in 1898,

the greatest concern was given to the direction of world trade from the 
North Sea to the Adriatic. At the same time, there was an effort to con-
nect the individual parts of the Empire closer to one another, especially 
with Vienna as the centre of the Empire. Therefore, strategic concerns 
were taken into account, as well.61

Even though private enterprise continued to play an important part in 
the development of the Habsburg railway system throughout the nine-
teenth century, the state administration ensured that lines it deemed 
important were constructed. Utilizing part of the already completed 
Nordbahn, the construction of the line from Vienna to Prague via 
Olmütz (Olomouc) was finished in 1845 and opened for traffic with 
‘rare pomp’ on 19 and 20 August.62 It was extended to Dresden in 1850. 
A direct connection between Vienna and Pest via Pressburg opened 
in April 1851, and the Südbahn from Vienna to Trieste followed in July 
1857.63 In 1850 and 1851, the Austrian army carried out several major 
troop manoeuvres on the new railways, proving the military value of 
the new technology to the initially sceptical state authorities.64 The 
1867 Compromise gave Hungary complete autonomy in matters of 
transport, and a railway construction boom followed in the 1870s.65 
The privately owned line between Kassa (Košice, Kaschau) and Oder-
berg (Bohumín) in Silesia, which later became essential as an east–
west link in Czechoslovakia, opened in March 1872. It had been built 
primarily to connect the Upper Hungarian iron and copper industries 
to the Moravian and Silesian coal mines and further on to Prussia, but 
it also became instrumental in turning the High Tatras into a tourist 
destination.66 By the 1880s, most of the important main lines in both 
parts of the Empire had been completed.67

Karl Schlögel has written that in the course of the nineteenth century 
‘the monarchy, a collection of diverse lands joined initially by power 
politics, prudence and dynastic marriages, increasingly became one 
territory, one space. … Kakania grew in the rhythm of railway kilometres 
laid in the Danube Monarchy.’68 The Habsburg dynasty identified this 
type of modernization with themselves and named lines after members 
of the imperial family (such as the Kaiser Ferdinands-Nordbahn). Open-
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ing ceremonies such as the Prague railway in 1845 were conscious 
celebrations of the Empire and its rulers, who brought technology and 
progress. Travel guides such as the Baedeker offered itineraries through 
the whole of the empire, always following the railway lines. The stan-
dard history of Austrian railways, published in 1898 in honour of the 
fiftieth anniversary of Emperor Francis Joseph’s ascent to the throne, 
ended with a patriotic appeal to coming generations of railway workers:

May the young fondly preserve and administer what the old have cre-
ated, may they vigorously develop it by chaining one rail to another and 
one line to another, until the iron routes reach the farthest corners of 
our dear fatherland, carrying everywhere the blessings of culture, wealth 
and satisfaction under the protective wings of the glorious Austrian 
double-headed eagle.69

The railways combined territorialization with economic and cultural 
modernization. By the end of the nineteenth century, Austria-Hungary 
had become a railway empire.

Czechoslovakia, in turn, was a railway republic. It sported one of 
the highest railway densities in Europe and the world, having inherited 
13,316 kilometres of Austro-Hungarian track.70 About 11,400 kilometres 
were publicly owned.71 The Czechoslovak railways corresponded to 
nearly 30 per cent of all Austro-Hungarian tracks, although Czecho-
slovakia only made up 21 per cent of the former Empire’s territory. The 
state of the railway network reflected a clear east–west divide, and 
the bulk of the network was located in the Bohemian Lands. Its 9,578 
kilometres corresponded to just under 42 per cent of all Cisleithanian 
tracks, while in terms of territory the Bohemian Lands made up only 
26 per cent. Meanwhile, the railways in Slovakia and Ruthenia com-
prised 19 per cent of the Hungarian network, only marginally more 
than their territorial proportion in the Kingdom of Hungary.72 The rail-
way’s lower railway density in Slovakia and Carpathian Ruthenia mir-
rored the general economic situation of the country.73 In addition to 
sheer density, the Czechoslovak authorities viewed the railways as a 
national asset from the outset, which mirrored the situation in the 
rest of Europe. The end of the war saw an unprecedented wave of 
railway nationalization. With the exception of the United Kingdom, 
which only followed in 1948, all European countries had nationalized 
their main lines by the late 1930s.74 In a law passed in June 1919, the 
Czechoslovak government decided that the country’s railways, with 
the exception of minor local railways, should be state-owned. Another 
law passed in December 1920 enabled the Ministry of Railways to take 
over the operation of passenger trains on private railways, and in May 
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1924, it began nationalizing all remaining private railways.75 Ivan Jaku-
bec has argued that ‘after the First World War, the integrative function 
of transport as a stabilizing and consolidating element of the state and 
society exceeded the significance of its technical and economic func-
tions’.76 As an asset of the state, it was much easier to use the railways 
for the purpose of national unification. Instead of merely contribut-
ing to a burgeoning popular nationalism as in the nineteenth century, 
they became a tool in the process of nation-building that was actively 
controlled by the state.77

The dichotomy between railway nationalism and cosmopolitan-
ism was more acute for Czechoslovakia than for other Habsburg suc-
cessor states. In aspiration and in foreign perception, Czechoslovaks 
were ‘honorary’ Westerners. French and British diplomats at the Paris 
Peace Conferences were impressed by the Czechs’ ‘unfailingly coop-
erative, reasonable and persuasive’ attitude.78 Masaryk laid down the 
new state’s ideology in his 1918 treatise The New Europe: The Slav 
Standpoint.79 It depicted the First World War as the battle between ‘me-
dieval theocracies’ of the Central Powers on the one hand and the 
‘democratic, constitutional’ Allies on the other. The Czechs, he argued, 
were the vanguard of a block of small nations between Germany and 
Russia that would check pan-German expansionism. The Czech na-
tion (which implicitly included the Slovaks) had as much right as any 
of the great nations to independent statehood, since it was ‘today 
culturally and economically one of the most progressive nations’. Es-
pecially in economic terms, he was not wrong: highly industrialized 
Czechoslovakia had more in common with Western Europe than with 
overwhelmingly agrarian Poland, Romania or Yugoslavia. The country 
inherited more than half of Austria-Hungary’s industrial potential and 
nearly half of its workers, while it comprised only a fifth of Habsburg 
territory and a quarter of its former subjects.80 This meant that in the 
interwar period, the Czechoslovak economy was among the fifteen 
largest economies in the world.81 Czechoslovakia’s assertive presence 
on the international stage had much to do with this economic prow-
ess.82 The Czechoslovak government represented by the so-called 
Castle – the propaganda machine around the first president Tomáš 
G. Masaryk and his foreign minister Edvard Beneš (1884–1948) – pur-
sued two contradictory goals. One the one hand, they aimed to estab-
lish the myth of an inherent Czechoslovak democracy abroad and at 
home, and on the other, they aspired to create a unified and strong na-
tion-state based around the uniqueness of the Czechoslovak nation.83 
Masaryk’s notion of Czechoslovak statehood, which was based on the 
writings of the national historian František Palacký and was elevated to 
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official ideology after 1918, considered the Hussites to be founders of 
a Czech tradition of democracy that had found its renewed expression 
in the independent state.84 In this narrative, Czechoslovakia became a 
beacon of peace and democracy in the centre of Europe, open to its 
neighbours and cosmopolitan in its outlook. The notion of Czecho-
slovakia as an ‘international paragon’ of democracy that was only de-
stroyed by hostile external forces has continued to be strong, even in 
the historiography.85 However, Czechoslovakia shared many structural 
problems with neighbouring countries in East-Central Europe, such as 
informal political practices that excluded many citizens from political 
participation (especially minorities) and thus failed to quell the expres-
sions of disloyalty. It was a profoundly contradictory entity, ‘the prod-
uct of both power and principle’, a geopolitical cordon sanitaire and an 
exercise in liberal democracy86 – a cosmopolitan nation-state that of-
fered its large minorities far-reaching rights but never accepted them 
as full citizens. The international situation left little room for the state 
to overcome these contradictions and prove its long-term viability.87

The railways magnified this contradiction, since they could stand 
in both as symbols of nationalism and cosmopolitanism. This book 
addresses the national ambivalence of the railways by using the terms 
‘national railways’ and ‘cosmopolitan railways’ as structuring principles 
that frame my investigation of both political developments and cul-
tural representations of the Czechoslovak railways. I use the expres-
sion ‘cosmopolitan’ to denote a conceptualization of railway space 
that was not caught in the bounds of nationalism but that also did not 
limit itself to international train connections. Instead, I discuss how 
discourses of the railways contributed to representations of Czecho-
slovakia as an open, outward-looking and modern state, which was 
the main goal of the Castle. As such, the narrative of cosmopolitanism 
represented a vital ingredient to Czechoslovak nation-building that 
dialectically interacted with the nationalist impulse. The Ministry of 
Railways simultaneously pursued both sides of the paradox. It oversaw 
the construction and upgrading of lines to unify the nation, which is 
discussed in Chapter 1 of this book. Faced with the lack of a govern-
mental body entrusted with the task of propagating Czechoslovakia 
internationally, it became an unofficial ministry of tourism, publishing 
brochures, timetables, guides and posters that advertised Czechoslo-
vakia as attractive, modern and within easy reach by train from all 
over Europe, discussed in Chapter 2. Chapter 3 turns to national con-
flict on trains, focusing on a prominent case study of a Czech school-
teacher thrown off a train for refusing to speak German. Chapter 4 
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examines the built environment of the railway, particularly the con-
tradictory representation of Czechness in the new station buildings 
of Hradec Králové and Uherské Hradiště. Finally, in Chapter 5 I discuss 
the high-speed train Slovenská Strela. The book thus examines the na-
tional railway narrative both ‘from above’ and ‘from below’, attempting 
to capture the various perspectives affected by this all-embracing in-
frastructural cobweb. It intends to contribute both to cultural studies 
of the railways, which have neglected Czechoslovakia in terms of ge-
ography and time frame, and to the infrastructural history of Czecho-
slovakia, which has approached railway building as a straightforward 
history of technical progress. Approaching the railway network as an 
infrastructure that codified space nationally, it intends to carve out the 
ambivalences of the railway discourse: the railways were simultane-
ously perceived as old-fashioned and modern, as national and inter-
national, and as an organic circulatory organ and an iron landscape.
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