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Nowadays it seems fashionable to write about ordinary people in
history. A mere decade ago Christopher Browning published a study
of ‘ordinary men’ during the Second World War who, serving as
policemen, played a fatal role in the Final Solution when they mur-
dered thousands of Jews in Poland.1 Some years later Christoph Jahr
wrote about ‘ordinary soldiers’ during the First World War who
ended up as deserters.2 Now William Hagen presents a voluminous
work on ‘ordinary Prussians’. He does not detect a story of mass
murder like Browning, or phenomena of military disorder like Jahr.
But he, too, tries to make out a hidden level behind the mask of the
ordinary. Writing about ordinary (police-)men and soldiers, authors
like Browning and Jahr reveal horror and abnormality in the ordi-
nary. Hagen uses the same approach when he claims that pre-mod-
ern Prussians were completely different from what historians have
generally thought. 

Applying a fresh perspective to phenomena which had seemed
undisputedly clear for so long Hagen discovers, instead of the prov-
erbially backward East Elbian Junkers, noble landlords trying to
adapt to new challenges and difficult situations; the villagers, far
from being subdued by despotic landlords, appear as stubborn peas-
ants, aware of their rights and ready to fight for them. Beyond this,
Hagen finds many parallels between East Elbian society and the rural
world in the western hemisphere. 

The book’s findings derive not from the whole of Brandenburg-
Prussia, but from Stavenow, a noble lordship in Prignitz district. In
early modern times Prignitz district was in the north-western region
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of Brandenburg. Stavenow was in its westernmost part, separated by
the river Elbe from the Altmark district in the south and adjoining the
Duchy of Mecklenburg in the north. Why Stavenow? Of course, this
cannot claim to be a topic of outstanding historical significance on its
own account, but it may pass for an average lordship. Furthermore,
Stavenow is a microcosm whose components serve as examples of
the rural world in pre-modern Brandenburg. It also has one clear
advantage. Although not much of the great manorial residence sur-
vived the Second World War, the lordship’s archive has been pre-
served. It constitutes more than 700 files relating to pre-modern times
in this Brandenburg manor, including several villages. For more than
a decade William W. Hagen, Professor of History at the University of
California, Davis, worked his way through this historical treasure
trove. Now he has presented the results of his labours in a huge vol-
ume. 

The book consists of ten chapters plus an introduction and a con-
clusion. The first two chapters deal chronologically with Stavenow in
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Even at that early time it is
clear that the noble landlords were trying to increase production and
thus the profits from their land. In Brandenburg the sixteenth centu-
ry was a period of economic growth. There are hardly any records of
tension between landlords and their subject farmers, perhaps be-
cause the landlords did not dare increase unpaid labour service too
harshly or by force. This relatively prosperous setting changed dra-
matically during the Thirty Years War, when death and destruction
decreased the wealth of Stavenow and its villages. The Quitzow fam-
ily, who owned the lordship from the beginning of the fifteenth cen-
tury, were unable to keep their property. Stavenow was put up for
auction and in 1647 fell into the hands of the Blumenthals, a family of
a certain reputation under Frederick William, the Great Elector. 

The Thirty Years War was undoubtedly a set-back in economic
terms, but subsequent decades also proved difficult. A large popula-
tion was required for reconstruction after the war. The surviving
inhabitants demanded and got reductions in taxes and seigneurial
dues, at least for some years. In some cases they were exempted alto-
gether. Landlords had to compete for new settlers, which strength-
ened the position of the settlers. In addition, consistently low grain
prices prevented seigneurial rents from rising. Despite this, life for
the rural villagers was far from easy, as they had to cope with labour
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service and pay rents to the landlord, while the Elector’s taxes were
also rising.

When the population and the economy had recovered, landlords
tightened their grip on the villagers, aiming to re-establish pre-war
obligations instead of the lighter ones of the second half of the sev-
enteenth century. Not only in Stavenow, but in the whole Prignitz
district these seigneurial efforts produced widespread protests
among the villagers. This occurred at the very beginning of the eigh-
teenth century, which was close to the end of the Blumenthals’ peri-
od as landlords of Stavenow. In 1717 the lordship shifted from the
Blumenthal family, whose fortunes were fading, to the Kleist family.
The Kleists represented the new nobility, enjoying royal favour and
in return serving with unlimited loyalty. Having taken over
Stavenow, the Kleists had to learn that seigneurial authority was
nowhere near strong enough to impose new burdens on the villagers
without provoking resistance. Or, as Hagen puts it, the relationship
between the landlord and the villagers rested upon ‘a constantly test-
ed and renegotiated manor–village power balance’ (p. 122), an expe-
rience which was reinforced throughout the eighteenth century.

The beginning of the Kleists’ lordship marked a new epoch for
Stavenow. In the course of the book it paves the way for the main
focus of the study, the eighteenth century, which is covered in chap-
ters 3 to 9. This part of the work is not chronological, but takes a
structural approach. It tackles different issues, deriving mainly from
social history, and sometimes looks backwards as well as forwards. 

Chapter 3 depicts social life and its patterns in early modern
Stavenow. Not surprisingly, family and kinship were of undisputed
importance to the villagers. Above them was the landlord, always
ready to pursue his interests as much as possible, especially in mat-
ters relating to farm inheritance and marriage. Hagen has a special
interest in the cultural practices surrounding marriage, and in partic-
ular, dowries. He addresses questions of widowhood, remarriage,
and social roles, relations, and conflicts within the family (for exam-
ple, between spouses, siblings, parents, and children, retired and
young tenant farmers). In addition to the terms derived from family
and kinship, the sources speak of ‘friends’, referring in most cases to
distant relatives. Obviously there are few references to neighbour-
hood (Nachbarschaft), a kind of solidarity beyond kinship bonds that
should not be underrated in early modern society.
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In chapter 4 the study looks at rural living conditions, especially
in relation to farming. Closely connected to harvests, crops, livestock,
and equipment are questions of income, taxes, and costs in general.
In another step the material culture of the villagers is discussed, com-
prising housing, fuel, furniture, and dress. The study also sheds light
on special circumstances, for example, the material living conditions
of non-inheriting siblings and of old farmers living in retirement, on
their Altenteil. Finally, this chapter deals with the mortality of
Stavenow inhabitants, providing much statistical data. 

Chapters 5 to 7 focus on particular social groups in Stavenow,
their social strategies and patterns of behaviour. Beginning at the top
of the social hierarchy chapter 5 introduces the Kleists as a family
open to economic innovation and agricultural improvements for the
sake of increased profits. This proved necessary to enable them to
afford to live in a manner appropriate to their noble status, and to
support further social ambitions. Chapter 6 examines the villagers,
who had a certain bond with the lordship. Though differing in pro-
fession and social status, as a group they can be taken as a seigneur-
ial clientele which enjoyed a special advantage in the form of support
from the lord. Starting at the bottom of the social scale, chapter 7 out-
lines the living conditions of the landless workers. Even at this level
there was a broad range of possibilities, and the chance of living in
modest sufficiency at least. Skilled workers employed on the manor
were relatively well off. Despite this, they lagged far behind cottagers
holding a hereditary farm.

The eighth chapter discusses at length the struggle for ‘gute
Policey’, that is, public and, in most cases, moral order. Case studies
of illicit sexuality, matters of honour, and magical practices complete
the picture of social life presented in chapters 3 and 4. Behind cases
of litigation the villagers’ values and their opinions on marriage, fam-
ily, and property rights emerge. Soldiers posed a threat to public
order from outside. There is no evidence that, after demobilization,
soldiers internalized military discipline and transferred it to everyday
life in the villages. This clearly speaks against the militarization thesis.
In general, soldiers in the villages do not seem to have enforced disci-
pline in Stavenow. In fact, they themselves were a force for indisci-
pline and threatened seigneurial interests and those of the villagers. 

The landlord was responsible for public order within his realm. In
the eighteenth century the manorial court was a pillar of seigneurial
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authority. The pastor’s authority, on the other hand, depended large-
ly on the incumbent’s own virtues. The pastor’s judgement was
accepted in spiritual matters, but in the secular sphere his influence
was limited and his authority restricted. The authority of the village
mayor (Schulze) turned out to be fragile as the landlord did not want
him to exert real authority and instead preferred to use the mayor as
an instrument of seigneurial power. But as the landlord could not
rule the villages directly and had to rely on officials such as the vil-
lage mayor, reducing the mayor’s authority ultimately meant leaving
a great deal of power to the farmers. 

None the less, even in matters of court justice seigneurial author-
ity was far from unlimited, as Johann Erdmann Hasse discovered.
As the judge in the manorial court for forty years, he established
himself as a respected authority in Stavenow. He was successful
because he not only enforced the lord’s authority but also showed
respect for the villagers’ interests and helped settle quarrels among
them. Though the villagers had to submit to the landlord’s domi-
nation, they had power to counterbalance the lord’s authority, and
unjust practices by the landlord or his court always provoked com-
munal resistance. 

Other difficulties were created by absconders, whether they were
thieves or men fleeing from Brandenburg to the neighbouring terri-
tory of Mecklenburg in order to avoid recruitment. Kleist would have
preferred to solve the problem by mutual agreement with the
Mecklenburg authorities, but Prussian policy prevented this. Fred-
erick II of Prussia did not consider sending runaways from other ter-
ritories back home, instead welcoming anyone who wanted to stay in
Brandenburg. Kleist, therefore, could not rely on the Mecklenburg
authorities to return fugitive villagers and re-establish his seigneur-
ial authority. Kleist’s own authority as a landlord was at stake, and
in many cases he and his manorial court struggled not just for public
order but also for his honour as a lord. This problem grew even big-
ger in the conflict about seigneurial rent and labour services which
lasted several decades and involved royal justice, that is, the
Chamber Court (Kammergericht) in Berlin. 

This struggle between the landlord and the villagers is the subject
of chapter 9. It had been made possible by Frederick II’s legal
reforms, which enabled villagers not only to start such litigation with
their landlord, but also to continue it for years and even decades.
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Stavenow’s farmers were under pressure since the Kleists had
imposed new work rules; complaints were made but there was no
resistance to seigneurial demands. The situation changed when
Friedrich Joachim von Kleist, a major in the Prussian army, became
landlord. He not only increased pressure on the villagers but also
used violence to implement his ideas. Having reached the level of the
courts, the struggle went through several steps of litigation, some-
times with violent clashes, and culminated in an Urbarium, that is, a
contract to regulate services and rent and any dispute arising from it.
According to Hagen the conflict ended with ‘harmony at state com-
mand’. The solution to the conflict was an ‘embittered compromise’
(pp. 575, 590). 

This story is about much more than merely rural conflict in the
eighteenth century because it reveals the relationship between the
lord and his subjects. Again it is clear that the landlord did not have
full power over the villagers, who themselves did not question
manorial authority but were aware of their own rights and interests.
Over the years judge Hasse once again played a key role. Relying
on his own authority, he served as a decisive agent for compromise.
From Kleist’s point of view it appeared to be a sad truth that
Prussian policy did not unconditionally support the seigneurial
party; the state kept a vigilant and protective eye on the villagers as
well. 

The study ends by looking forward to the situation in the nine-
teenth century, ending somewhere in the 1840s. A number of changes
occurred at the beginning of the nineteenth century. In 1808
Stavenow was sold to Otto Karl Heinrich Baron von Voss. The new
owner belonged to the ministerial bureaucracy and favoured slight
reforms, but as the reform party led by Hardenberg had taken over,
Voss found himself as one of the leaders of the ‘feudal party’. This
was the man who led Stavenow at the time of emancipation. Protests
and strikes by the farmers, who wanted an end to unpaid compulso-
ry labour services, were put down; some farmers were sent to jail. But
brute force did not prevail as it became clear that the old regime in
agriculture and social organization would not survive. Instead, the
new owner started negotiations over compensation for the abolition
of labour services and other rents. 

Voss, of course, did not engage personally in this business, having
installed a team of officials to manage Stavenow. Most important
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among them was Neubauer as administrator (Ökonomie-Inspektor),
who continued in post until the 1830s, thus personifying the trans-
formation process. Ultimately, the shift from the coercive manorial
lordship of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries to the estate
management of the nineteenth century proved to be successful. Even
the Junker economy had been far from backward and averse to new
developments; now Voss, as the noble estate-owner, adapted to the
new system. He made the best of the new social and economic con-
figuration, and established himself as a capitalist entrepreneur. But
the emancipated farmers were also aware of the necessities and per-
ils of the new times, and bargained hard to save their position and
social standing. 

The conclusion recapitulates the new picture of East Elbian land-
lordism that emerged. The author’s undisguised aim is to dissolve
untenable images and to correct existing clichés of Prussia. This revi-
sionist attitude fits into the strategies of recent research as exempli-
fied by the Potsdam School.3 As these studies concentrate on farmers
and landless labourers, Frie’s book on Marwitz, a Brandenburgian
nobleman, officer, and landlord must be mentioned.4 This is not a tra-
ditional biography, but a book which embraces Marwitz’s world by
biographical means. 

Whereas Frie’s study focuses on the revolutionary times at the
end of the eighteenth and beginning of the nineteenth century,
Hagen concentrates on the eighteenth century, despite the title of his
book, which suggests that the study’s scope is the period from 1500
to 1840. This priority is because of the masses of material available for
the eighteenth century, and the corresponding lack of evidence for
the time before 1648 and the second half of the seventeenth century;
material for the nineteenth century is fading away, though some
aspects continue up to the first half of the twentieth century (for
instance, population matters, see pp. 270 ff.). Perhaps ending the
book in the middle of the nineteenth century is not entirely plausible.
Of course, this can be taken as a time of social change, but it would
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be reasonable to stress the continuity of village life up to the twenti-
eth century. However, it cannot be claimed that the scope of this book
mirrors only the opportunities offered by the Stavenow archive
because the eighteenth century is undoubtedly the crucial phase of
manorialism. 

On this important aspect, the author’s interests are not restricted
to a particular social group. Hagen openly sympathizes with the
farmers of Stavenow, but there is also some appreciation of the land-
lords, who unexpectedly appear as not conforming with long-lived
clichés. This book does not concentrate on farmers or landless work-
ers; rather, the author accepts that the manor of Stavenow consisted
of subjects and masters.

It is a great advantage to have the Stavenow files shedding light
on rural society in the ancien régime. Hagen undoubtedly makes the
most of these documents which tell important stories about
Stavenow and its people. There are many unusual incidents, such as
the Glövzin fire of 1679 (pp. 79–81), and episodes which give detailed
insight into individual cases among the ordinary Prussians, such as
the case of Hans Wöhlcke, who served in the Prussian army under
Frederick II during the Seven Years War (pp. 506–9), and the story of
Trine Möllers, who violated seigneurial honour (pp. 522 f.). The
author reveals his mastery by weaving these potentially fragmentary
episodes together in the different chapters. It is the sum of these
examples that ultimately makes up the story of Stavenow. 

This is first-rate micro-history enriched with the classical means of
social history, such as tables and lists, which provide further evi-
dence on a larger scale. For example, there are twenty tables contain-
ing statistical data on the people of Stavenow in chapter 4, and anoth-
er five tables in chapter 5 on the estate’s assets, income, and earnings
etc. There are also numerous descriptions which illustrate the mate-
rial culture of the common people, such as the assets of Stavenow’s
tavern-keeper, Caspar Seyer, who died in 1726 (pp. 361 f.). 

The research on Stavenow is not limited exclusively to the grass-
roots level. Hagen’s study attains the dimension of macro-history on
a number of occasions when he uses the term ‘absolutism’. Of course
it is important to look at the individual manor in the Prignitz district
within the broader structural context of its time, just as the author is
careful to broaden the scope by reflecting on comparable aspects,
especially in western Europe. But given the recent discussion which
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casts doubt on the explanatory value of this paradigm, it is not sur-
prising that the term does not figure largely.5 As absolutism proves
increasingly inadequate to explain the processes and mechanisms of
power and rule, its use does not appear appropriate. In many cases it
seems that absolutism actually turns out to be a pale cipher for
monarchical power. 

But this is the only term to give rise to doubts. Throughout the
whole study many arguments are based on contemporary terms
taken from the sources. Hagen displays a fine grasp of these expres-
sions which enables him to use this evidence to explain other histor-
ical phenomena. In addition, he compares and contrasts the use of
similar contemporary terms, for example, ‘Wirt’, ‘Untertan’, ‘Bauer’
(p. 126, footnote 4). Some of this evidence may not be sensational, but
it confirms other findings, for instance, insults used in matters of
honour (cf. pp. 511 ff.). It could be said that the results of the study
relate only to a single manor. This cannot be denied, but such find-
ings require exhaustive research, and we should be grateful that
Hagen put in the effort over a number of years.

A characteristic feature of this study is its prosopographical
approach. The story of ordinary people in the rural world of Bran-
denburg-Prussia as exemplified by Stavenow relies heavily on evi-
dence relating to historical individuals. Surprisingly, Hagen himself
does not particularly emphasize this. It might have been an opportu-
nity to explain why he provides only a subject index. Historical peo-
ple appear as sub-entries, but it is hard to trace individuals and many
are left out. Prominent people like the judges and administrators are
listed (as, of course, are members of the landlord’s family, especially
the Kleist family), but it is a pity that non-officials such as farmers
and landless labourers (not to mention women) are not. We meet
some of these people twice or more in the study, as the focus on the
eighteenth century means that the study concentrates on just a few
generations of Stavenowers. Perhaps more evidence could be offered
on common people as historical individuals.

Thus one final wish remains unfulfilled, suggesting that even
after more than 600 pages of thorough research, Stavenow is still a
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topic worth working on. Hagen’s book on Stavenow is so rich in find-
ings that it will undoubtedly stimulate further research on this and
similar topics. Two aspects should be pointed out. First, it casts new
light on Prussians who resisted despotic seigneurial measures. As
this was not rare but occurred throughout the decades, Hagen claims
that refractoriness and insubordination were Prussian virtues (cf. p.
645). He does not rewrite Prussian history, but adds an important
aspect that has been missing so far, and thereby adds another dimen-
sion to the picture of Prussia. Hagen also argues for a historical cliché
to be corrected, which might serve as a moral rehabilitation as well.
Secondly Hagen insists on the proximity of East Elbia to the western
world; his statement that Stavenow was ‘a largely low-stage western
world’ (p. 183) is but one among many. Far from being a mere asser-
tion, this striking argument, backed by much evidence against the so-
called ‘backwardness’ of the Junkers and the villagers, will give a
fresh impetus to further research.

Finally, we must speak of ordinary Prussians. Drawing upon a
treasure-house of files and sources, William Hagen presents a vivid
and colourful picture of the East Elbian people, and is determined to
reshape the old-fashioned view of this rural society. This is an
extraordinary book about ordinary people.
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