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Two years after the end of 
the Franco-Prussian War, 
the painter Anton von 

Werner completed his epic bat-
tlefield portrait of Helmuth von 
Moltke, Chief of the German Gen-
eral Staff. High on his steed atop a 
hill, the field marshal is depicted 
looking across the valley where, 
in the distance, he can behold 
Paris, the seat of the French gov-
ernment. As Moltke surveys the 
terrain, his soldiers are erecting a 
telegraph line for swift communi-
cation with his comrades. Moltke 
is thus pictured as a field marshal 
whose strategic prowess rests not 
only on a mastery of the classical 
art of war, but also on the deploy-
ment of the newest technology.

This historical painting distils 
one of the essential character-
istics of this war: a remarkable 
juxtaposition of traditional and 
industrialized warfare. Drum 
meets drumfire – just as before, 
a drummer would set the pace of 
the infantry’s marching advance, 
but with increasing frequency 
attacks would stall in the face of 
the destructive power of modern 
cannon fire like that from the 
feared mitrailleuse. Fierce cavalry 
charges – often a decisive battle 
maneuver in former wars – failed 
under the heavy losses accrued 
from enemy barrages. The pitched 
battles and colorful uniforms of 
the various regiments recalled the 
cabinet wars of a century hence. 
But the operations of the generals 
and their armies were becoming 
more dynamic and more aggres-
sive while suffering ever-heavier 
losses. The “engagement” of forces 
in 1870–71 was already heralding 

the mechanized killing later to 
define World War I.

Exactly 150 years after the out-
break of the Franco-Prussian War, 
the Bundeswehr Museum of Mili-
tary History in Dresden is ventur-
ing an exceedingly complex pre-
sentation of a conflict that ended 
with the proclamation of the 
German Emperor in the Versailles 
Hall of Mirrors, in the official con-
summation of the founding of the 
German state. 

The curators see the war as 
not isolated in this context, but 
rather as the conclusion of a his-
torical development that had 
already been set in motion with 
the aborted process of nation 
building following the German 
revolutions of 1848–49. With the 
Second Schleswig War of 1864 
and the Austro-Prussian War of 

1866, Prussian Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Otto von Bismarck had 
paved the way to a German uni-
fication “from above” under Prus-
sia’s leadership. It was not inevi-
table that these preceding wars 
led to the war against France, but 
when this option arose, Bismarck 
knew how to exploit it. 

In its understanding of the con-
text of the Franco-Prussian War, 
the Dresden exhibit is adopting a 
perspective widely shared among 
historians. 

But what makes the exhibit so 
engaging are the many nuances 
that provide concise illustration 
of the war’s daily routines and its 
aftermath. In terms of both weap-
ons’ technology and logistics, 
the industrialization of warfare 
was now secure in its inexorable 
march forward. The precisely 

targeted transport of military 
units via railroad and the swift 
communication made possible by 
telegraph were decisive factors. 
Supplies for the front were manu-
factured with efficiency and high 
levels of standardization in arma-
ment factories, and this applied 
not only to guns and artillery, but 
also to the apparel and equipment 
of soldiers. 

Early on, the war was felt 
acutely on the home front as well. 
Despite the initially decisive vic-
tory at the Battle of Sedan on 
Sept. 2, 1870, fighting dragged on 
for months as part of the subse-
quent siege of Paris. Correspon-
dents from various daily newspa-
pers stationed at theaters of war 
wired their reports to their edito-
rial offices and kept their read-
ers up-to-date on the progress 

of the fighting. And the military 
leadership eagerly sent official 
dispatches with patriotic news 
of victories to the German states, 
which were then posted in public 
squares. In this respect, the war 
cast its shadow into the modern 
age in terms of media coverage 
as well; the people were kept 
informed almost in real time and 
propagandists honed their skills in 
the art of spiritual warfare, espe-
cially in defaming the adversary.

The increased publicity also led 
to the nascent Red Cross move-
ment experiencing a significant 
boost in interest and participation. 
The voluntary care of the sick and 
wounded from all warring parties 
became a widespread reality for 
the first time during the Franco-
Prussian War. Doctors and care-
givers were protected under the 

banner of neutrality; and on the 
home front, women from the 
nobility and bourgeoisie contrib-
uted to the training of nurses and 
the amassing of care packages 
for soldiers containing food and 
clean clothes as well as bandages 
and medications. In looking after 
wounded soldiers and providing 
the best care possible, the war was 
now no longer waged solely on 
the battlefield, but also in sickbays 
and nursing facilities. Death and 
the plight of the wounded became 
lodged in the consciousness of 
broad strata of the population, 
and to an increasing degree this 
promoted a sense of national sen-
timent and belonging.

Time and again, the Franco-
Prussian War highlights the 
uneasy coexistence of an old and 
new era. Of particular fascination 
are the works of contemporary 
battlefield painters depicting 
the tethered balloons intended, 
during the months-long siege of 
the Paris, to help the city’s defend-
ers establish communication with 
unoccupied parts of the country. 
On the ground are horse-mounted 
Hussars in pursuit of the new 
flying objects, which are attempt-
ing to launch by way of carabiners. 
It’s hard to imagine a more glaring 
collision of the traditional with 
the modern.

Krieg. Macht. Nation. (War. Power. 
Nation.) Bundeswehr Museum 
of Military History in Dresden, 
through Jan. 31. Daily 10 a.m. to 6 
p.m. Admission: €5/€3, and free up 
to age 18; www.mhmbw.de

The German Times  •  Arts & Life

BY KLAUS GRIMBERG

M
H

M
 D

RE
SD

EN

Proto-drone: Prussian hussars  
chasing a French tethered balloon.
Painting by Wilhelm Alexander Meyerheim,  
1871

Shifting the  
battlefield

A new exhibition shows how the Franco-Prussian War  
of 1870–71 led to the unification of Germany and presaged  

the mechanized murder of 20th-century warfare

Klaus Grimberg is a freelance 
journalist based in Berlin.

Since 1841, the privately managed, award-winning Hotel Bayerischer Hof is valued internationally for its elegant
atmosphere and the amiable, highly personal service. Here, the highest levels of luxury come as standards with its
stylish 337 rooms, including 74 suites, set in the heart of Munich, within walking distance of the renowned museums, 
art galleries and the Opera, as well as of the finest shopping areas. The hotel offers a choice of five restaurants
(Gourmet, Mediterranean, Polynesian, Bavarian and Spa Cuisine), among them the restaurants Atelier (3 Michelin stars) 
and Garden, restyled by Axel Vervoordt, the famous Belgian interior designer.
Guests have a choice of 40 function rooms with a capacity of 10 up to 2.500 persons, six bars and the Night Club with 
live Jazz. French architect Andrée Putman designed the Blue Spa, the wellness area on four floors, with a panoramic 
rooftop terrace. You will also find a 38-seat luxury cinema, the astor@Cinema Lounge (Axel Vervoordt, 2011), which can 
be rented as a screening room. Axel Vervoordt also designed the multipurpose function room Palaishalle in 2016 and 
since 2018 we are very pleased to present the „South and North wing“ - with 28 rooms and the luxurious 350-square 
metre Penthouse Garden Suite. In the year 2019, 47 years after its grand opening, our Palais Keller experiences its
renewal. With a sensitivity for historic building structures as, well as his intuitiveness for form, colors and materials,
the Belgian interior designer, Axel Vervoodt, created energy and new dimensions, to serve traditional Bavarian
cuisine in a venue of peacefulness and simplicity. 
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