
Francia-Recensio 2014/4
Frühe Neuzeit – Revolution – Empire (1500–1815)

Heinz Duchhardt, Der Wiener Kongress München. Die Neugestaltung Europas 
1814/1815, München (C. H. Beck) 2013, 128 S., 2 Abb. (Beck’sche Reihe, 2778), 
ISBN 978-3-406-65381-0, EUR 8,95.

rezensiert von/compte rendu rédigé par
Michael Rowe, London

The Congress of Vienna, as the sub-title of this book implies, reshaped Europe following the upheaval 

of the Revolutionary and Napoleonic wars. It was a vast undertaking, and involved many actors as well 

as issues. The challenge of providing an account of the Congress in little more than one hundred 

pages is therefore a considerable one. Fortunately, Heinz Duchhardt is eminently well-qualified to 

judge what should be included and what omitted from this study, and also to locate the Congress 

within the wider context of other peace conferences – notably Westphalia (1648) and Utrecht (1713) – 

that preceded it. The reader is thereby left with not only a good idea of the Congress of Vienna itself, 

but its place within the wider span of similar gatherings that periodically sought to re-build Europe after 

devastating wars.

Duchhardt structures the book logically, starting with a brief historiographical summary. There are no 

surprises or notable omissions here. He quite rightly highlights the contributions made by scholar-

diplomats – Webster, Nicolson and Kissinger – to our current understanding of the Congress of 

Vienna, and also the more recent significance of Paul Schroeder’s work on the subject. He also notes 

the limits of our understanding, caused in part by the fact that some of the most important discussions 

in Vienna were conducted personally by the sovereigns themselves, and hence unrecorded by their 

officials. Duchhardt then moves on to look at the events immediately preceding the Congress proper, 

and this gives the reader an excellent sense of what had already been decided in advance, and what 

remained to be agreed.

The British foreign secretary, Castlereagh, comes across as an important player, not least in his 

success in keeping extra-European affairs (with the notable exception of slavery) off the agenda. This 

decoupling of European affairs from those of the Americas and Indies demonstrated the near-

hegemonic global position occupied by Britain: it alone amongst the Powers engaged in both the 

European and extra-European spheres. The decoupling also arguably stabilised European affairs that 

in the previous century had been disturbed by the Anglo-Bourbon conflict overseas. The French 

foreign minister, Talleyrand, also emerges from Duchhardt’s account as a skilful operator, not least in 

his success at exploiting tensions between the allies to gain advantage for France. However, the main 

protagonist is Austria’s chief minister, Metternich, whose main aim – the avoidance of Russian 

hegemony over Europe – inevitably brought him into conflict with Tsar Alexander I which climaxed in 

the Poland-Saxony dispute over the winter of 1814/1815.

The reader needs to wait until page 80 before being introduced to an actual narrative of the events at 

the Congress of Vienna, including the Poland-Saxony dispute. Most of the book up to this point 
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focuses on particular themes that are informative about how the Congress was structured, and an 

assessment of the whole cultural aspect. Many readers will no doubt be familiar with the Prince de 

Ligne’s quip that »le Congrès danse et ne marche pas«. Following the cultural turn, historians are now 

less dismissive of the entertainments and lavish display with which the Congress of Vienna has always 

been associated. They served a crucial function, in part as a means of facilitating informal exchanges. 

Duchhardt could easily have filled a much longer book with anecdotes gleaned from the ballroom and 

boudoir, but the reader is also reminded of the other face of the congress: the detailed work completed 

by the various committees set up to settle such issues as the future of Germany, the Netherlands and 

Switzerland, and the management of international waterways. These committees and the way they 

operated, so Duchhardt, marked a significant step in the professionalization of such business.

In the round, the reader is left with a positive view of the Congress of Vienna. The main criticism 

levelled by Duchhardt is not that it ignored the principle of self-determination: this was hardly realistic 

in the Europe of 1814/15; rather, it is the omission of the Ottoman Empire from the Congress that 

stored up trouble for the future. This aside, the Congress facilitated the onset of relative peace, 

sustained by co-operation between the Great Powers, until the 1850s. Many sovereigns and diplomats 

returning to their capitals from Vienna may have been moderately dissatisfied with the outcome of the 

Congress, but not to the extent of wishing to risk war to overturn the order it established. This is a fair 

conclusion to a book that, as already noted, does not contain many surprises, other than the fact that it 

manages to pack in so much in so short a space.
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