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Diderot famously hoped that the last king would be strangled with the entrails of the last priest. For a 

time in the 1790s it looked as though his wish might come true, at least in his own country. At intervals 

during the next century, especially in 1830 and 1848, the last trump for monarchy seemed to be 

sounding again. Volker Sellin makes good use of Brougham’s warning in his open letter of 1838 to 

Queen Victoria that sovereigns, like cuckolded husbands, were always the last to learn bad news: 

»thus slumbers the monarch softly upon the collected materials of the political explosion; as the 

inhabitants of Vesuvius do, while the eruption is about to sweep them away« (p. 7–8). Yet the target of 

his jeremiad lived to celebrate a Diamond Jubilee. Indeed, in 1901, the year in which she died, most 

European states were still ruled by kings or emperors, usually in alliance with an established church. 

Even new creations such as Serbia, Romania or Bulgaria had crowned heads. 

In this thoughtful, often penetrating but not always convincing study, the strategies employed by 

sovereigns to retain and strengthen their legitimacy are investigated. Sellin has found six. Three of 

them were developments of traditional forms, namely dynastic origin, divine endorsement and the 

ability to defend the kingdom against foreign enemies. The three »newcomers«, which emerged only 

during the revolutionary period, were: the granting of constitutions, the nationalisation of the monarchy 

and the introduction of social reform. These are addressed in nine substantive chapters entitled 

»Force«, »Dynasty«, »Religion«, »Success in War«, »Enlightenment«, »Constitution«, »Nation«, 

»Social Reform« and »Charisma«. It is a typology that works better for some countries than for others. 

Great Britain obviously does not fit: the Hanoverians had a poor dynastic claim to the throne; only the 

most bone-headed of booby squires could believe that George I was king by divine right; constitutional 

underpinning had existed at least since 1688; the identification of crown and nation went back even 

further, to Elizabeth I or even Henry VIII; while social reform was the work of professional politicians 

not Queen Victoria, let alone George IV or William IV. 

Military success also poses a problem. It works well for France, where the two Napoleons were 

toppled by defeat in war, but cannot accommodate the wonderful indestructibility of the Habsburg 

Empire. »He’s losing battles and losing provinces – I could have done that just as well«, observed ex-

Emperor Ferdinand of his nephew Francis Joseph, in whose favor he had been obliged to abdicate in 

1848. Yet Francis Joseph was still Emperor when he died in 1916. The Tsarist regime in Russia 

survived disaster in the Crimean War of 1854–1856 and the war against Japan of 1904–1905. As 

these various experiences suggest, it was not so much actual defeat in war that mattered as the effect 

it had on the morale of the country’s armed forces and thus the stability of the sovereign’s monopoly of 
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legitimate force. It was the collapse of the officer corps and the mutiny of the guards which allowed 

unrest in France in 1789 to become a revolution, a pattern that was to be repeated in 1830 and 1848. 

It was because the armed forces stayed loyal in Prussia and the Habsburg Empire in 1848 that the 

monarchies in the rest of Europe were shaken but not dissolved. Only a struggle as cataclysmic as the 

First World War could bring down the Russian, German, Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman ruling houses. 

This is not the only section of the book in which ›perception‹ of change, rather than what was intended 

to change, is not given sufficient attention. For example, the old chestnut »enlightened absolutism« is 

summarily dismissed as just the effect of international competition, without a word about what many 

contemporaries ›thought‹ they were experiencing. It may well have been the case that Frederick the 

Great had nothing in his mind beyond the maximization of his resources when he reformed this or that, 

but if one of his subjects such as Moses Mendelssohn believed that he lived »in a state in which one 

of the wisest sovereigns who ever ruled mankind has made the arts and the sciences blossom and a 

sensible freedom of thought so widespread that their effects have reached down to the humblest 

inhabitant of his dominions«, it needs to be taken seriously. 

The same sort of criticism can be applied to the lack of attention paid to the cultural initiatives of the 

nineteenth century. Every European monarchy sought to bridge the gap between monarch and citizen, 

state and society, with great schemes of public improvement and entertainment. It was the age of the 

great free-standing temples of art: art-galleries, museums, concert-halls, theatres and opera-houses. 

The best examples were the »Ringstraße« project in Vienna and Baron Haussmann’s rebuilding of 

Paris, neither of which are mentioned here. The integrative effects – memorably summed up by 

Friedrich Dahlmann’s description of the Prussian state as »the magic spear that heals as well as 

wounds« – are no less important for being unquantifiable. 

On the credit side, it needs to be said that every chapter is distinguished by original insight, cogent 

argument and a rich variety of illustration. It is also very well-written. No one interested in the period 

will fail to find stimulation and enjoyment.
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