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In 1587, a medium-sized town called Warendorf sued its immedi-
ate ecclesiastical overlord, the archdeacon Georg Nagel, over what 
it perceived to be a breach of spiritual jurisdiction. The town was 
subject to the ecclesiastical authority of the prince-bishop of Mün-
ster, of which Archdeacon Nagel was the local executor, but it also 
claimed a broad array of judicial prerogatives ordinarily associated 
with spiritual authority, including the right to adjudicate marriages 
and to prosecute sexual misconduct. When it lost the fi rst judicial 
round, the town appealed its case to the Imperial Chamber Court, 
one of the two supreme courts in the Holy Roman Empire. In the 
legalese of its brief against the archdeacon, the town asserted 55 
“facts,” which included the following: 

[2] Fact: that the princes and lord bishops of […] Münster at 
the time of their inauguration, when they are led into the 
towns and receive the customary homage […], pledge to 
preserve the aforementioned towns undiminished in their 
privileges, freedoms, rights, as well as all ancient customs 
and to detract nothing, but rather to enhance them.1

Anyone who studies early modern political ritual will recognize this 
kind of language, which makes legitimate authority conditional on a 
reciprocal exchange of oaths between a lord and the subjects. 

I begin with this anecdote because it shows how widely and deeply 
the phenomena that Barbara Stollberg-Rilinger describes pervaded 
political culture in the early modern Empire. Political ritual was by 
no means “empty”; on the contrary, political ritual animated rela-
tionships that were empty without it. “Fact 2” of the town’s lawsuit, 
quoted above, gets at what the plaintiff s thought political ritual ac-
tually accomplished. To be sure, there are few eyewitness accounts 
of the homage ceremonies to which this lawsuit refers. But we do 
know that a delegation consisting of the two mayors and the town 
council was to receive the prince-bishop and his retinue outside the 
city gates; we also know that the bishop was to be led in procession 

1 Landesarchiv Nordrhein-
Westfalen, Abteilung 
Westfalen (LANRW-AW), 
Reichskammergerichtsakten 
W 281/940, vol. 1, 19r-39v, 
Libellus nullitatis et iniqui-
tatis articulatus, 17 June 
1591.
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to the central market square in town, where the oaths would be ex-
changed under the open sky;2 that at an homage ceremony held in 
Warendorf in 1614, the town’s delegation was accompanied by one 
hundred marksmen, twenty-fi ve from each quarter; that the town 
presented the prince-bishop with the gift  of a large silver goblet to 
mark the occasion (along with an obligatory payment of seventy-six 
gold ducats); and that the citizens were instructed to keep themselves 
sober for the duration of the prince-bishop’s visit.3

The crucial point is that, as far as the citizenry was concerned, the 
ceremony itself instantiated a relationship that was legally binding on 
all parties, a contract sealed not merely by signatures but by scripted 
gestures and choreographed movements into and through urban 
space.4 And it was actionable: any violation of the bond that hom-
age generated could be litigated, and so it was. Archdeacon Nagel’s 
off ense had been to violate a contract, enacted through the homage 
ritual, between the town, the prince-bishop, and a long sequence of 
prelates before him. The offi  cial record of this particular lawsuit ran 
into many thousands of pages and fi lled seven fat tomes. 

This transaction also raises a set of questions—questions about the 
immediate signifi cations of political ritual, about transformations in 
their legal or constitutional function, and about the relationship be-
tween publicity, presence and audience in the Holy Roman Empire.

I.

The fi rst is a question from the “devil’s advocate”: How can we know 
what rituals were really about? To take the example just given, the 
underlying confl ict that had prompted the lawsuit was nowhere 
articulated overtly in those seven fat volumes; nor was it addressed 
directly in any of the homage ceremonies to which it referred. It 
involved the right of towns to tolerate Protestant minorities, even 
to allow certain forms of Protestant religious observance in the 
nominally Catholic parish churches that were subject to the town’s 
patronage. In 1587, Protestants constituted a large segment of the 
population, perhaps even a majority, and the town magistracy was 
already coming under their domination. These magistrates believed 
that the town’s “privileges, freedoms, rights, as well as all ancient 
customs” included the right to tolerate Protestants; they also believed 
that in the act of taking homage, the prince-bishop was eff ectively 
validating the town’s constitutional claims. This is also why the town 
council emphasized the necessity of conducting homage ceremonies 

2 Kreisarchiv Warendorf (KAW), 
Stadt Warendorf A 13, “Kurtzer 
extract berichts auß alten 
annotationibus, wie es in 
vorzeiten bei der inauguration 
eines newen landtfürsten 
gehaltenn” [1614]. 

3 KAW Stadt Warendorf A 107, 
31r-32r, Protocollum senatus 
civitatis Warendorpensis de anno 
1614 et 1615, entries for 13 
June and 16 June 1614; and 
KAW Stadt Beckum A 66, 
49v-50r, Beckum Town Coun-
cil Protocols, entry for 
15 June 1614.

4 On the structure and function 
of enthronement ceremonies 
in Münster, see Elisabeth Anne 
Harding, “Das Zeremoniell der 
fürstbischöfl ichen Inthronisa-
tion,” M.A. thesis, Westfälische 
Wilhelms-Universität 
Münster, 2003. I am grateful 
to Dr. Harding for making her 
master’s thesis available to me.
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in person, in the town square, in the physical presence of the citizenry. 
The ritual, in other words, was about advancing a set of concrete 
legal demands that are nowhere to be seen in the ritual itself or in 
the protocols of its litigation. 

All this prompts me to ask about the exposure of political ritual at 
all levels of society to instrumentalization by the parties involved. In 
what ways, if any, were the solemnities of high politics appropriated 
in this manner? If so, how did their function change over the early 
modern centuries? To what extent were the scripted movements 
and gestures of imperial ceremony susceptible to appropriation 
by the participants in order to make a point or to drive home an 
argument?

II.

One of most valuable attributes of Professor Stollberg-Rilinger’s 
approach to political ritual is that it undermines the age-old habit of 
dismissing political ritual and ceremony as empty by virtue of its re-
petitive quality, its recognizability, and its ability through these quali-
ties to impart a sense of constancy and durability. At the root of this 
habit is a tendency to distinguish sharply between decision-making 
and the“external and symbolic demonstrations” of ceremony, as Denis 
Diderot put it in his contribution on the subject to the Encyclopédie.5 
As Stollberg-Rilinger points out, this tendency has deep historical 
roots and was expressed in the hostility toward images during the 
fi rst wave of the Reformation. During the French Revolution, too, the 
polarity between political essence and ritual aff ect would be mobi-
lized to demolish the system of political representation by metaphori-
cal embodiment—in which the mystical body politic was incarnated 
through the solemn convening of its constituent members—and to 
replace it with a system of general, liberal delegation. 

This leads to the second question: Can there be such a thing as an 
empty ritual? One historian of homage rituals argues that a profound 
shift  took place between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries—
more quickly in some places than others, but everywhere with the 
same ultimate result. In the sixteenth century, as in the late Middle 
Ages, these ceremonies had been the occasion for negotiation and 
deal-making, oft en heated, between the representatives of a lord and 
his subjects. The product of these deliberations was a written agree-
ment, but it was the ceremony itself, not the piece of paper to which 

5 “Cérémonies,” in Encyclopé-
die ou Dictionnaire raisonné 
des sciences, des arts et des 
métiers, vol. 2 (Paris, 1752), 
838-39. 
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it referred, that generated a relationship of subordination. For these 
reasons, lord-subject relations were understood to be reciprocal, 
contractual, and—at least in theory—revocable.6 

By the late eighteenth century, however, homage no longer had 
either quality: fi rst, and more concretely, it was no longer constitu-
tive in the older sense because homage was no longer the occasion 
for bargaining over the terms of legitimate rule. Second, the inter-
regnal suspension of authority implicit in the earlier regime had 
been replaced by a new and diff erent set of signifi cations, in which 
homage was understood simply to ratify a set of subordinations that 
were already in place and could not be altered. The homage ritual 
itself had been transformed into an instrument of unconditional 
subordination—if indeed it was performed at all, and most indica-
tions are that its frequency declined as its constitutive function 
deteriorated. 

The same shift  is evident in the Westphalian example cited earlier. 
From the late sixteenth century on, prince-bishops strove to reduce 
the burden of homage to a ceremonial minimum. New monarchs, 
as before, had to receive homage in the capital city. But they were 
increasingly reluctant to go on an homage tour in order to pledge 
protection and to receive oaths of loyalty in every single privileged 
town in the prince-bishopric. It was expensive, time-consuming, 
exposed the monarch unnecessarily to physical harm, and so on. 
Nevertheless, the monarchs’ advisors continued to insist, long into 
the seventeenth century, that they go on homage tour in person.7 
By the eighteenth century, however, prince-bishops had dispensed 
with homage tours; homage ceremonies were still performed, of 
course, but only once in the capital city. The main act was greatly 
simplifi ed, too. 

Here it is worth stressing that the outward forms of homage had 
changed little over the centuries. It also remained a ritual that con-
tinued to exhibit all the qualities that Professor Stollberg-Rilinger 
ascribes to political ritual—its form was standardized, it eff ectuated 
a change of condition, it was performative, it referred symbolically to 
relationships outside itself. But by the mid-eighteenth century at the 
latest, it no longer instantiated the contractual relationship it once 
had; instead, it had become a ritual of acclamation. In that sense, 
homage had been drained of its meaning—it had become “empty” 
and, as such, refl ected quite accurately the opinion of enlightened 
observers who dismissed homage as an anachronistic relic.

6 André Holenstein, Die 
Huldigung der Untertanen: 
Rechtskultur und 
Herrschaft sordnung (800-1800) 
(Stuttgart, 1991).

7 LANRW-AW, Fürstbistum 
Münster, Landesarchiv 1/12, 
vol. 2, 87r-v, Johannes 
Hobbelinck to Engelbert von 
Brabecken and Johann von 
Westerholt, 6 June 1614.
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III.

The third and fi nal question has to do with the relationship between 
“presence” and audience. Professor Stollberg-Rilinger draws a con-
trast between early modern political rituals, which were effi  cacious 
because they depended on the physical presence of all participants, 
including onlookers, and contemporary political ritual, which does 
not depend on physical presence to the same degree. In early modern 
political ritual, the participation of onlookers was integral, so much 
so that to speak of onlookers as an “audience” is to distinguish them 
misleadingly from actors on the main stage. Thus, a successful inves-
titure was one attended by a joyous crowd at the ritus circumequitandi, 
and the ritual was not complete unless and until the crowd seized 
the banners and tore them up. One could amplify the examples with 
many more—one thinks of the grand displays of Imperial largesse 
that attended every Imperial coronation in Frankfurt, such as the 
roasting of the Imperial ox on the Römerplatz or the scattering of 
coins to the crowd watching the imperial cavalcade as it rolled into 
town. In all of these cases, the audience was general—anyone lucky 
enough to live in Frankfurt, even a little boy named Johann Wolfgang 
Goethe, could watch the coronation of Emperor Joseph II in 1764. And 
these rites were effi  cacious, symbolically and emotionally, because 
they engaged the participation of a physically present audience. In 
this respect, the diff erence between Imperial coronations and local 
homage rituals was only a matter of scale.

That said, the initial dates of these imperial rites are striking. 
The despoiling of the banners is fi rst mentioned in 1473. Similarly, the 
custom whereby Imperial princes knelt three times before the 
emperor prior to their investiture was fi rst mentioned in 1486. All 
but the ritus circumequitandi, in fact, are fi rst mentioned during or 
aft er the print revolution of the late fi ft eenth century. This, in turn, 
raises a chicken-and-egg question about the relationship between 
high political ritual and its media audience. The late fi ft eenth and 
sixteenth centuries were characterized by an unprecedented out-
pouring of printed imagery that depicted high political rituals of all 
kinds—entrées, coronations, diplomatic encounters, assemblies of 
the Imperial Diet, and so on. Do we know about this crescendo of 
ritual elaboration because of descriptions in printed word and image, 
or was it the other way around? Did high imperial ritual become 
more elaborate and complex because the printing technology had 
supplied a new and unexpectedly effi  cient tool for conveying majesty 
and authority to an audience vastly larger than could be reached in 
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person, by theatrical means alone? If so, then one might argue that 
the new media reinforced the participatory aspects of high political 
ritual by making its constitutive eff ects visible to an audience that 
was not physically present, but could now be reached through the 
previously unavailable vehicles of the printed word and the etched 
image. Whether print or ritual elaboration came fi rst, the specifi c the-
atricality of high political ritual in the early modern empire implied an 
audience far larger than the physically present mass of onlookers.

It is also possible that the elaboration of these rituals and their rep-
resentation were bound up with another fundamental transformation 
of political culture. The late fi ft eenth and sixteenth centuries were 
also a period of intense reform, codifi cation, and institutionalization, 
in which most of the deliberative bodies and judicial tribunals that 
constituted the early modern empire—including the Imperial Diet 
and the Imperial Chamber Court—were founded or acquired durable 
form. One eff ect of these reforms was a highly complex, multi-tiered 
system for the mediation of disputes, which German historians refer to as 
the “juridifi cation” (Verrechtlichung) of social confl ict, which enabled 
subject populations to litigate grievances against their authorities. 
So pervasive was juridifi cation that the rituals of political life them-
selves became the objects of judicial arbitration—as they were in the 
case of Warendorf v. Nagel. The high political rituals that Professor 
Stollberg-Rilinger describes, in other words, were related integrally 
to an entire system of communication and adjudication that diff ered 
as sharply from its medieval antecedents as it was distinct from more 
recent confi gurations of ritual and decision-making.

IV.

Several implications follow from Professor Stollberg-Rilinger’s ac-
count. One, arguably, is that the Reformation’s impact on political 
ritual was negligible compared to the political and cultural agendas 
we associate with the “Enlightenment.” There has been an outpour-
ing of scholarship in recent years on the transformations brought on 
by what Susan Karant-Nunn has called “the Reformation of ritual.”8 
Revolutionary though it surely was, the Reformation’s impact appears 
to have been confi ned to the religious sphere and—judging by the 
largely successful eff orts of sixteenth-century princes and emperors 
to diff use the eff ects of religious controversy on imperial ritual—
sharpened its separation from ritual performances in the secular 
domain. The tandem processes of ritual elaboration and institutional 
consolidation begun in the fi ft eenth century thus continued unabated 

8 Susan Karant-Nunn, The Refor-
mation of Ritual: An Interpreta-
tion of Early Modern Germany 
(London, 1997).
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through the sixteenth. Such was their durability that the Reforma-
tion’s assault on religious images appears to have aff ected political 
ritual little or not at all.

Stollberg-Rilinger’s account also bucks a trend in recent scholarship 
on the last phase of the Empire, particularly its judicial institutions. 
For the past twenty years or so, historians of the empire’s judicial 
institutions have tended to emphasize the ongoing vitality of these 
tribunals, right down to the Empire’s de facto dissolution in 1803. As 
a framework for the mediation of confl ict, the empire, so the argu-
ment goes, did not crumble from within, but continued to function 
normally until it was shattered from without. Stollberg-Rilinger’s 
emphasis on the constitutive functions of political ritual leads to a 
diff erent narrative, which dates the empire’s dissolution to the mid-
eighteenth century, when the princes of the empire withdrew from 
rituals of investiture and, in so doing, laid symbolic claim to sover-
eign authority for themselves. This chronology coincides roughly 
with an older narrative, which holds that the empire was eff ectively 
done in by its constituent states, especially (though not exclusively) 
Prussia and Austria. The watershed moment, if there was one, came 
with the treaty that concluded the Seven Years’ War in 1763, which 
eff ectively gave its stamp of approval to Austro-Prussian dualism. 
Thus, Stollberg-Rilinger’s culturalist account augments and extends 
the narrative of power politics: When the princes withdrew from 
investiture ceremonies, the bond between princes and the empire 
was broken, and because the empire had no constitutional text to 
fall back on, the damage was more profound than it might have 
been elsewhere. Within twenty years of Joseph II’s decision to drop 
investiture rituals altogether, the empire was dead. The implication 
is clear: Political ritual held the empire together, and in its absence 
the rest could not hold long. 
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