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Monarchy is back. Almost 100 years after the end of the Kaiserreich,
the historical exploration of the dozens of kings and grand dukes,
dukes and princes, whose Bund formed the constitutional backbone
of Imperial Germany until 1918, is reaching new heights. From the
1960s to the 1980s, social history, and not only of the Bielefeld brand,
relegated ancient institutions alongside ‘great men’ to the margins of
history. Over the last twenty years, however, historiography has re -
focused on the versatility and adaptability of monarchy, which sur-
vived several revolutions and foreign interventions to remain politi-
cally, socially, culturally, and economically important in Germany
well into the twentieth century. Yet most studies focus on the Kaiser -
reich, nineteenth-century history, or the early modern period, and
there are still too few attempts to trace the fate of monarchy across
the threshold of the years around 1800. And the impact of the sudden
disappearance of German monarchies in 1918 on the political culture
and social fabric of republican Germany in the following decades is
rarely considered.
This is where Eva Giloi comes in. She follows the public image of

the House of Hohenzollern over 200 years, starting in the middle of
the eighteenth century, when new modes of communication and con-
sumption (‘public sphere’) affected the relationship between kings
and subjects, and ending after the Second World War, when the dem-
ocratically elected father figures of the Adenauer era replaced the
hereditary patriarchalism that had underpinned German monarchies
for centuries. The theme of Giloi’s book, which has grown out of a
Princeton Ph.D. dissertation, is the popular attitudes of Prussians to
their monarchy, which she analyses through the form they took in
‘material culture’. Although the ‘Germany’ of the book title really
refers only to Prussia, Giloi makes an effort to compare her findings
with research on the British and French monarchies, which has
inspired so much of the recent revival of monarchy studies.
At the centre of the work is the exchange of gifts and objects

between Prussian subjects and their kings (and, after 1871, German
emperors). Here, Giloi distinguishes between two kinds of objects.
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First, she considers ‘relics’, that is, objects that were used by a mem-
ber of a ruling house (such as Frederick the Great’s frock coat), that
formed part of the royal body (Queen Louise’s locks of hair, for
instance), or that bore traces of it (for example, royal autographs).
Second, Giloi examines the production, sale, and use of souvenirs,
such as cups bearing royal portraits, which were produced for a mar-
ket that included royalty in celebrity culture from the start. She
demonstrates that members of the middle classes in particular dis-
played an avid interest in both relics and souvenirs, and collected
them from early on. Moreover, subjects sent some of these objects, as
well as other items related to specific episodes in dynastic history, to
the ruling monarch himself, and the analysis of these donations and
the accompanying letters forms the centre of Giloi’s study. She asks
which monarchs received most gifts (and at what period of their
reign), and whose relics were most popular; she examines the social
profiles as well as the gender of donors; and considers the landscape
of gift-giving. 
Most ‘relics’ originally started life as royal gifts to servants or

courtiers (sometimes because of their monetary value), and then
made their way through various family generations and stages of
selling-on. Giloi follows the trajectory of these objects, examines how
they were sold, who bought them, and how particular meanings
came to be attached to them. From the 1850s on, a veritable market
emerged, but some objects returned to the orbit of the court as dona-
tions. The combination of royal display and public appropriation of
monarchy was not a specifically German practice. Royal objects were
popular throughout nineteenth-century Europe. Prussia, Giloi points
out, was actually a latecomer in this field as royal celebrity culture
depended on a sophisticated consumer and leisure culture. Celebrity
tourism emerged during the nineteenth century, as thousands visit-
ed museums, monuments, galleries, and palaces as well as their
inhabitants, and it spelled out when members of the royal dynasty
could best be viewed (‘Kaiser-spotting’).
With this shift towards objects, Giloi appropriates the recent focus

on objects (Dinge) and material culture in the humanities for her
examination of monarchy. In this historiographical field, the culture
of gift-giving has so far only been considered in the context of inter-
dynastic exchange between various courts, and thus in relation to
diplomatic activity. By embedding the mass use of royal ‘relics’ and
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‘souvenirs’ in a wider culture of gift-giving that took root in middle-
class families in the later eighteenth century, Giloi sheds new light on
the political culture of Germany in the long nineteenth century. In
line with recent research on political culture, Giloi understands
Herrschaft not as top-down governance, but as an act of communica-
tion in which the roles of subject and ruler were subject to constant
negotiation and change. Consequently, the book deals both with
royal projections and middle-class appropriations, and thus moves
away from older notions of royal propaganda. By asking where the
Germans’ enthusiasm for their monarchs came from, and how it can
be measured, Giloi circumvents any problems which an exploration
of public opinion in pre-1918 Germany might encounter, as the press
was officially regulated and informally guided.
The book’s structure is partly chronological and partly systemat-

ic. It begins with an overview over the 100 years from 1750 to 1850,
when a new material culture of monarchy took root in German socie-
ty. Here, the cult surrounding Frederick II ‘the Great’ and the Luisen -
kult, which turned Frederick William III’s consort, who died early,
into the epitome of German motherhood and Prussian resistance to
Napoleon, were pivotal. Memorabilia of Frederick and Louise also
formed the centrepieces of later collections. Frederick William III, by
contrast, pales by comparison, which Giloi attributes to his conserva-
tive politics and restrained personality. Giloi thus demonstrates that
the Luisenkult, which took off almost immediately after the queen’s
death in 1810, did not translate into admiration for the widowed
king. Here it already becomes apparent that the popular cult of mon -
archy was a question of projection. This becomes especially clear in
Giloi’s chapters on William I and the Hohenzollern Museum. They
form the analytical core of the book, making up five of the book’s
eleven chapters (excluding introduction and conclusion), and also
figuring prominently in the long term analyses in chapters 2 and 4. 
What made William I so central was two things. First, the culture

of gift-giving was institutionalized and made public under William I,
when the Prussian monarchy established its own museum in 1877.
While Frederick William III and Frederick William IV had stored
donations in the royal collections scattered across various palaces,
and thus kept them removed from the public gaze, the Hohenzollern
Museum now displayed gifts from subjects along with other ‘relics’
in a series of specially designed rooms in Berlin’s Monbijou Palace,
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which were constantly being redecorated to adapt to changing pub-
lic taste (chapter 9). Here the history of the House of Hohenzollern
was narrated as both national and family history, thus linking the
ruling dynasty with two dominant discourses of the nineteenth cen-
tury. In the museum, William I’s cradle could be seen alongside the
chair in which Frederick the Great had died in 1786. 
Secondly, the link between William I and his mother, Queen

Louise, did not just connect Imperial Germany with the mytholo-
gized and distant Napoleonic era but, more importantly, it partially
‘feminized’ the Prussian monarchy that had just achieved German
unification through military victory. Making the monarch look both
heroic and vulnerable, Giloi argues, was important for the monar-
chy’s ability to put down sentimental roots in German society as well
as to command the public’s respect for its power and authority.
Although William I made his dislike of publicity well known, he
proved to be much more adept at managing his public persona than
Frederick William III or William II. In combining ostentatious mod-
esty with a shrewd use of the media, he bears some resemblance to
Frederick the Great, who also managed to do justice to the demands
of audiences as different as European courts and the Parisian
philosophes. The story of the Prussian monarchy that emerges is thus
different from the usual narrative of the rise of an all-conquering
Prussian military state by the 1870s. Rather, Queen Louise’s maternal
love and William I’s vulnerability as an or phaned prince reflected the
vulnerability of what had, for much of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, been the weakest of Europe’s great powers as a whole.
This combination of the Luisenmythos with a specific narrative

about William I also helped to compensate for the relative poverty of
the House of Hohenzollern’s folkloric resources by comparison with
other, older German dynasties, who could boast historical figures,
such as Henry the Lion or Emperor Ludwig the Bavarian, to empha-
size their ancient traditions in the age of historicism. It was not access
to the monarch as head of state and church and commander-in-chief
of the army with political, religious, and military functions that was
sought, but to his personality and character. Gift-giving established a
personal link between subject and monarch that could be interpreted
in various ways. The emotional bonds that this kind of vision fos-
tered were, however, difficult to maintain, and needed careful man-
aging. Counterbalancing Bismarck’s image as Iron Chancellor, the



public image of William I successfully reconciled military courage
and sentimental vulnerability. William II, by contrast, wanted to pro -
ject im perial power and glory, while the public was much more inter-
ested in glimpsing the Kaiser’s otherwise ‘hidden’ side.
Paying particular attention to the subjects’ Eigensinn, Giloi points

out that gift-giving should by no means be misread as an act of
unquestioned loyalty. Rather, subjects created their own image of
monarchy, one that often contravened official purposes. Giloi thus
em phasizes the multiplicity of meanings: not all ‘relics’ were ad -
mired, and the very triviality of many everyday objects offered uned-
ifying views of the ruling dynasty (p. 10). Political reform, however,
was rarely advocated through gifts; royal relics and souvenirs were
certainly not objects of revolution. This becomes clear when the social
and regional background of donors is considered. Here the nobility,
coming in at around 25 per cent, was over-represented, while under
William II in particular, industrialists and the wealthy bourgeoisie
stepped up their gift-giving, reflecting the Kaiser’s particular fond-
ness for technical and industrial innovation.
Moreover, throughout the period, most gifts to the court were

sent from Prussia’s core provinces, such as the Mark Brandenburg.
Prussia’s western provinces, acquired after 1815, were under-repre-
sented, accounting for only 10 per cent of donations (p. 318). Even
after 1871, few objects came from the other constituent states of the
new Kaiserreich; under William II, only 16 per cent of gifts were sent
in from the non-Prussian parts of Germany. Whether this points to
the Imperial monarchy’s limited powers of integration, or to the
regional limits of a particular culture of gift-giving within Germany
is a question that remains unanswered. But what does become clear
is how closely gift-giving was tied both to social structure and long-
standing regional connections, as well as to specific political devel-
opments. Donations to William I increased greatly in the late 1870s,
when the vulnerability of the ageing emperor was highlighted by a
series of unsuccessful assassination attempts that pushed memories
of William’s earlier controversial career into the background.
By putting William I at centre stage, Giloi provides a welcome

reassessment of this important monarch, who has always remained
in the shadow of the more glittering figure of Bismarck. William II,
by contrast, is cast in the usual role of blundering egomaniac who
spoilt it all. Kings Frederick William II and Frederick William IV,
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however, make surprisingly few appearances. Although this certain-
ly mirrors Giloi’s analysis of gift-giving, as well as the rulers’ at -
tempts to banish the potentially dangerous popular cult of Fred erick
the Great, it begs the question of what exactly their role was in shap-
ing the public image of the Hohenzollern monarchy. Frederick
William II, after all, was the first Prussian king who made a deliber-
ate effort to popularize monarchy in the decade of the French Revo -
lution, while Frederick William IV pursued a novel public relations
strategy integrating both ceremonial and the new tool of public
speeches. 
Giloi approaches the role of monarchy in emergent modern soci-

ety from a highly original perspective that goes beyond the now con-
ventional analysis of courts and ceremonial, newspapers and artistic
patronage. She has an impressive command of the literature in a
wide field, and brings to life the culture of gift-giving in readable yet
precise prose interspersed with observations of dry wit. Once or
twice, Giloi seems confused by royal and imperial titles: in 1848, the
later William I was not ‘His Majesty the Prince of Prussia’ (p. 100),
while a 1861 coronation photograph could show only his royal, but
not yet imperial, crown (figure 22). It is also unlikely that the ‘poor
invalid’ mentioned in a 1830s board game refers to widowed
Frederick William III (p. 96). In general, however, the book is edited
and illustrated to a high standard. Giloi’s analysis of written sources
and examination of museum layouts are skilfully linked to larger
developments in European politics, German society, consumer cul-
ture, and mass media. Especially laudable is that she not only high-
lights the multiple meanings attached to ‘royal objects’, but herself
openly asks questions. Often she discusses several possible interpre-
tations, as on the political effects of the ‘disparity between popular
depiction and royal intention’ (p. 8). Two decades after Peter Burke’s
seminal Fabrication of Louis XIV, Giloi’s examination of royal images
through the interaction of monarchy and subjects thus places the
study of monarchy on a new level.
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