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ARTICLE

‘ACTS OF TIME AND POWER’:
THE CONSOLIDATION OF ARISTOCRACY IN 

SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY EUROPE, c.1580–1720

Hamish M. Scott

1 This article is based on a seminar paper given at the German Historical
Institute London on 12 Feb. 2008. I am indebted to the Institute’s Director,
Professor Andreas Gestrich, for the original invitation, and to the audience
for their helpful questions, which I have tried to address in this revised ver-
sion. I am also grateful to Professor Isabel de Madariaga and Dr Thomas
Munck for their valuable criticisms and suggestions. I have retained the for-
mat of the original seminar paper and generally have not provided refer-
ences to the abundant secondary literature on which these arguments rest.
The best introductions to the early modern nobility are the two overlapping
syntheses by Ronald G. Asch, Nobilities in Transition 1550–1700: Courtiers and
Rebels in Britain and Europe (London, 2003) and Europäischer Adel in der Frühen
Neuzeit (Cologne, 2008); while Hamish M. Scott (ed.), The European Nobilities
in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries, 2 vols. (1995; 2nd edn. Basingstoke,
2007), contains national surveys and a full and up-to-date bibliography of the
subject. This article was written during my tenure of a Leverhulme Major
Research Fellowship, and I am grateful to the Trust for its support.
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I

This article results from a research project examining the social con-
struction of an aristocracy in most, though not all, European coun-
tries between the middle of the fourteenth century and the middle of
the eighteenth century.1 It examines one of the two decisive phases:
the decades between the 1580s and the 1720s, which will be referred
to as the ‘long seventeenth century’. The other key period had been
the Later Middle Ages, when first in England, then in the Iberian
Peninsula, particularly the dominant Spanish Kingdom of Castile,



and finally in the lands ruled over by the Kings of France and their
great rivals the Dukes of Burgundy, leading families gained in status
and in social, economic, and political power, coming to form some-
thing approaching an ‘aristocracy’. Elsewhere in Europe many of the
same developments took place during the long seventeenth century,
leading to a more complete stratification of the nobility in Central,
Northern and Eastern Europe, at a period when earlier changes were
being completed and redirected in the countries along the western
periphery.

Central to this larger project is a distinction, which has not always
been made, between ‘nobility’ and ‘aristocracy’. ‘Nobility’ was a for-
mal legal status which evolved in Western Europe between the thir-
teenth and fifteenth century and came to describe the collective lay
social elite. In several European languages the word ‘nobility’, mean-
ing both a quality possessed by an individual of high status and a
description of the collective body of nobles, came into use during the
Later Middle Ages: this was the case with noblesse in French and Adel
in German. The status of nobility was characterized primarily by the
possession of hereditary privileges, which were both social and legal
in nature. The Second Estate (as it was styled) derived from the cele-
brated, if largely theoretical, medieval tripartite division of society
into those who prayed, the First Estate (oratores), those who provid-
ed defence and military muscle (defensores or bellatores), and those
who worked (that is to say everyone else, who made up the Third
Estate, the laboratores) to provide for the first two Estates in their
more important functions. Such social divisions were always more
imagined than real, but the idea of a trifunctional division of society
was always an important myth, particularly for the members of the
Second Estate, who long regarded themselves as the fighting caste,
the men on horseback, a role which had been the principal origin of
their privileged status and remained their most important function
within the monarchical State.

By contrast, the term ‘aristocracy’ denotes the leading families
within the nobility, lineages which were not quite royalty but often
related to the ruling family by ties of blood and marriage. These aris-
tocratic Houses possessed enhanced social status, a monopoly of the
higher titles of nobility, considerable social and political power, and
economic resources primarily in the form of land, and so constituted
a small but influential elite within the wider nobility. Traditionally
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the term designated ‘rule by the best’, a usage which went back to
Ancient Greece and remained important within political theory. It
continued to be employed in this sense, designating a particular sys-
tem of government, into the early modern period and even beyond.
But during this period, the meaning of ‘aristocracy’ began to change
and to correspond to the modern usage of the term: a description of
the prominent lineages which made up the very top layer of the
nobility. It was a relatively easy transition for a term which described
the possession of political authority by an elite group, to be applied
to that group itself, as it increasingly was during the seventeenth cen-
tury. In Castilian and in Italian the word ‘aristocracy’ can be found
during the earlier decades of the century to describe the noble elite,
while in the third edition of his celebrated Titles of Honour the English
scholar John Selden employed the noun in this sense.2

Three further preliminary points require to be made. In contrast
to the situation in twentieth- and twenty-first century society, and
even during the nineteenth century to some extent, wealth followed
status and not the other way round. Many high status aristocrats in
the early modern period would either inherit wealth or acquire it,
primarily from their ruler, sometimes from other aristocrats by mar-
riage or through inheritance. The possession of wealth on its own did
not create the kind of status possessed by the individuals and fami-
lies who are examined in this paper: it was perfectly possible, if
uncommon, to be an impoverished aristocrat. In contrast to the later
modern era, social status still resided in esteem, in the value and
therefore the respect and approbation which other members of soci-
ety felt towards an individual’s function and role, and not in the mere
possession of wealth. Seventeenth-century Europe was a deeply tra-
ditional society, despite the undoubted progress of national and
international trade and of manufacturing, a world within which def-
erence and traditional values held sway. Foremost among such estab-
lished norms was respect for social superiors and for the aristocracy
most of all.

This society differed from that of later modern Europe in a second
way. The individual was always less important than the wider social
group of which he or she formed part. The key analytical units in

5

Aristocracy in Seventeenth-Century Europe

2 John Selden, Titles of Honour (1614; 3rd edn. London, 1672), 437.



what follows are families, lineages, and Houses, which were endur-
ing, unlike the human beings they contained, who were transient and
recognized as such. Noblewomen, and even many noblemen, lacked
much in the way of what would now be called ‘agency’. Decisions
about upbringing and education, career and marriage or lack of it,
would be made for them, often by a council consisting of the senior
members of the lineage which existed in many aristocratic families.
Some individuals, of course, refused to follow the dictates of the fam-
ily strategy which had been adopted, and followed their own chosen
paths, sometimes with considerable success. But these were unusual
and probably exceptional, and with hindsight it is the degree of com-
pliance which is striking and significant.

One final preliminary point, which is quite fundamental to the
argument of this paper. Noble status descended primarily through
the legitimate male line, that is to say, by means of the succession of
a son to his father. Other forms of descent were possible, but much
less common. Since nobility was an essentially male attribute in
almost all European countries, that made the birth of a son, or prefer-
ably several male children, crucial to dynastic continuity. Studies of
noble demography suggest that the average family was likely to sur-
vive for four or five generations in the direct male line, and that any-
thing from a quarter to a third of all lineages might become extinct
every century. Significant numbers of ennoblements were needed
simply in order to maintain the number of noble families at a con-
stant level, never mind bring about an expansion on the scale visible
during the seventeenth century. Many ‘new’ lineages emerged at this
time and some even joined the aristocracy, though on closer inspec-
tion the families which were becoming part of the noble elite usually
turn out to be established lineages rising in status and wealth. Such
replenishment was a permanent feature of the history of the
European elite, though during the seventeenth century it was proba-
bly taking place more extensively. The possibilities for rapid social
and political ascent were greater during these decades, and so the
numbers of families joining the nobility or rising within it were cor-
respondingly larger.
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II

The aim of this article is to provide a comparative study of the con-
solidation of aristocratic power apparent over much of Europe dur-
ing the ‘long seventeenth century’. Its main theme, evident in the
title, is derived from the English lawyer, lord chancellor, philoso-
pher, and essayist Francis Bacon’s celebrated essay ‘Of Nobility’,
which dates from 1581, at the very beginning of this period. In this
Bacon—who himself would benefit significantly from such ‘acts of
power’, being ennobled twice and ending up as Viscount St Alban—
proclaimed that ‘new Nobility is but the Act of Power; But Ancient
Nobility is the Act of Time’.3 By this he meant that some noble fami-
lies were long-established and owed their pre-eminence to the gen-
erations which had preceded them and had provided soldiers,
courtiers, and administrators to serve their rulers, securing in return
lustre, rank, and even wealth for their lineage. Sometimes these were
even junior or illegitimate lines of ruling families, a circumstance
which enhanced their standing. Other noble Houses, of more recent
origin, owed their exalted position to an act of royal creation, as mon-
archs throughout Europe awarded privileged status to an increasing
number of individuals in return for past or in anticipation of future
services, thereby creating new noble families by acts of royal power.
This distinction overlapped with a debate which had begun during
the Renaissance concerning the relative merits of birth and heredi-
tary status as against virtuous conduct (virtù), education, and espe-
cially service as sources of exalted status and the associated privi-
leges. This paper contends that Bacon’s aphorism exactly applies to
the trajectory of European elites during the long seventeenth centu-
ry, when some long-established lineages and other families of more
recent—occasionally very recent—creation combined to form an
expanded and reinforced aristocracy, and in so doing created the
European social elite which would endure down to the First World
War and, in some measure, beyond.

The overall argument, and particularly the emphasis upon a sev-
enteenth-century consolidation of the elite, incorporates a funda-
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mental shift in historical scholarship concerning the early modern
nobility during this past generation. Until the 1970s and even 1980s
historians of early modern Europe viewed the Second Estate as a
group that was declining socially, economically, and politically. Here
the influence of Lawrence Stone’s The Crisis of the Aristocracy,4 a study
of the English peerage and its supposed decline during the decades
before the outbreak of the English Civil War, was quite central. First
published in 1965, it launched the notion of a ‘crisis of the early mod-
ern nobility’, which flourished particularly during the 1970s. This
was encouraged by theories, which had been current during the pre-
vious two decades, about the ‘general crisis of the seventeenth cen-
tury’, variously portrayed as the birth-pangs of capitalism and the
product of the incessant fiscal demands of States which were almost
permanently at war. Building on Stone’s book and embracing his
central metaphor, the French historian François Billaçois proclaimed
a full-blown ‘crisis of the European nobility’ between 1550 and 1650
in 1976, by which time it had already been applied to Denmark,
Castile, Sicily, France, and Muscovy; it would subsequently be
extended to Bohemia, and may have been canvassed even more
widely.5

This ‘crisis’ incorporated established assumptions about the early
modern decline of the nobility. Politically it was believed to be losing
out to the absolutist state, extending an established emphasis in the
historiography of the period. The strengthening of monarchical au -
thor ity during the seventeenth century was believed to have taken
place largely at the expense of the traditional elite. The new, suppos-
edly ‘absolutist’ regimes which emerged at this time, headed by
Louis XIV’s personal government (1661–1715) in France, were believ -
ed to rest upon the victory of monarchy over aristocracy, as the elite
lost its traditional power and even influence, its reduced status exem-
plified by the great open prison of Versailles where, on one fashion-
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able interpretation, leading aristocrats were detained at the king’s
pleasure. The nobility’s military function, that of ‘warrior-elite’, was
eroded by near-simultaneous developments in the art of war: prima-
rily the emergence of standing armies, the enlarged role of infantry,
and the advent of gunpowder weapons, which were the central ele-
ments in what was styled the ‘Military Revolution’. Its existence
appeared to be imperilled by the loss of its military function, as the
mounted cavalry lost its dominant position on the battlefield. These
changes were also integral to the second strand in the ‘noble crisis’:
an ideological challenge to its traditional pre-eminence, which went
back to Renaissance ideas of honour and virtue, rather than the
claims of birth and ancestry advanced by noble propagandists, as a
source of social standing, at exactly the point at which the nobility’s
established claim to be the ‘men on horseback’ and so the dominant
social group was itself becoming more and more difficult to sustain. 

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the elite was believed to
have experienced severe economic problems which weakened it
fatally. The idea of an economic ‘crisis’ of the English peerage in 1641
had been central to Stone’s arguments, and one on which his numer-
ous critics focused, in the process delivering some fatal blows to his
overarching thesis. In the wider European context it has probably
stood up rather better than the ideological or political strands,
though whether the elite’s undoubted economic problems merit the
description ‘crisis’ is much more problematical. These difficulties
resulted from two linked developments. The sixteenth-century Price
Revolution had created problems for individuals and families whose
income, above all the rents from long-term leases which could not
easily be raised, was unable to keep up with the rapidly rising prices.
When the period of expansion ended in the decades around 1600
(and the chronology has been hotly contested and clearly varied not
merely from country to country but from region to region), many
nobles found it difficult to keep their heads above water during a
phase of recession and contraction, with falling prices, unstable mar-
kets, and a general slow-down in the economy. The notion of such
economic difficulties affecting noble families is most persuasive
when applied to the poorer members of the elite, though some better-
off lineages also experienced real problems. The Spanish count of
Benavente’s income from his estates fell by one-fifth in only five
years (1638–43) at the outset of the mid-century economic collapse.
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Family expenditures were simultaneously being forced up by what
has come to be styled ‘conspicuous consumption’, as the elite were
expected to build expensive country residences and town palaces,
and generally to bear the costs of a more opulent lifestyle which cen-
tred on the burgeoning courts that monarchs now maintained. The
most obvious index of these economic difficulties is the spiralling
level of debt which many families were shouldering. Yet while indi-
vidual families undoubtedly experienced real periods of difficulty,
increasing levels of debt should not be seen as an index of problems,
far less decline, and the argument for a generalized economic ‘crisis’,
like the wider thesis, remains unproven.

With hindsight, each of these challenges can be recognized to
have been far less serious than was once believed. While individual
noble families did experience real economic difficulties, and some
families declined as a result, the Second Estate as a whole managed
to ride out the contraction of the European economy during the sev-
enteenth century. In particular, historians of the nobility are now
much more cautious about using evidence of aristocratic borrowing,
which had featured prominently in Stone’s pages, as evidence of eco-
nomic difficulties. Instead they now recognize that debt, for noble
families, was frequently a symptom of economic strength, not weak-
ness or decline, and that it could be a way of surmounting short-term
difficulties. In a similar way, we now recognize that the undoubted
changes in land warfare during this period did not reduce the nobil-
ity’s role so much as change it fundamentally. It is now recognized
that the elite was, in one sense, re-militarized during the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, as it came to provide the officer corps in the
enlarged armies which most European states now maintained. There
was a difference: the level of training and expertise which was
required was now greater, and nobles served not as of right but
because of the expertise which they acquired and put at the service of
the monarchical state. But the nobility’s military role was actually
strengthened by the so-called ‘Military Revolution’, as they became
the indispensable backbone of the enlarged armies of the period, a
role they would retain until the First World War. In a similar way,
absolute monarchy in Europe is now widely recognized to have rest-
ed not on confrontation but on cooperation with the social elite: in the
expanded armies, as we have seen, in both central and local govern-
ment, and in more specialized areas, such as the diplomatic services
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which rulers were now maintaining and which were staffed from the
end of the seventeenth century onwards overwhelmingly by aristo-
crats.

The ‘crisis’ theory, however, was important in directing attention
to nobility as a subject and in stimulating detailed research, which
began to appear in print during the second half of the 1970s. This
detailed research quickly revealed that a ‘crisis’ metaphor was sim-
plistic in the extreme, and replaced it with an emphasis on noble
resilience and elite adaptability to changing circumstances, which
has survived until the present day. The key word to describe the sev-
enteenth-century nobility became and remains not ‘crisis’ but ‘con-
solidation’. What is now impressing historians of the elite—and it
should be said that the study of the nobility is extremely fashionable,
in all countries and many languages—is the resilience, the adaptabil-
ity, the sheer continuity of its social and political power in modern
European history. Its obituary, so confidently written thirty years
ago, is recognized to have been premature, for the seventeenth as for
the eighteenth and even the nineteenth centuries. This fundamental
change in approach provides the starting point for this article.

Four factors together brought about a visible strengthening of
aristocratic power. The first has already been hinted at: the availabil-
ity of land on a quite new scale in many, though not all, countries,
brought about by the political upheavals and wars of these decades.
Secondly, the seventeenth century saw important changes in family
and inheritance arrangements and, to a lesser extent, in marriage pat-
terns, and these together created a larger and more integrated and
powerful noble elite. The third factor was state-formation, the cre-
ation of more powerful domestic regimes brought about primarily by
the recurring and large-scale warfare of the age, which depended
upon cooperation with this aristocracy and fostered its consolidation.
Finally, and building on these developments, there was a stratifica-
tion of the nobility, with a decline of the lesser nobility and, much
more importantly, the emergence of a larger, more coherent, and,
above all, more powerful noble elite, distinguished by titles and
enhanced status and wealth. What Stone styled the ‘inflation of hon-
ours’, the proliferation of titles at this time, both contributed to and
expressed this stratification.

The long seventeenth century and, above all, the frequent and
extensive international and civil wars thus saw a completion of the
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synergy between family organization and monarchical power under
way in Western Europe since the Later Middle Ages and its expan-
sion into other regions of the Continent, and this completed the social
construction of an aristocracy in most European countries. Particular
geographical and historical circumstances produced rather different
outcomes and imposed individual timescales, but behind these
national variations the same basic processes can be identified.

III

Seventeenth-century Europe was dominated by international con-
flicts and civil wars, as is well known. There were only four complete
calendar years between 1600 and 1700 when fighting was not taking
place somewhere in Europe, while certain leading states—the
Spanish Habsburg Monarchy, France, Sweden—were on a war foot-
ing for over half of the entire period. The Thirty Years War (1618–48)
dominated the first half of the century and the wars of Louis XIV the
decades from the 1670s onwards, with the Dutch War (1672–9), the
Nine Years War (1688/9–97), and the War of the Spanish Succession
(1702–13/14). It was also, and to an unprecedented extent, a period
of rebellions and civil wars, often attracting external intervention: the
British Civil Wars of 1637–52 and of 1688–91, in France the conflicts
of 1617–29 and the Frondes of 1648–53, the Bohemian Revolt of 1618–
20, the so-called ‘Time of Troubles’ in early seventeenth-century Mus -
covy (1598–1613), Portugal’s revolt against Spanish rule which began
in 1640 and finally restored independence in 1668, the other revolts
within the scattered lands of the Spanish Monarchy during the 1640s,
to mention only the major domestic conflicts. Fighting was ubiqui-
tous in early modern Europe, but the struggles of the seventeenth
century were on a quite new scale both in their continuity and extent,
and especially in their decisive outcomes, something which is quite
central to the broader argument of this article.

These decades, and particularly the second half of the century, also
saw sustained efforts at state-building, as rulers attempted to ex tend
their authority, especially over taxation, to pay for the wars they were
waging and to increase their control over outlying provinces and
regions. The seventeenth century saw efforts to construct a ‘British
state’, following the accession of the Stuart rulers of Scotland to the
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throne of England in 1603, and, eventually, an Anglo-Scottish parlia-
mentary union in 1707, together with growing English control over
large areas of Ireland. It witnessed an expansion of central government
authority in France from the 1630s onwards, and identical develop-
ments also in smaller states such as Denmark, where a form of ‘abso-
lutism’ was established by a military coup in 1660, in Sweden, where
Karl XI (1660–97) did likewise in 1680, and in the northern Italian poli-
ty of Savoy-Piedmont, where a significant extension of Turin’s author-
ity was apparent during the reign of Victor Amadeus II (1675–1730).

The seventeenth century also saw the creation of what has come
to be styled a ‘composite monarchy’ in Brandenburg-Prussia and the
con solidation of one in the Austrian Habsburg Monarchy, as Vienna’s
authority was increased first over the Kingdom of Bohemia (as a
result of the outcome of the Thirty Years War) and then over Hun -
gary, reconquered from its Ottoman occupiers between the 1680s and
1718. Further east, between Ivan IV’s reign (1533–84) and the early
decades of the eighteenth century, the lands nominally governed by
the ruler of Muscovy, or ‘Russia’ as it was coming to be known, were
dramatically extended by conquests and annexations. It expanded
eastwards into Siberia; south-eastwards into Central Asia; south-
wards into the borderlands which separated the Ottoman Empire
and its satellite Khanate of the Crimea from the rich farming territo-
ries of southern Russia; westwards against Poland-Lithuania, from
which large swathes of territory were seized; and, finally, in the years
immediately after 1700, in the eastern Baltic. During the century after
the 1580s the tsar’s territories probably trebled in extent; over the
longer period c.1450–1721 this growth was even more remarkable,
and unparalleled in early modern Europe.

These international and domestic conflicts, and the efforts at state-
formation which accompanied them, were quite fundamental for the
consolidation of aristocratic power. They made land available on a
wholly new scale, as estates were confiscated from rebels or other
opponents, or became available in recently-incorporated provinces
or newly-conquered regions. These struggles simultaneously created
a need for soldiers and administrators who could be rewarded with
that same land, while new regimes struggling to establish them-
selves, such as the Romanovs in Muscovy after 1613 and the
Braganzas in Portugal after 1640, sought to win political supporters
by distributing these windfalls. The escalating costs of warfare to -
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gether with the wider economic difficulties of the period led monar-
chical regimes all over Europe to distribute not pensions or other
cash gifts to their elites, but landed property, and particularly where
this was in short supply, titles and honours of all kinds. The Spanish
King Philip IV (1621–65) was quite explicit about this. ‘Without
rewards and punishments [he wrote] no monarchy can be preserved.
Now rewards may be either financial or honorific. We have no
money, so we have thought it right and necessary to remedy the fault
by increasing the number of honours.’6 Existing nobles and a rather
smaller number of newly-ennobled lineages were the principal bene-
ficiaries of this largesse.

The question of landholding is a crucial but elusive subject for any
historian of the nobility, since we remain very poorly informed about
the details of which individual or family, or what institution, held a
particular estate and the precise terms on which they did so. As proof
of this generalization, one need only think of the repeated but usual-
ly unsuccessful efforts by early modern governments to establish
reliable surveys or cadasters of landholding, in order to base their fis-
cal policies on a land tax at least in part. Even in the 1780s, and with
the combined apparatus of the bureaucracy and the army to carry out
the survey, the Emperor Joseph II was unable to complete a survey of
landholding in even part of the Austrian Habsburg Monarchy, and
his experience was identical to that of earlier attempts to draw up
such a survey in states of any size. Within medium-sized polities—
Denmark, Savoy-Piedmont, Sweden—greater precision was possible
than in larger states such as the French, Spanish and Austrian
Habsburg monarchies, to say nothing of the vast Russian empire. Yet
the kind of detailed and remarkably precise survey of landholding
which the first Norman King of England, William the Conqueror,
had compiled in the shape of Domesday Book in the late eleventh
century, was extremely unusual in early modern Europe, where reli-
able and detailed information of this kind remained scarce.

Landed property, however, was the principal foundation of noble
power, apparent in the fact that in some countries certain estates
were formally designated as reserved for the nobility—what was
known as a Rittergut in early modern Germany—and that such land
could not be acquired by a commoner. In almost every European
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country the nobility were collectively the leading landowner. Land
was a source of social and even political authority for those who held
it, as well as an economic resource, and any would-be nobleman, or
poorer noble who wished to rise in status, set about acquiring as
much land as he—or, very occasionally, she—could secure. Within a
traditional economy such as that of early modern Europe, land was
also the principal source of income. If farmed directly, it yielded agri-
cultural produce which could either be consumed or sold to generate
cash; or it could be leased out to tenants in a variety of ways, either
for short or more extended periods of time. It also generated rev-
enues in the form of seigneurial dues and a variety of other payments
which were collected by the local lord. Land was a far more reliable
and also far more important economic resource than either trade or
manufacturing, which in some countries nobles were supposedly
prohibited from undertaking on pain of the loss of their privileged
status: what was known as ‘derogation’. 

Landed property generated far more than economic resources,
im portant as these undoubtedly were. Within a traditional and
deeply deferential society it was also an important source of author-
ity, whether formally in the legal powers which many nobles held
and frequently exercised, or less formally in the shape of social lead-
ership and dominance in their immediate locality. By the early mod-
ern period, extensive landholding—‘rolling acres’ in the English
phrase—was seen as the essential accompaniment to the privileged
status of nobleman or noblewomen. When a complete outsider—
such as the landless English admiral Horatio Nelson, who was the
third surviving son of a vicar in Norfolk—was raised directly into the
higher nobility, he was quickly kitted out by the government with a
suitable country estate adequate to his new status as Viscount
Nelson, exactly as the Duke of Marlborough had been given Blen -
heim a century earlier.

Despite the lack of precise information, it is clear that the seven-
teenth century was exceptional in the amount of land which was
transferred from one noble family to another, mainly as a result of the
widespread civil strife of these decades. The French Religious Wars
between the 1560s and the 1590s, together with the recurring civil
strife during the next generation saw significant changes to the pat-
tern of landholding in France, though the impact of this structural
change remains to be investigated. In Bohemia, more than half of all
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noble estates changed hands as a consequence of the failure of the
Bohemian Rebellion of 1618–20 and the wider outcome of the Thirty
Years War. In seventeenth-century Ireland even more property
changed hands, with the extension of English control over large areas
of the island and the accompanying decline of Gaelic lordship,
together with the upheavals brought about by the civil wars of the
mid-century and of 1688–91. In both these countries decisive political
change and unsuccessful rebellion, with the losers being expropriat-
ed, were fundamental to the massive redistribution of property which
took place. A rather different though comparable pattern is evident in
the case of Muscovite Russia, where it was primarily the extensive
lands conquered to the south and east which were awarded by suc-
cessive Romanov rulers to their leading supporters and servants,
thereby endowing the aristocracy emerging in Russia with estates in
the rich agricultural lands of the so-called ‘Black Soil’ regions.

Analogous, though not identical, developments took place in
Sweden, which dramatically emerged from political obscurity to
become one of the leading European powers during the first half of
the seventeenth century. The Swedish economy remained an econo-
my of barter, and this, together with the country’s own relative
poverty and backwardness, inhibited the development of taxation on
the scale evident elsewhere. Instead, successive rulers funded their
seventeenth-century wars primarily by alienating the substantial
crown estates, largely acquired as a result of the Protestant Re for -
mation a century before, together with the vast new territories in the
eastern Baltic which were conquered by Swedish armies during the
period before 1660. Once again, the main beneficiaries were the high
nobility, as the crown attempted to secure its cooperation in the
imperial venture. Donations of this kind to favoured royal servants
had begun during the sixteenth century, but after 1600 they reached
quite unprecedented levels. These alienations took two forms. Some
crown estates were sold outright to raise cash, or granted as security
for loans, which a bankrupt monarchy was often unable to repay.
Other properties were leased out for extended periods on very
favourable terms in order to pay overdue wages or settle debts. 

The scale of these alienations was quite remarkable: by 1680 it was
calculated that the number of farms (the primary unit of land divi-
sion in Sweden) directly controlled by the nobility had doubled since
the beginning of the century. The aristocracy benefited in a second
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way. In the eastern Baltic territories (Ingria, Kexholm, and Livonia)
conquered during the 1610s and 1620s they secured large donations
which probably eclipsed those within Sweden itself. By around 1680
in Livonia the leading Swedish families controlled approaching half
of the estates (45 per cent), while the lesser nobility owned a further
12 per cent.7 The greatest gainer in Livonia was none other than the
Council magnate Axel Oxenstierna, Sweden’s chancellor for four
decades, Gustav Adolf’s closest political collaborator and the un -
crowned ruler for more than a decade after the king’s death, during
the Regency for Queen Kristina (1632–44). Subsequent campaigns in
Germany during the Thirty Years War brought further landed booty
to the Swedish elite by means of royal grants.

It is, of course, true that the absolute monarchy, which was set up
after 1680, recovered some of this property by means of the celebrat-
ed Reduktion of Karl XI. During the 1680s and 1690s, in an initiative
without parallel in early modern Europe, royal commissioners car-
ried out a detailed investigation into noble landholding, seeking to
recover alienated estates for the Vasa monarchy under the terms of
the mid-fourteenth-century Land Law. Many noble families handed
over at least part of their recent gains, and one or two were com-
pletely ruined, notably the de la Gardie. Magnus Gabriel de la
Gardie, for a time the favourite of Queen Kristina and then the dom-
inant figure in the Regency for the boy-king Karl XI after 1660, had
secured vast landholdings through inheritance and crown donations,
but lost almost everything in the Reduktion and in his penurious old
age was reduced to living on royal handouts in very straitened cir-
cumstances. His case was exceptional, and the leading Swedish fam-
ilies—the so-called ‘Council Aristocracy’—retained a significant pro-
portion of their gains into the eighteenth century and far beyond.
Exactly how much remains uncertain: the detailed impact of the
Reduktion is still to be studied. But the one area which has been exam-
ined in sufficient detail, the rich farming province of Uppland, north
of Stockholm, suggests that the aristocracy hung on to most of their
new lands. There the nobility had secured 60 per cent of the estates
during the seventeenth century; by the end of the reign of Charles XII
in 1718, these families retained at least two-thirds of these gains, cor-
responding to the wider European pattern.
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Table 1: Landed power of ‘new’ nobility in Denmark after 1660 (in per-
centages)

Source: Based on E. L. Petersen, ‘Poor Nobles and Rich in Denmark,
1500–1700’, Journal of European Economic History, 30 (2001), 105–24, at
119, table 5.

Zealand Funen Jutland

1680 1717 1680 1717 1680 1717

Old Nobility 37.6 23.9 58.8 — 48.0 32.5

New Nobility 20.2 17.9 4.0 38.8 10.8 25.1

Counts/Barons 9.6 19.5 17.1 51.0 13.8 18.1
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The consolidation of aristocracy and the redistribution of land
which brought it about could be the result of changes of political
regime, as the examples of Denmark, Portugal, and Muscovite Russia
all demonstrate in different ways. In the Danish Monarchy, the
crown, which had seized full authority in 1660, set out quite deliber-
ately during the following decades to create a service aristocracy and
to give it the landed possessions that its status required. The result
was the emergence of a new elite of administrators, granted for the
first time formal titles of nobility (‘count’ and ‘baron’), which came to
the fore during the closing decades of the seventeenth and the earli-
er eighteenth century. Table 1 highlights the success of these nobles,
with important support from the crown, in securing lands to match
their status.

Portugal’s recovery of political independence after sixty years of
Madrid’s rule during its War of Independence (1640–68) and the
accession of the plutocratic Duke of Braganza as John IV (1640–56)
also saw a new aristocracy take shape. In 1640 there were fifty-six
titled Portuguese lineages, after a notable ‘inflation of honours’ dur-
ing the period of Spanish rule (1580–1640). No fewer than twenty-
four of these families, almost half, remained loyal to the Spanish
crown, which in many cases had granted them their new-found sta-
tus and eminence. Their disappearance and the accompanying loss of
land and income facilitated a reconstitution of the elite. The court
aristocracy, which took shape under the early Braganzas, was rein-



forced by lineages drawn from the untitled but frequently venerable
nobility. 

Portugal provides an example of a country where formal posses-
sion of land was less important than control over the wealth it yield-
ed. The country’s earlier history meant that the three Military Orders
of Avis, Christ, and Santiago controlled large tracts of land, but these
were all under royal control since the Portuguese monarch was
hereditary Grand Master of each. The new Braganza rulers distrib-
uted commanderies in these organizations and the income that went
with them, primarily in the form of tithes, to the families which had
supported the rebellion against Madrid. One outcome was the cre-
ation of a powerful and wealthy aristocracy, but one unusually
dependent upon the crown. A century later, in the mid-1750s, the
titled nobility controlled two-thirds (66.4 per cent) of this revenue; in
the early 1610s this figure had been less than one-fifth (18.4 per cent),
underlining the extent to which the aristocracy consolidated its
wealth. By the third quarter of the eighteenth century over half of
aristocratic income (on average) was derived either directly or indi-
rectly from the crown.8 The direct control and exploitation of land
was less important in Portugal than the revenue it yielded, but the
outcome was essentially similar: the creation of a wealthy aristocracy
which exercised authority and possessed the resources needed to
support it. Once again Bacon’s ‘Act of Power’ was quite crucial, as it
was throughout Europe.

This was also so in Muscovite Russia, though on closer enquiry it
proves to be a slight variation upon the pattern elsewhere. In the vast
expanses ruled over by the Romanov dynasty after 1613, control over
a population which was thinly scattered and far less numerous than
in other European countries was at least as important as dominance
over land per se. The Russian elite, which at exactly this period was
undergoing important changes which resembled the wider Con -
tinental pattern, based its power not merely on extensive landhold-
ings but also on direct control of peasants, and this was consolidated
by the formal imposition of serfdom by the Law Code of 1649. The
reigns of Alexis (1645–76) and especially Peter I (1682/89–1725) saw
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further decisive changes to the Russian elite, with a vast increase in
landholding and a shift towards hereditary ownership of property,
and a sharp increase in the numbers in the boyar Duma. By the eight -
eenth century it was exhibiting features which were more distinctly
‘European’, with the introduction of the titles of ‘count’ and ‘baron’,
and even an unsuccessful attempt to facilitate the creation of entails
by means of the Law of Single Inheritance, introduced in 1716 but
rescinded in 1731.

IV

This leads on naturally to the second theme: the issue of how landed
property, once acquired, could be transmitted undivided to the next
generation, and to the subject of inheritance arrangements. These
were fundamental to aristocracy, which depended upon the trans-
mission of social and political power, together with the human and
economic resources to support this, from one generation to the next.
Here there were essentially two systems: partible inheritance, where
all the legitimate male children of a noble father, and sometimes even
daughters too, secured a proportion of his property and wealth; and
primogeniture, where the first-born son secured the lion’s share of
the landed property in particular. The first of these was obviously a
threat to the creation and survival of large aristocratic patrimonies.
One reason why this article says nothing about the Reich is that it
was one principal area—the other two were Poland-Lithuania and
Russia—where partible inheritance was widely practised. Despite
family agreements to maintain the landed patrimony intact and share
the revenues, it was one factor militating against the creation of a
substantial territorial aristocracy there. A second was the extent of
political fragmentation within the Holy Roman Empire and the dis-
tinctive constitutional structure which accompanied this, which lim-
ited the resources available to any single ruler for distribution to
leading nobles and so inhibited any emulation of the development
towards a more powerful aristocracy in progress elsewhere. During
the Later Middle Ages and the early modern period there had been a
distinct shift in much of Europe towards male primogeniture, that is
to say, a system of inheritance in which the eldest son secured the
bulk of the landed property and sometimes all of it, with the other
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children being provided for out of the family’s moveable wealth, if at
all. The assumption always was that any nobleman of any standing,
and certainly all aristocrats, required either an establishment and
income of their own, or help in launching a career, usually in the
army, in Roman Catholic countries also in the Church, or in rather
fewer cases in government service. Noblewomen were granted a
dowry which could be very considerable if they married, or what
was termed a ‘spiritual dowry’ if they entered the Church, or they
were maintained within the extended noble family if they remained
unmarried and helped with the upbringing of the younger members
of the lineage.

The move towards male primogeniture had been accompanied,
particularly in Southern Europe, by the flourishing of formal ar range -
ments by which family property was placed within an enduring
entail. That is to say, a formal legal trust was created, with each suc-
ceeding generation of eldest sons enjoying the income but more or less
unable to touch the landed capital enclosed within it.9 Such arrange-
ments had become widespread in late medieval Castile and had been
established, on a much smaller scale, in fifteenth-century Portugal (the
mayorazgo in the former, the morgadio in the latter), and during the six-
teenth century had been adopted within the Italian peninsula, where
Spanish influence was strong (the fedecommesso). Some entails had also
been created in France, though the question of noble inheritance ar -
rangements there is both highly complex and notably obscure, while
rather different forms of the device had long been established in the
British Isles. Where they existed, such ar range ments created an en -
dur ing material base for the lineage and were an insurance against a
spendthrift heir squandering the family wealth. They also created a
secure line of succession, and this was at least as important. The per-
manent demographic threat to noble power was clear: the likelihood
was that the average family might survive for four or five generations
in the direct male line. One important function of an entail was to pro-
vide a series of substitutes from among brothers, nephews, uncles,
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and even female heirs, if the lineage failed in the direct male line. It
could not guarantee against the extinction of an individual noble
House, but it could make dynastic survival considerably more likely. 

During the long seventeenth century such arrangements spread
north of the Alps and became a defining characteristic of the aristoc-
racies taking shape in these regions of Europe, as they had long been
in most Mediterranean countries. The one southern European coun-
try where entails had not been established at an earlier period was
Portugal, but it now came into line with its Spanish neighbour. The
decades around 1600, during the period of Spanish–Portuguese
union, saw the majority of Portuguese aristocratic families establish
such entails, encouraged by a law code which sought to standardize
the form of such trusts with the Castilian mayorazgo as the prototype.
In Central Europe the seventeenth century was the crucial period for
the adoption of such inheritance arrangements. The creation of a
dynastic elite in the Austrian Habsburg Monarchy mentioned earlier
was in many ways the classic case of the impact of the strict entail,
what is known in German as a Fideikommiss. Bohemian families tra-
ditionally practised some form of partible inheritance, and during the
sixteenth century many estates had been divided to provide for
younger sons, with the consequent atomization of landholding. The
earliest Fideikommisse were established in the period before the Thirty
Years War, with the Dohna leading the way in 1600. But the main
period of foundation was after 1620, and the principal founders were
the families who were the greatest beneficiaries of the share-out of
estates in Bohemia which was in progress. Almost all the Bohemian
and Austrian aristocratic families of any standing and wealth created
and maintained such entails. The Kingdom of Hungary was a rather
different case, but here again some of the leading families who sup-
ported and were favoured by the Habsburgs adopted such arrange-
ments, headed by the Pálffy and the Eszterházy, with their clutch of
Fideikommisse.

Impartible inheritance among the high nobility also spread into
Scandinavian countries at this period. In Denmark, families granted
titles in the new aristocracy established after 1660 were specifically
required to establish an entailed estate (the so-called stamhus), and
this privilege was made more widely available to the nobility some
years later; its impact is evident in the fact that by 1800 one-fifth of
Denmark’s agricultural land lay within estates of this kind. In
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Sweden the titles of count and baron, which had been introduced
during the second half of the sixteenth century and became far more
widespread after 1600, when a titled aristocracy took shape, had been
accompanied by the obligation to make landed property impartible,
that is to say, indivisible, and for it to descend by male primogeni-
ture, and this was confirmed in 1604. If a family failed in the male
line, the fief reverted to the crown.

A similar form of inheritance arrangements became more com-
mon in France during the long seventeenth century. The vehicle for
this was the duché-pairie, to which traditional military Houses had
been admitted from the 1560s onwards. These were hereditary in the
male line, though the crown retained the formal right to re-appoint
each new generation to the dignity. They could also be entailed and
descended through primogeniture, reverting to the crown when
male heirs failed. In earlier times French noble families had made sig-
nificant use of entails, but these had been subjected to restrictions
during the 1560s, when both their duration and the degrees of kin-
ship to which they could extend had been limited. By contrast duchés-
pairies could be made subject to permanent ‘substitutions’, as the
practice of entailment was known. In a certain number of provinces,
‘substitutions’ were formally prohibited: Brittany and Normandy
were the leading examples of territories where this was so. But the
crown could and did allow favoured individuals who were not ducs-
et-pairs to create perpetual entails, overriding local legal codes in the
process. Though detailed investigation remains to be conducted into
the Bourbon aristocracy’s use of such devices, it is clear that many
families created entails and that this contributed to the increasing sta-
bility of landholding at this time.

The same intention was evident in seventeenth-century Ireland,
though it was not to be fully realized in practice. The so-called ‘sur-
render-and-regrant’ agreements concluded by the English govern-
ment with native Gaelic lords from the mid-sixteenth century on -
wards involved, at least by the 1580s, the obligation to accept male
primogeniture. This was intended to replace the native custom of
tanistry, by which a successor was elected or even designated by the
chief, which obviously had considerable disruptive potential. During
the seventeenth century the new and largely Protestant English elite
in Ireland embraced primogeniture, if not completely, and some
entails were even established. Remarkably, the celebrated ‘Act to pre-
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vent the further growth of Popery’ (1704), the centrepiece of the so-
called ‘Penal laws’ of eighteenth-century Ireland, imposed partible
inheritance on Roman Catholic landed families, or such as survived,
but not on their Protestant counterparts, who had secured social and
political mastery during the seventeenth century. The intention was
quite clear: to create an enduring Protestant ascendancy, underlining
the intimate link which was now recognized to exist between primo-
geniture and the continuity of a landed elite.

In England a rather different pattern is apparent, though the out-
come was to be very similar. The challenge to the social and political
hierarchy during the later 1640s in particular, with the execution of a
King and a radical attack upon property and noble status, had been
considerable, while the fighting and then the unsuccessful search for
stability after 1649 also posed a significant threat to England’s tradi-
tional ruling caste. Insecurity of property was a fundamental danger
for any landed elite. One important response, developed by two roy-
alist lawyers, Sir Orlando Bridgman (1606?–74) and Geoffrey Palmer
(1598–1670), was to lead directly to a new means of securing landed
property for subsequent generations. This was the Strict Settlement,
so-called since it was usually restricted to an individual and his
direct heirs, normally his sons. This built on the celebrated statute De
donis conditionalibus of 1285 (which had legalized and standardized
the creation of entails) and combined it with the ability to create a life
interest in a property under the Tudor Statute of Uses (1535); it also
incorporated subsequent developments in the conveyancing of prop-
erty to develop a flexible instrument for keeping the landed patrimo-
ny together.

The sixteenth and earlier seventeenth centuries had been a period
of fluidity and even confusion where noble inheritance of land in
England had been concerned. During the 1470s a legal judgement
had made it possible for entails to be broken, and by the middle of
the following century this had hardened into a doctrine. Together
with the entrenched opposition of the courts, and of most lawyers, to
entails, this had produced considerable uncertainty among landown-
ers about how best to arrange the succession to their lands, with a
striking diversity in actual practice. These uncertainties were signifi-
cantly increased by the upheavals and insecurities of the 1640s.
Bridgman’s role was to provide a means, drawn from established
ideas about the inheritance of landed property, to assuage the
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landowners’ anxieties. In its essentials and impact the English Strict
Settlement resembled Continental entails, but it differed in one
important respect: it made specific provision for widows and
younger sons, and sometimes for daughters too, in addition to the
heir to the title and property. 

After 1660 the Strict Settlement spread very rapidly indeed among
the peerage and gentry. Such agreements, often drawn up in wills or
included in marriage settlements, were highly individualistic; their
contours reflected the circumstances of a particular family. But their
essentially dynastic aim was clear: to provide a secure landed patri-
mony to support a title in perpetuity. The Earl of Westmorland, who
placed his lands within a Strict Settlement in 1668, spoke for his fel-
low peers when he declared that he did so in order that his estate
‘might continue in his name and blood and may descend within the
Earldom to the heirs male of the family’.10 By the close of the seven-
teenth century there was scarcely a peerage family in England which
did not have such a device to protect the bulk of its landholding.
While historians have debated the precise extent to which it alone
was responsible for the rise of larger estates at this period, its
undoubted and major contribution to this trend seems undeniable.
By the middle of the eighteenth century, as much as half of all Eng -
lish land may have been placed within settlements, and a hundred
years’ later this figure was probably between 70 and 90 per cent.11

The great estates which had been created in the later decades of the
seventeenth century would survive for the next two hundred years at
least. Once again the impact of such arrangements was to facilitate
the construction and survival of great landed patrimonies which
were becoming a feature of much of Europe during the seventeenth
century, as they had long been in Castile and in regions of France.

Where entails were not concluded or did not take root (as in
Russia), the practice of endogamy, which strengthened within the
aristocracy at this period, could play the same role. The widening of
the aristocratic stratum of the nobility in itself contributed to this
trend, since families with whom the most important lineages inter-
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married were themselves entering the highest level of the nobility.
This is clear from a detailed study of those aristocrats who became
ducs-et-pairs over the period 1589–1723, which reveals that their mar-
riages were overwhelmingly with other peerage families or lineages
which were themselves part of the high nobility. This was so in four-
fifths of instances: 129 marriages out of 162. Fewer than one-fifth
were with robe dynasties or other ministerial families.12 As in other
countries, marriage within such a relatively narrow circle of aristo-
cratic Houses, together with the established vagaries of succession
and inheritance, strengthened the existing trend for most landed
property to remain within the wider family, albeit at the price of
extensive and often prolonged litigation over disputed inheritances.
A shrewd and successful marriage strategy and a concentration upon
intermarrying with other high-ranking lineages, which appears to be
on the increase during the long seventeenth century, further consoli-
dated aristocratic power throughout Europe. 

Entails did one further thing. They created a reservoir of younger
sons lacking much wealth of their own and so available for service in
the monarchical State, which could give them both a career and, if
they were fortunate, a degree of independent wealth which their own
family’s marital and inheritance strategies were denying them. In
many aristocratic families the existence of an entail was accompanied
by a strategy of restricted marriage, by which younger sons were
actively prevented from marrying because of the financial implica-
tions for the wider lineage. Within Catholic countries—and many
countries where such arrangements flourished were Catholic states—
the second son and any younger brothers might be packed off to a
career in the Church or the army, with such financial assistance as the
lineage could manage from its own resources and, perhaps, from
loans contracted for the purpose. Even in the post-Counter-
Reformation Church there were bishoprics and even archbishoprics,
and monasteries as well, which were in practice hereditary in the
same family, and formed part of the resources and family strategy of
that lineage. But even in Catholic countries, usually only one son
would be launched on a career in the Church, and of course in
Orthodox Russia and Protestant Denmark, Sweden, and England a
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rather different pattern prevailed. Everywhere, however, younger
sons were increasingly drawn to a career in State service.

V

This introduces the third theme: the central importance of state-for-
mation for the consolidation of aristocratic power. The seventeenth
century saw significant increases in the size of armies and a conse-
quent expansion of government. There was a corresponding need for
specialized personnel to officer the enlarged military forces and to
staff the agencies of central and even local administration, and the
nobility were the main, indeed, the overwhelming source of such
personnel. The old idea that the modern State rested on teams of
bureaucrats of middle-class origin who had studied Roman law has
been largely discredited. On the contrary, it is now abundantly clear
that monarchy depended, in the seventeenth century and beyond, on
partnership with the established social elite. This was why the dying
Cardinal Mazarin told the young Louis XIV in March 1661 that his
regime must be based on the traditional partnership with the French
nobility, which was his ‘right arm’.13 It was also one further reason,
in addition to financial exigency, why the sale of offices, which often
led to the acquisition of noble status sooner or later, flourished dur-
ing these decades. This practice became most formalized in Bourbon
France, leading to a great expansion of the robe nobility, but aspects
of it were to be found in several countries and further cemented the
bonds between monarchy and elite. Rulers possessed both the
resources—abundant available land or, where this was lacking, pen-
sions and titles—to endow the new aristocracy, while a royal licence
or tacit permission was needed to establish or amend an entail.

There was an additional reason why Europe’s rulers stood to ben-
efit from the introduction or proliferation of entails. By the eight -
eenth century the idea that primogeniture and entail should be
favoured by monarchs because of the pool of younger sons they
made available for military or administrative service was an axiom of
statecraft. That aim quite explicitly lay behind Peter the Great’s
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attempt to introduce unigeniture into Russia in the Law of Single
Inheritance and behind an identical attempt, half a century later, by
Prussia’s Frederick the Great to establish the Fideikommiss among the
Junkers, with the intention of rendering noble power permanent.14

Both attempts failed, and it would be the nineteenth century before
entails were adopted at all widely among the higher nobility in either
Prussia or Russia. The earlier initiatives were unsuccessful because of
the extent to which the Junkers and their Russian counterparts were
devoted to the principle of partible inheritance, and, perhaps more
importantly, because of the relative poverty of much of the land in
both countries. Legal trusts and the costs involved made sense only
if there was sufficient landed and other wealth worth placing within
a trust. In the Austrian Habsburg Monarchy the Fideikommiss flour-
ished primarily in the rich farming areas of Bohemia, Lower Austria,
and, to a lesser extent, Styria, and was far less widely adopted in
more mountainous regions such as the Tyrol.

Such arrangements required the permission of the ruler for their
creation or amendment, whether that was specific to the particular
entail or generalized through enabling legislation. Over time, the sec-
ond became more common than the first. But seventeenth-century
rulers were happy to facilitate the establishment of such trusts, which
not merely created a pool of younger sons available for state service
but also established the kind of powerful and enduring aristocracies
upon which monarchical power depended, as it had always done.
This period saw a synergy between a series of developments, the
chronology and detailed nature of which varied from region to
region and even province to province, but which in their essentials
were similar. The political upheavals and foreign wars of these
decades made land available on a wholly new scale; individual fam-
ilies organized their affairs in ways which concentrated resources
upon the eldest son and his heirs and so contributed to the emer-
gence of aristocracies across much of Europe; while rulers deliber-
ately encouraged this evolution by distributing lands and, less com-
monly, other forms of wealth to their elites, and facilitating its con-
centration upon the first-born male child. To adapt Charles Tilly’s
celebrated aphorism about the essential interdependence of war and
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state power: during the seventeenth century the monarchical State
and family practices and structures together made aristocracy, and
the aristocracies in turn made States. The consequence was that
Europe’s aristocratic elite, by the decades around 1700, was defined
to a greater extent than a hundred years before by its proximity to
monarchical power.

VI

The fourth and final theme is the question of who benefited from
monarchical largesse and the composition of the aristocracy which
resulted from these developments. What kind of individuals received
the lands taken from defeated rebels, alienated from crown demesne,
or acquired as new provinces were incorporated? Undoubtedly some
were ‘new’ men from outside the nobility, individuals who by their
own efforts and, perhaps, a large slice of luck, simply being in the
right place at an opportune moment, secured lands and the status to
match. A very good example would be Richard Boyle, who rose from
being a younger son of a Cambridgeshire yeoman farmer to become
the First Earl of Cork.15 Boyle built up a large landholding in southern
Ireland by highly dubious means during the period when English
authority in the island was being expanded (he was a member of the
Dublin government), bought the title of ‘Earl of Cork’ for £4,000 from
the Duke of Buckingham, James VI and I’s all-powerful favourite, and
established aristocratic lineages on both sides of the Irish Sea. But men
like Cork, though they can be identified in most countries, were
everywhere in a minority, and usually a very small minority at that. 

Relatively few individuals made such a spectacular ascent and
rose from outside the nobility into the aristocracy within one genera-
tion. Here the rise of the Hungarian family of Eszterházy, the great-
est success story of seventeenth-century aristocratic Europe, was
rather more typical. Originally an impoverished family in the lesser
nobility, their ascent had begun during the more socially fluid
decades before 1600. Subsequently they prospered through skilful
marriages and fortunate inheritances followed by faithful service to
the dynasty, to become the kingdom’s greatest magnate lineage, with

29

Aristocracy in Seventeenth-Century Europe

15 See Nicholas Canny, The Upstart Earl: A Study of the Social and Mental World
of Richard Boyle, First Earl of Cork, 1566–1643 (Cambridge, 1982).



an estate which at its eighteenth-century peak was more than one
million acres in extent.

Two individuals were of particular importance in the family’s
rise, Miklós Eszterházy (1583–1645) and his son Pál (1635–1713).
Miklós, who became palatine, that is, the head of the kingdom’s gov-
ernment and representative of the Habsburg ruler, in 1625, secured
great wealth, mainly in the shape of vast estates in the south-east of
the Archduchy of Austria, around Eisenstadt in the Burgenland
which became the centre of the family’s power, together with the
impressive castle of Forchtenstein. Himself a convert, he played a key
strategic role in winning over Protestant magnates to Catholicism.
The marital arrangements by means of which he aimed to retain this
patrimony in family hands were even more remarkable and amount
to a quite extreme example of endogamy. Miklós himself married, as
his second wife, the widow of Imre Thurzó, Krisztina Nyáry, by
whom he had a son Pál. He then married the son of his own first mar-
riage to the daughter of Krisztina Nyáry’s first marriage to Thurzó.
These alliances enabled the Eszterházy to benefit from the extinction
of the Thurzó in the male line in 1636. But his dynastic operations
were far from finished. Even more remarkably, Miklós’s son Pál was
then married to the granddaughter of his own first marriage!
Subsequently Pal Eszterházy would be the brother-in-law of Ferenc
Nádasdy, who himself was the son-in-law of none other than: Miklós
Eszterházy!16

The point about these incestuous marriages, both figuratively and
literally, was that they aimed to preserve and extend the family pat-
rimony, and did so very effectively indeed. They were undertaken
long before the family adopted the device of entail, and aimed at the
same broad goal: that of preventing the break-up of the family’s
estates. Pál Eszterházy was in his turn palatine (1681–1713), skilfully
balancing Hungarian patriotism with Habsburg dynastic loyalism,
and secured further extensive estates for the family. By the 1690s,
when a series of Fideikommisse were concluded—by this point his
fecundity had led to the establishment of a series of collateral branch-
es—the Eszterházy lands were close to their greatest extent. His mag-
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and quite fundamental study for the subject of elites in Central Europe.



nate status was signalled in two further developments at this time:
the award of the title of Imperial Prince (the first Hungarian to be so
honoured) in 1687, and the building of an impressive family palace at
Eisenstadt, which would remain the centre of its power until the con-
struction of the fabled palace of Esterhaza during the second half of
the eighteenth century.

Analyses of the composition of this new aristocracy reveal that the
gainers were almost always established members of the nobility or,
in England, gentry. Members of middle-ranking and even lesser
noble families benefited, along with younger sons from the aristocra-
cy itself, securing lands and status to match, and founded new aris-
tocratic lineages, which established themselves in turn. The best
example was provided by developments in Bohemia, referred to ear-
lier, where the greatest beneficiaries from a redistribution of land
during the Thirty Years War were a group of around ten families
drawn from the country’s old nobility, who consolidated their power
impressively, and by the mid-seventeenth century constituted the
first and most important element in a new magnate elite which
would dominate the region for three centuries to come. The latest cal-
culation is that native Bohemian families secured over half (53 per
cent) of the confiscated estates which were then redistributed during
the Thirty Years War.

A rather different pattern was evident in Denmark. After 1660 the
monarchy recovered the sole right to ennoble, hitherto shared with
the aristocratic Council and in practice exercised largely by the elite,
which had resulted in relatively few ennoblements as the oligarchy
closed ranks: little more than one a year over the entire period since
1536. This opened the way for a wide-ranging reconstitution of the
elite. Titles were granted for the first time in 1671, and proved to be
the first of a wide-ranging series of changes, which established what
was, in practice, a Table of Ranks, as social distinction was closely
tied to the acceptance of service to the crown. Such service was to be
overwhelmingly administrative in nature: the new elite comprised
the central government officials of the absolute monarchy. By the end
of the eighteenth century, 62 comital titles and 58 baronial ones had
been awarded. Many of these men were either courtiers or army offi-
cers, as the pattern of ennoblements began to change.17
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Dens Tilgang og Afgang 1536–1935 (Copenhagen, 1946).



Table 2: Rise of titled nobility and decline of the lesser nobility in the early
modern Kingdom of Bohemia, with their share of all landholdings (expressed
as a percentage of the total number of peasants under their control)

Source: Petr Mata, Svět České Aristokracie (1500–1700) (Prague, 2004),
159.

1557 1603 1615 1656 1741

Estate of Lords 184 (49%) 216 (45%) 197 (45%) 293 (60%) 279 (?)

Estate of Knights 1,438 (34%) 1,131 (35%) 977 (31%) 587 (10%) 238 (?)

Total 1,622 1,347 1,174 880 517

Proportion of
Lords in Nobility

11% 16% 17% 33% 54%
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Membership of the aristocracy was changing in this way. At the
same time, however, and perhaps more importantly, the nobility was
itself becoming more compressed and stratified, with a much larger
aristocracy both proportionately and in numerical terms. One dimen-
sion of this wider development lies beyond the subject of this paper:
the widespread decline of the lesser nobility, caught during the six-
teenth-century Price Rise in the vice of static or near static incomes,
with rents fixed in long-term tenancies and no access to court patron-
age of the kind that enabled leading families to prosper, and rising
prices, exacerbated by the demands of conspicuous consumption
which imposed new levels of expenditure on even the poorer mem-
bers of the Second Estate. The persistence of partible inheritance
among the lesser nobility in some countries (in contrast to the aris-
tocracy) and the consequent fragmentation of estates was a further
reason for this group’s difficulties at this time. Throughout Europe
these decades saw a clear and at times marked decline in the num-
bers of poorer noble families, as many simply abandoned the
unequal struggle to maintain their status. Tables 2 and 3 demonstrate
this for Bohemia and for Lower Austria, with the clear rise of the
Estate of Lords (Herrenstand) and within it the emergence of an aris-
tocratic tier of counts and princes: the two highest titles of nobility.



Table 3: Nobles and lords in early modern Lower Austria

Source: Karin J. MacHardy, War, Religion and Court Patronage in Hab s -
burg Austria: The Social and Cultural Dimensions of Political Interaction,
1521–1622 (Basingstoke, 2003), 134.

Estate of Lords Estate of Knights Combined Totals

Year Families Individual
Members

Families Individual
Members

Families Individual
Members

1415 43 67 167 222 210 289

1580 56 119 197 281 253 400

1620 87 243 128 224 215 467

1720/27 160 280 105 111 265 391
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Everywhere these decades saw a noted expansion of the aristoc-
racy. One guide to this, which reinforced the process under way, was
what has been styled the ‘inflation of honours’, the rapid expansion
evident throughout seventeenth-century Europe in the numbers of
titled nobles and even in the range of dignities which could be grant-
ed. The awarding of more and more titles, and the resulting rise of a
lineage through the various ranks, which in German-speaking
Europe went from baron to count and then prince, exemplified ‘Acts
of Power’. Tables 4, 5, and 6 provide three national examples of the
way in which the numbers of titled noble families and the equivalent
in Muscovy, the boyar Duma, simply exploded at this time. Whether
it is the expansion of the ducs et pairs in France, or the títulos and the
grandeza in the Spanish Monarchy, or the creation of a titled aristoc-
racy in Sweden; the creation of non-royal dukes in later Stuart
England, the emergence of an Imperial elite of princes, counts, and
barons in the Austrian Habsburg Monarchy, or the introduction of a
titled aristocracy in post-1660 Denmark and the earlier expansion of
the boyar Duma in seventeenth-century Muscovy, the European
trend is identical and always sharply upwards.



Table 4: The rise of the ducs-et-pairs in Bourbon France

Source: Jean-Pierre Labatut, Les ducs et pairs de France au XVIIe siècle:
Étude sociale (Paris, 1972), 69.

Date Ecclesiastical
Peers

Royal
Relatives

Princes-
Étrangers

Aristocrats Total

1589 5 10 14 11 40

1610 6 9 14 17 46

1643 6 8 14 28 56

1661 6 12 8 38 64

1715 8 6 11 48 73

1723 8 7 9 52 76

Table 5: Expansion of the titled nobility in the Spanish Monarchy, 1500–
1700

Source: Based on I. A. A. Thompson, ‘The Nobility in Spain, 1600–
1800’, in Hamish M. Scott (ed.), The European Nobilities in the Seven teenth
and Eighteenth centuries, 2 vols. (London, 1995), i. 191. Though slightly
different totals are given in the earlier study by Ignacio Atienza
Hernández, Aristocracia, Poder y Riqueza en la España Moderna: La Casa
de Osuna siglos XV–XIX (Madrid, 1987), 41, cf. 17, the two sets of fig-
ures reveal an identical trend.

títulos dukes marquises counts

1506 53 10 7 36

1557 64 11 10 43

1577 105 22 37 46

1597 127 23 46 58

1615 193 26 73 94

1630 212 27 81 104

[41 grandees   1627]

1665 236 [93 grandees   1659]

1700 533 [113] 334 171
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Table 6: Seventeenth-century expansion of boyar Duma cohort

Source: Compiled from Marshall T. Poe, The Russian Elite During the
Seventeenth Century, 2 vols. (Helsinki, 2004), ii. 52, 63, 64.

Year Overall Size Boyars Okol’nichie ‘Aristocracy’
(Boyars plus
Okol’nichie)

1613 37 24 8 32

1645 41 23 14 37

1676 96 39 32 71

1682 151 73 46 119

1694 154 63 48 111
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This article has emphasized the important role of monarchs in
granting lands to some of their leading subjects. The other principal
commodity which they had to bestow was honours and dignities of
all kinds, such as habits of the Military Orders in the Iberian
Peninsula and the incomes that went with these, and titles most of all.
Status preceded wealth, though in the socially unusually fluid sev-
enteenth century, it could accompany enhanced economic well-
being. Only a very small minority of the nobility actually possessed
a title, even after the ‘inflation of honours’. The award of a dignity
such as that of ‘count’ or ‘duke’ confirmed the hierarchical nature of
society, at the head of which stood the monarch himself, reinforced
the stratification which was under way at this time, and identified the
various strata of which the noble elite in a particular country consist-
ed. By the later seventeenth century the hierarchy of titles had
become effectively the hierarchy of the aristocracy. 

This was one reason—another was the growing importance of
court society and its own protocols—for the proliferation of reference
works such as the État de la France, often officially or semi-officially
inspired, which delimited precedence and whether, on formal occa-
sions, the son of a duke preceded a marquis and similar questions.
The award of a title also could alter a family’s location within that
same hierarchy, and for that reason such dignities were avidly



sought both by individuals and by the lineages of which they were
part. All noble families were engaged in a permanent competition
not merely to maintain their own standing, but if possible to rise in
the hierarchy and to secure more status than their aristocratic rivals,
as the more formalized court societies which emerged from the sev-
enteenth century revealed. Titles were an important mark of success,
as well as an indication of the extent to which aristocratic society—
like the wider nobility of which it stood at the head—was now more
and more hierarchical.

VII

These developments, finally, have one crucial importance in the
longer perspective. Historians of the modern European nobility, tak-
ing their cue from Arno Mayer’s The Persistence of the Old Regime pub-
lished a quarter of a century ago,18 have made clear just how suc-
cessfully the aristocratic elite sustained its power into the nineteenth
century and even beyond. Many of the families highlighted by Mayer
had first secured real prominence and the lands and status to support
this during the early modern period. It is striking that the three prin-
cipal examples which Mayer uses for the Austrian Habsburg
Empire—the Liechtenstein, Schwarzenberg, and Eszterházy fami-
lies—all secured their vast patrimonies during the seventeenth cen-
tury. The Liechtenstein benefited from the redistribution of land-
holding during the Thirty Years War, particularly in Moravia, while
the Eszterházy gained from the recovery of Habsburg control over
the Kingdom of Hungary at this period. All three families benefited
from their continuing support of the Habsburg dynasty, as well as
from their own opportunism and shrewd family strategies. Each lin-
eage retained these estates down to the First World War and did so,
interestingly enough, by continuing to make use of Fideikommisse. 

This encapsulates the longer-term significance of the develop-
ments sketched in this article. Europe’s aristocracy, which further
consolidated its position during the eighteenth century, was suffi-
ciently strong to survive the twin challenges of political revolution
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York, 1981). 



and economic transformation from the 1780s, and to preserve much
of its power intact into the very different world of later modern
Europe. That it was able to do so was due, in no small measure, to the
firm and deep roots which it had established in Europe’s social, polit-
ical and economic life during the long seventeenth century.
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