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MARK HENGERER, Kaiserhof und Adel in der Mitte des 17. Jahrhun-
derts: Eine Kommunikationsgeschichte der Macht in der Vormoderne,
Historische Kulturwissenschaft, 3 (Constance: UVK Verlagsgesell-
schaft, 2004), 690 pp. ISBN 3 89669 694 7. EUR 59.00

Two contemporary vogues, one for ‘court studies’ and the other for a
more sympathetic re-appraisal of aristocratic society, have reached
the historiography of the seventeenth-century Habsburg lands over
the last decade or so. Our understanding of both the imperial house-
hold (Hofstaat) and aulic administration has been transformed by
recent work: while Jeroen Duindam lends substance to debates about
the size, shape, function, and purpose of the Austrian operation in
international context, Stefan Sienell for the first time establishes exact
details about decision-making bodies, and a fresh female perspective
is opened up by Susanne Pils. A substantial programme on 
‘Patronage- und Klientelsysteme am Wiener Hof’ under Ferdinand II
and III is underway at the University of Vienna.1 Meanwhile Adels-
forschung has been energized for Austria–Bohemia by Thomas
Winkelbauer and is lately reinforced with the prodigious survey of
the Bohemian magnates by Petr Mat’a.2 Less has yet been done for
Hungary, but there, too, research is afoot.3 All this is helped espe-
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1 Jeroen Duindam, Vienna and Versailles: The Courts of Europe’s Major Dynastic
Rivals, 1550–1780 (Cambridge, 2003); Stefan Sienell, Die Geheime Konferenz
unter Kaiser Leopold I.: Personelle Strukturen und Methoden zur politischen
Entscheidungsfindung am Wiener Hof (Frankfurt am Main, 2001); Susanne
Claudine Pils, Schreiben über Stadt: Das Wien der Johanna Theresia Harrach,
1639–1716 (Vienna, 2002). For the Vienna programme, see:
<http://www.univie.ac.at/Geschichte/wienerhof>
2 Thomas Winkelbauer, Fürst und Fürstendiener: Gundaker von Liechtenstein,
ein österreichischer Aristokrat des konfessionellen Zeitalters (Vienna, 1999); id.,
Ständefreiheit und Fürstenmacht: Länder und Untertanen des Hauses Habsburg im
konfessionellen Zeitalter, 2 vols. (Vienna, 2003), i. pp. 25–310, passim; Petr
Mat’a, Sv̌et české aristokracie, 1500-1700 (Prague, 2004).
3 E.g. András Koltai, Batthyány Ádám és könyvtára (Budapest, 2002), and in
Václav Bůžek (ed.), Šlechta v habsburské monarchii a císařský dvůr (České
Budějovice, 2003); Géza Pálffy, in Mitteilungen des Instituts für Österreichische
Geschichtsforschung, 109 (2001), pp. 348–59, in Český Časopis Historický, 101
(2003), 542–81, and in Bůžek (ed.), Šlechta v habsburské monarchii, pp. 133–52. 



cially by a remarkable initiative at the young University of South
Bohemia, where Václav Bůžek and others have issued a series of in-
valuable volumes, both individual and collective, on relevant topics.4
Besides, a monumental new handbook to archival and other sources
also gives prime attention to court and aristocratic materials.5

Mark Hengerer has now brought both these reinvigorated subject
areas together in an ambitious dissertation project at the University
of Constance. Its centre of gravity lies in the mid-seventeenth centu-
ry, but there is much coverage of aspects of his themes back as far as
Ferdinand I and on beyond the death of Leopold I. Hengerer explic-
itly positions himself in the latest literature—thus, for example, dis-
pensing himself from detailed work on Bohemia by reference to
Mat’a—as well as invoking the exponents of a further current aca-
demic fashion, the ‘communications history of power’ announced in
his subtitle.6 Hengerer’s purpose is to demonstrate the symbiosis of
dynastic and noble authority, as mediated by the court. To that end
his book is organized in three parts, whose architectonics, while
undoubtedly massive, are not entirely clear to me. 

The first part, headed ‘Personal und Präsenz’, is the briefest and
most straightforward. It follows the development of various court
offices, with a stress on the number of holders, whether their tenure
was real or nominal, salaried or not. Such questions are not always
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4 The series title is Opera Historica, the place of publication is České
Budějovice, the author or editor of all these volumes is Václav Bůžek, and the
contents are often multilingual. See Život na dvorech barokní šlechty, 1600–1750
(1996); Dvory velmožů s erbem růže: Všední a sváteční dny posledních Rožmberků
a pánů z Hradce (1997); Aristokratické rezidence a dvory v raném novověku (1999);
Slavnosti a zábavy na dvorech a v rezidenčních městech raného novověku (2000);
Věk urozených: Šlechta v cěských zemích na prahu novověku (2002); Šlechta v habs-
burské monarchii a císařský dvůr (2003).
5 Josef Pauser et al. (eds.), Quellenkunde der Habsburgermonarchie, 16.–18. Jahr-
hundert: Ein exemplarisches Handbuch (Vienna, 2004).
6 See, e.g., Wolfgang Behringer, Im Zeichen des Merkur: Reichspost und Kommu-
nikationsrevolution in der Frühen Neuzeit (Göttingen, 2003); and cf. Winkel-
bauer, Ständefreiheit und Fürstenmacht, vol. i, pp. 327–66; also now Zdeněk
Vybíral, Politická komunikace aristokratické společnosti českých zemí na počátku
novověku (České Budějovice, 2005).



susceptible of a ready answer: jobs might be held on a seasonal or
other alternating basis; emoluments depended on the state of royal
finances. But Hengerer identifies a definite decline of the simple
noble retainer, the ‘Diener ohne Amt’; while the lower ranks of table
servants (Truchsessen, Fürschneider, etc.) became largely honorific,
always part-time and temporary appointments. Chamberlains (Käm-
merer), on the other hand, inflated markedly in numbers, but under
Ferdinand II they crucially ceased to be remunerated; on a smaller
scale, privy councillors (Geheime Räte) followed a similar paradigm.
The Chamber (Hofkammer), War Council (Hofkriegsrat), and Aulic
Council (Reichshofrat) retained active members only (though individ-
ual councillors did not always need to be present at meetings); these
courtiers were the sole ones to receive authorized Quartier in Vienna.
Overall, however, Hengerer finds no more than a vague correlation
between service and payment, whether in money or in kind. He is
able to cast much light on how and when jobs were actually done,
and on the nature of individual schedules at court.

Part II, ‘Interaktion und Organisation’, is longer, more elaborated,
and sometimes hard to grasp. It is broadly devoted to the interplay
among courtiers, and how such relationships were perceived. We
learn about conventions surrounding the commencement of service:
induction and swearing-in—contrast the absence of any equivalent
on ‘retirement’, which still tended literally to mean withdrawal from
activities rather than any official termination of them. The hierarchy
of the court is discussed, along with the associated rules, for example,
of dress, and the critics of its forms. But equally it becomes apparent
that the court was no single entity; and attempts to prescribe for it as
a whole always proved vain. The most arresting section here is that
on access to the emperor, which includes a valuable account of the
layout of public rooms in the Hofburg and of regulations for audi-
ences, formal and informal. The passages on gifts and bribes, net-
works, meeting-points, and the like, by contrast, seem to me unnec-
essarily opaque.

The third part, ‘Ressourcen und Reproduktion’, longer and more
ramified still, contains the meat of Hengerer’s interpretation. It exam-
ines patronage and who exercised it, especially the connection, rough
as it was, between clientage structure and office-holding. There are
particular studies of the role of the steward (Obersthofmeister), illus-
trated by its formidable mid-century incumbent, Maximilian Trautt-
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mansdorff, and of the chamberlain (Oberstkämmerer), illustrated by
another very prominent courtier of the period, Johann Maximilian
Lamberg. We learn how appointments were made, according to a
mixture of competence, seniority (Anciennität), and social standing.
Some jobs tended to lead to others, as primitive career ladders came
into being; however, at all points the system needed oiling, with set
ways of recommendation and advocacy. Strategic for Hengerer’s
argument is the overlap between attendance at court and service of
the crown in the provinces, though he makes much of the obvious
point that those engaged in the latter were often at least honorary
chamberlains or privy councillors by this period. Further favours
were available to some: titles and their enhancement usually went to
courtiers, while the Order of the Fleece was bestowed almost exclu-
sively on the most intimate of them; imperial wedding-gifts came
strictly proportionate to office and family. And finally—important
(though dense) reflections these—the credit nexus proved a two-
edged sword. Höflinge could often not avoid lending to the ruler
(some officers of the Chamber pledged huge sums); but they might
well be able to ensure repayment from resources in their own
province.

A final Zusammenfassung renders the above issues a good deal
clearer (I advise reading it first). It concludes with a firm statement of
one of the work’s two key contentions: the authority of the ruler was
strengthened by the mechanisms of the Hofstaat, albeit often in fortu-
itous ways. The argument parallels that recently made for a slightly
earlier period by Karin MacHardy, who stresses the role of Catholic
loyalty in the apportioning of Habsburg favour before 1620.7
Nevertheless, the emperors in fact remain curiously remote to much
of the evidence herein. Not often do we hear their own voice, as on
an occasion when Ferdinand III allowed the frustrations of patronage
to well up. He told his confidant Auersperg: ‘Ich habe Euch zu
fürsten gemacht, Ihr seit mein geheimer Rat, ich communiciere auch
alle Intrinseca quid ultra debeo facere’ (p. 434: italics mine). Ferdinand
might at that juncture have been more sensitive to Hengerer’s other
prime argument: that the aristocracy, while reshaped by the chang-
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7 Karin J. MacHardy, War, Religion and Court Patronage in Habsburg Austria:
The Social and Cultural Dimensions of Political Interaction, 1521–1622 (New
York, 2002).



ing structures of imperial rule, was able thereby to assert clear social
and political primacy in the Habsburg lands, even if (as some con-
temporaries alleged: p. 565) its proliferation of titles devalued the sta-
tus of Austrian nobles in the rest of the Reich.

Further possible themes are little in evidence, perhaps surprising-
ly so. Hengerer does not uncover much faction, in the conventional
sense, at the Viennese court—no doubt the absence of intra-dynastic
rivalries in the period, a result in good part of the shortage of male
archdukes, contributed to this. Nor does Vienna feature much here—
beyond some discussion of empresses—as a gendered aulic realm:
the absence of any Mätressenwirtschaft evidently had something to do
with that (and the place of Hofdamen has lately been examined else-
where8). Hengerer is strangely brief on venality, although he allows
that claims to office could spawn some quasi-venal features (pp.
522–4). He also says little about the implications of a Herrschertod,
stressing continuity (pp. 539–41), whereas others have pointed to the
unusually high incidence of dismissals among the retinue of
deceased Habsburg sovereigns. The most curious omission, given
Hengerer’s subtitle, concerns the use of language at this famously
multilingual court, which he disposes of in a few sentences (p. 176).
His approach to Kommunikationsgeschichte tends to the severely con-
jectural and can, ironically, be very hard to understand; at times it
seems to be engaged in intricate statements of the obvious. Yet com-
munication, whether as political debate and publicity, as private cor-
respondence, as ritual, as discourse, as symbol, was surely informed
at all points by language, by decisions on what vernacular to employ
and in what register, and by the crucial means of identification and
exclusion which resulted.9

Hengerer’s book rests on very wide study. On the one hand he
makes extensive and imaginative use of sources long in print: above
all Pribram and Landwehr von Pragenau’s edition, back in 1903–4, of
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8 Beatrix Bastl and Gernot Heiss, ‘Hofdamen und Höflinge zur Zeit Kaiser
Leopolds I.: zur Geschichte eines vergessenen Berufsstandes’, in Bůžek (ed.),
Život na dvorech, pp. 187–265.
9 A more technical failure of communication: I could not find Hengerer’s
announced lists of Amtsträger at: <www.uvk.de/app>; but there is some
excellent information on the website of the Vienna University programme
noted above.



Leopold I’s intimate correspondence with his ambassador Pötting,
and the same emperor’s remarkably playful letters to Czernin (long
hidden from most scholars under a Czech title, though the text is in
Italian).10 It is good to confirm that the pioneering prosopography—
as we should call it today—of members of the Privy Council by
Henry F. Schwarz, completed at Harvard in the dark days of the
Second World War, still stands up so well.11 Yet Hengerer has also
uncovered many excellent manuscript sources, notably the volumi-
nous papers of a leading courtier, Count Franz Albrecht Harrach. A
pity that here, too, he sees little need to bring his protagonists to life.
After twenty pages on who invited Harrach for meals, and thirty
more on his correspondents, we have still not learned much about
the actual content of Harrach’s discussions, except for brief excerpts
in footnotes (and these, though they occupy anything up to half the
text—and in small point—are indexed only in the helpful
Sachregister, not the Personenregister, so much good detail is effective-
ly untraceable). Forty pages on the Trauttmansdorff correspondence
likewise do not lead anywhere much; while the numerous passages
on Lamberg tell us little about the Oberstkämmerer’s remarkable cul-
tural interests.

So the fruit of Hengerer’s impressive researches is to be measured
mostly in quantities, tables, abstractions, collectivities. Yet what a dif-
ference the individual touch can make, when he occasionally gives it
free rein! This whole volume is full of theorizing about favours and
importunity. How much more pointed when an archbishop of
Salzburg actually adds the phrase ‘manus manum lavat’, in his own
hand, on a letter to Lamberg (p. 493); or when the latter advises a dif-
fident relation: ‘bin der Mainung, Sÿe sollen es begeren, dan ich sihe,
der nichts begert, dem gibt man nichts’ (p. 533). Such gems hint that,
at court as in scholarship, the best communication may be the most
direct.
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10 Alfred Francis Pribram and Moritz Landwehr von Pragenau (eds.), Privat-
briefe Kaiser Leopold I. an den Grafen F. E. Pötting, 1662–73, 2 vols. (Vienna,
1903–4); Zdenek Kalista (ed.), Korespondence císaře Leopolda I. s Humprechtem
Janem Černínem z Chudenic (Prague, 1936).
11 Henry F. Schwarz, The Imperial Privy Council in the Seventeenth Century
(Cambridge, Mass., 1943), supplement (with John I. Coddington).



R. J. W. EVANS is Regius Professor of History at the University of
Oxford. He works particularly on the history of the Habsburg lands
in the early modern and modern periods. His most recent book is
Austria, Hungary, and the Habsburgs: Essays on Central Europe, c. 1683-
1867 (Oxford, 2006).

70

Book Reviews


