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After a period of neglect the study of the early modern court is en
vogue again. Conferences on different aspects of aulic culture mush-
room, publishers’ catalogues abound with books on pertinent topics,
and in Britain as well as Germany several institutions focusing on the
history of princely courts have sprung up.1 Compared with previous
times of heightened activity, however, the study of royal households
is more ambitious in terms of both chronology and subject matter.
Whereas in the past topics such as patronage, clientele networks, and
court personnel were at the forefront of investigations, nowadays the
rich tapestry of court life as a whole is being explored, encompassing
such diverse aspects as rituals and ceremonies, court nobility, and
gender roles. In addition, earlier assumptions about the terminal
decline of the court in the age of Enlightenment, which had led to an
almost exclusive emphasis on the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies, have been replaced by a better understanding of the changing
nature of royal and princely establishments during this period. At the
same time, however, court history continues to be dogged by short-
comings. It has only recently been stated that it ‘still has intellectual
problems to overcome. Most of its practitioners do not like models or
theories.’2 A rather descriptive approach resulting largely from the
fascinating source material is prevalent in numerous works. 
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1 The Society for Court Studies and its journal, The Court Historian (since 1996),
provide a focus for British and American scholars, while in the German-speak-
ing countries the Residenzenkommission (http://resikom.adw-goettingen.
gwdg.de/index.php), which edits Mitteilungen (since 1991) and the Rudolstädter
Arbeitskreis zur Residenzkultur (http://www.rudolstaedter-arbeitskreis.
de/index.html) fulfil a similar role.
2 Paul Monod, review of Edward Corp et al., A Court in Exile: The Stuarts in



This charge can hardly be levelled against the two books under
review here. Both studies engage in debate with the single most
influential theoretical approach in the field of court history in the
past, Norbert Elias’s famous analyses of court society and the civiliz-
ing process,3 and formulate models of their own in order to stimulate
further research. Of the two books, Jeroen Duindam’s Vienna and
Versailles certainly deserves pride of place. Covering more than two
centuries and comparing the two arguably most important royal
courts of early modern Europe, it will provide a point of reference for
years to come. An immense amount of source material from Austrian
and French archives as well as contemporary memoirs has been
digested, resulting in a book so rich in detail that, at first glance, it
indeed seems to be mainly descriptive. Read more carefully, howev-
er, it quickly becomes clear that important discussions of the current
state of thinking on princely households are embedded in this wealth
of information. They yield important insights into the working of the
early modern court and refute many rash conclusions which have
found their way into secondary literature. Only a selection of these
insights can be presented in this review, but all students of court his-
tory will find penetrating observations relevant to their own concerns.

Duindam starts with a brief overview of the origin and develop-
ment of the major court offices in the Middle Ages. Having set the
scene, he then turns to the first of the three main parts into which his
book is divided, entitled ‘Contours’. In this part he presents funda-
mental data on the size of the two courts, the costs involved in main-
taining these large establishments, and the vast apparatus which ran
the household of the ruler and, especially in the French case, also
those of other members of the royal family. As anybody who has ever
worked with court records knows full well, figures contained in these
documents are notoriously difficult to interpret since the source
material is enormous but by no means comprehensive, sometimes
including only salaried charges and leaving honorary posts aside,
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France, 1689–1718 (Cambridge, 2004), H-Albion, H-Net-Reviews, November,
2004.
3 Norbert Elias, Über den Prozeß der Zivilisation (1st publ. Berne, 1939), English
edn.: The Civilising Process, 2 vols. (Oxford, 1978–82); id., Die höfische Gesell-
schaft (1st publ. Darmstadt, 1969), English edn.: The Court Society (Oxford,
1983).



sometimes covering only some parts of the household and not others.
Problems of definition, which are especially vexing with regard to an
open institution with loose fringes such as the early modern court,
further complicate the story. Despite these obstacles, however,
Duindam provides sets of figures for both courts which may have to
be adjusted in individual cases, but indicate general trends that will
surely stand the test of time.

What Duindam’s calculations reveal, for example, is the steady
expansion of court offices at the household of the French king which,
despite numerous efforts to curb this development, continued from
the early sixteenth to the middle of the seventeenth century and was
only brought to a halt by Louis XIV at the beginning of his sole reign.
From then on the size of the maison du roi remained fairly constant
until the 1780s when, shortly before its extinction, the most radical
reforms in the court’s history slashed the number of servants to half
its previous level. The household of the monarch, however, formed
only one part of the overall French court. The establishments of the
various other members of the royal family, the staff responsible for
the stables and the hunt, and the military guards have to be added to
the total, which peaked in 1699 at slightly more than 5,000 (p. 60).
Mainly as a result of the lack of secondary establishments and the
more modest number of military units, the Habsburgs always
presided over a smaller court. Surprisingly, however, given the tra-
ditional image of a monarchy based, especially after 1740, mainly on
the bureaucracy, numbers at the Austrian court rose in the course of
the eighteenth century until they reached a high point of 2,000 in
1780. Although they declined again under Joseph II, they never fell
below early eighteenth-century levels. Small wonder, then, that in
both countries court expenditure figured as the third largest item in
the overall state budget after expenses for war and repayment of
debts. However, whereas on average between 15 and 20 per cent of
the French monarchy’s total expenditure went on the court, and in
some years as much as 38 per cent, the Habsburgs invested sums
which in absolute as well as relative terms were always well below
those spent by their rivals.

If the first part of Duindam’s book is all about the nuts and bolts
of two monarchical households, the second deals with the more
colourful aspects of ‘Court Life’. It follows the ruler’s daily routine,
which was dominated by prayers and church attendance, delibera-
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tions with ministers and solitary paper work, outdoor recreations,
meals, and different forms of entertainment in the evening. Duindam
also charts the annual life cycle of the court, punctuated as it was by
church festivals, saints’ days, feast days of the chivalric orders, and
other religiously charged ceremonies. In addition, at the Viennese
court, and to a certain extent even at the court of Versailles, the
change of season marked in summer by the move from the main
palace to secondary palaces in the countryside exerted considerable
influence on courtly patterns, since ceremonial regulations were usu-
ally relaxed and the hunt became the main activity of courtiers.

Yet more intriguing than the recapitulation of these fairly well-
known trends are those passages in the second part which are devot-
ed to courtly ceremonial. Leaving aside the great state occasions,
Duindam concentrates mainly on forms of domestic ritual, such as
lever, coucher, and, in particular, meals, which were at the centre of
the representational culture of early modern monarchies and have
traditionally occupied court historians. Drawing on an intimate
knowledge of the sources, he is able to present a more nuanced pic-
ture of these rituals than has hitherto been available. He dismisses,
for example, claims that Louis XIV invented or essentially re-
designed many of these ceremonies and points instead to their long
history at the French court, reaching back to the sixteenth century. He
also revises widely held assumptions about public and private
spheres at court. Although his findings confirm earlier observations
that in general the Bourbon monarchs, even before Louis XIV, were
more public figures than their Habsburg counterparts, on closer
examination a more complex pattern becomes visible. Even at the
French court there were different levels of public exposure of the
king, varying, for example, in the case of meals, from festive ban-
quets and semi-public meals to more or less ‘private’ dinners in his
chamber. Ceremonies at court did not correspond to clear-cut mod-
els of public and private, but have to be imagined as a ‘continuum
ranging from display to intimacy’ (p. 217).

Another illuminating aspect is the all-pervasiveness of quarrels
over precedence at the two households in question. Although there
were slight variations between the French and Austrian courts, the
latter being rather more orderly than the former, the picture that
emerges is one of ceaseless conflict over seemingly trivial details. At
the heart of these disputes was constant apprehension about one’s
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rank and social honour which is reflected in the proliferation of cere-
monial handbooks, memoirs, and records. The wealth of this materi-
al has often been interpreted as ‘evidence for the consummate state
of the ceremonialised court’ (p. 208). In fact, however, it should rather
be seen, as Duindam rightly argues, as ‘an indication of lingering
confusion’ (ibid.) about the rules of conduct and status which per-
meated court society. In the late seventeenth and early eighteenth
centuries arguments about rank were further fuelled by the estab-
lishment of permanent diplomatic representatives at the European
courts in the wake of the Peace of Westphalia (1648). Ambassadors
jealously guarding the position of their masters in the ceremonial
procedures of a foreign court entered the scene, adding to the already
substantial potential for conflict. This precarious state of affairs also
makes it unlikely that rulers used ceremonial as an ‘ingenious tool’
(p. 212) to manipulate courtly hierarchies and play courtiers off
against each other to buttress their position as many court histori-
ans, foremost among them Norbert Elias, have posited. To a certain
extent, as Duindam concedes, quarrels between courtiers could be
used to redefine social status. In the majority of cases, however,
monarchs were primarily concerned with the reputation of their
court, attempting to uphold order and guarantee dignified conduct
among their nobles. 

As these examples indicate, Duindam is very successful in rewrit-
ing important aspects of the cultural and social history of the early
modern court. His ambition, however, goes further. The third part of
his book, under the heading ‘Power’, enters the territory of the ‘polit-
ical history of the court’ which, as he claims, has ‘yet to be written’ (p.
226). Approaching the central questions of who exerted power at
court and to what purpose it was harnessed from different angles,
Duindam first surveys the different types of courtiers who had
immediate access to the monarch and were thus potentially crucial
factors in the decision-making process of early modern monarchies.
Among those mustered are court jesters, valets, personal secretaries,
confessors, doctors, youth friends, hunting companions, former gov-
ernors, mistresses, high-ranking advisers and ministers, and
favourites. The notorious figure of the favourite, in particular, has
long attracted scholarly attention and also receives its fair share in
Duindam’s treatment. Many historians have seen the favourite as a
product of the early seventeenth century, smoothing the transition to
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advanced forms of administrative monarchy in a particular historical
context and disappearing again at the end of the century. Duindam,
however, describes him as a more permanent phenomenon, entering
the courtly stage whenever a crisis loomed or weak rulers were on
the lookout for trusted advice, although, as he states, at the Austrian
court favourites made less of an appearance than in France. 

Significantly, the burdens of kingship are a major factor in
Duindam’s analysis of power relations at court. Far from being a
towering figure pulling the strings, most sovereigns struggled with a
multitude of tasks and toiled to keep their entourage at bay.
Remaining silent or giving evasive answers proved to be one strate-
gy for coping with the excessive demands made on them; seeking
people in whom they could ‘confide without risking manipulation
and defamation’ (p. 234) was another. Especially in their early and
late periods of rule, monarchs were heavily dependent on advice, as
Duindam observes, relying during the former mainly on erstwhile
instructors and during the latter on spouses or mistresses. In addi-
tion, there were always different parties at court fighting for privi-
leged access to the monarch. Factional strife was as pervasive as dis-
putes over precedence. It is, however, misleading to assume that
court parties were formed around coherent programmes. There was
never, as Duindam shows, a divide between noble courtiers and
‘bourgeois’ ministers; nor did supposedly foreign parties, such as the
much-maligned Spanish party, exist at the courts under considera-
tion. Instead courtiers, ministers, and diplomats always pursued
their particular interests, and parties re-formed constantly according
to changing political, religious, and dynastic circumstances.
Compared to these passages about power at court the remainder of
the third part, which concentrates on the wider significance of the
court for Austrian and French politics and culture, is less satisfying.
Duindam briefly surveys a variety of ways in which the court and, in
particular, its nobility helped to integrate different regions and
provinces more closely into the evolving modern state. Although his
observations, for example, on the role of court nobles in provincial
government are usually perceptive, they lack a more comprehensive
treatment. Too often they boil down to a tour de force of well-known
developments without any detailed discussion. 

It has also to be said that Duindam’s book is not always an easy
read. Countless quotations in the original French and German ham-
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per the flow of the argument. In addition, the first part teems with the
names of different court offices in French, German, and sometimes
English, which makes it difficult for readers to find their way around,
especially since the index is not entirely reliable. This is all the more
regrettable since the book contains a vast amount of detailed infor-
mation and puts forward important arguments about wider aspects
of the topic. Its greatest virtue, however, is to have resisted the temp-
tation to simplify developments and press them into a mould.
Duindam conveys the ambiguities of life at court, the uncertainties
about ceremonial rules, salaries, and ranks, and the constant quarrels
and disputes which must have made the existence of a courtier far
from agreeable. He also lays bare the difficulties of dealing with the
surviving evidence. Vienna and Versailles is therefore a timely
reminder in the current vogue for court studies that our knowledge
of royal households is more limited and the reality of court life more
complex than we often concede.

By contrast, Andreas Pečar’s book, a doctoral dissertation submit-
ted to the University of Cologne, presents a more clear-cut picture, no
doubt because of its smaller remit. A case study of the Imperial court
under the reign of Charles VI (1711–40), it provides a close-up of this
institution at the apogee of the baroque period, immediately before
Maria Theresa’s and Joseph II’s reforms fundamentally changed the
character of aulic culture in the Austrian monarchy. Some of the
themes already discussed by Duindam therefore resurface in Pečar’s
book. Courtly ceremonial and etiquette are extensively dealt with as
are certain (honorary) court offices such as chamberlain (Kämmerer)
and privy councillor (Geheimer Rat). Despite this overlap, however,
Ökonomie der Ehre is an entirely original study. It reverses the perspec-
tive, looking at the Austrian court from the viewpoint not of the ruler,
but of the nobility assembled at court. Whereas Duindam investigates
the different court offices and charts their development over time in
order to gain insights into the workings of the royal household, Pečar
is interested in the value which honorary court positions held for the
aristocracy, career patterns, and the social and regional composition of
office-holders as a group. This emphasis on the periphery rather than
the centre of the court also allows him to cast his net more widely. The
entire final part of the book, for example, is devoted to the palace-
building activities of the Austrian court nobility in the decades around
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1700, thus widening the scope of the study beyond the traditional con-
cerns of court historians.

This way of looking at the court from the outside, as it were, also
allows Pečar to take issue with one of Norbert Elias’s best-known
hypotheses, namely, that of the domestication of the nobility.
According to Elias, Louis XIV had skilfully exploited ceremonial and
etiquette in order to attribute social status and honour to his court
nobles. This was meant, on the one hand, to protect the nobility
against the supposedly rising middle classes and to underline their
superior social status. On the other hand, and more importantly,
however, it was intended to compensate the nobility for its loss of
political power. In the hands of the monarch, the court thus evolved
into an instrument for subjugating a once powerful and rebellious stra-
tum of society. Looking at the same problem from the viewpoint of the
nobility, by contrast, Pečar comes to different conclusions. Service at
court then becomes, as his main argument runs, a means of noble self-
realization, of living a life according to one’s social standing.

Yet at first glance office-holding at the Austrian court seems to
have been less than rewarding for courtiers. As Pečar demonstrates
in one of the most interesting parts of his book (pp. 103–26) appli-
cants for honorary posts had to invest enormous amounts of money,
disguised as loans to the Emperor, before they were appointed to the
rank of a chamberlain, which alone guaranteed access to court, and,
later on, privy councillor. In addition, the financial return on their
investment was meagre if there was one at all. Many positions were
unsalaried, while those at the top of the hierarchy were expected to
spend huge amounts of their own money on representational duties.
Only in very few cases did the material benefits of court office—such
as regular salaries, pensions, and gifts from the Emperor or foreign
diplomats and others trying to ingratiate themselves with influential
courtiers—outweigh the costs incurred, especially at the beginning of
a career. Possession of a substantial private income was thus a pre-
condition for court service. It excluded even members of the minor
aristocracy, not to mention the middling classes which had played
such a prominent role in Elias’s account, but had never presented any
threat to the nobility in the Habsburg monarchy. Besides, before 1740
grand social occasions were infrequent in Vienna and court life in
general certainly less glittering than at Versailles.
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Seen in this light the court of the Habsburgs looks rather undesir-
able. Yet there was no shortage of aristocrats vying with each other
for office. According to Pečar, however, this is not necessarily a con-
tradiction. Drawing mainly on Pierre Bourdieu’s writings he explains
the appeal of the court in terms of the social and cultural capital that
was to be gained there. Far more important than amassing financial
wealth was the social status that could be achieved or confirmed.
Social exclusivity could best be demonstrated by proximity to the
monarch in court office or during ceremonial occasions, which is why
courtiers showed such a strong interest in conforming to courtly reg-
ulations. To them, court society was not an instrument of power at
the disposal of the monarch but a stage on which to present their
rank. To pursue a lifestyle that distanced them from other social
groups also helped to underline their elevated status in society. The
building of town palaces and summer residences therefore played an
important part in noble strategies. Building projects, moreover, had
the added advantage of being beyond monarchical control. The
Habsburg Emperors, in stark contrast to Louis XIV’s policy of pre-
venting the French aristocracy from entering into architectural com-
petition with the monarchy, refrained from palace-building activities
and gave their nobility great latitude to indulge in projects of their
own. The immense costs involved in erecting such lasting monu-
ments to individual families were consequently of minor concern. As
with the expense of life at court, expenditure on new buildings was
regarded as an investment in social and symbolic capital, the more so
since under the rules of aristocratic society money in itself did not
possess any intrinsic representational value. The great efforts under-
taken by nobles to secure a reputable place in court society therefore
followed a particular rationality which was predicated on symboliz-
ing rank both to the ‘uneducated’, lower classes of society and those
of equal status.

In reconstructing these motives behind the nobles’ pursuit of
courtly careers Pečar provides a valuable contribution to the investi-
gation of this social group, although it is unfortunate that female aris-
tocrats do not figure in his account at all. Surely they had their part
to play in securing a family’s position in polite society. However,
Pečar’s study also throws light on the mechanics of court life in gen-
eral, and the position of the ruler in particular. In both respects his
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findings essentially correspond to Duindam’s observations. Thus
readers encounter the same endless quarrels over precedence with
which they are already familiar from the comparative treatment of
the French and Austrian courts, and are confronted with an analo-
gous assessment of the favourite. Striking similarities are also
revealed in the treatment of the monarch. The figure of the ruler that
emerges from Pečar ’s investigation is again rather passive, bound in
its dealings with courtiers and diplomats by ceremonial regulations,
tradition, and international conventions (most explicitly on p. 207).
Yet the rich material displayed in both books leaves at least this
reviewer with the impression that rulers were perhaps more
assertive than the two authors admit. Especially in the later parts of
Pečar’s book the Emperor is depicted as quite adroit in influencing
hierarchies at court and using the vagaries of court life to his politi-
cal advantage (pp. 120–1, 233–4, 239–40, 243, and 250–1). Although
this should not lead us back to the old image of the ruler as the all-
powerful puppeteer, it is perhaps the office of monarch which still
needs most clarification in court studies. To give rise to wider ques-
tions, however, is not the least merit of these two studies. They excel
in providing vast amounts of new information, and in their engage-
ment with, and judicious application of, theoretical models.

MICHAEL SCHAICH is a Research Fellow at the German Historical
Institute London.
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