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CLARISSA CAMPBELL ORR (ed.), Queenship in Europe 1660–1815:
The Role of the Consort (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2004), xvii + 419 pp. ISBN 0 521 81422 7. £60.00 ($100.00)

During the past decade the literature on women at the European
courts has grown rapidly. Queenship in Europe 1660–1815 is a wel-
come addition to this expanding field of research and it appears as a
natural extension of Clarissa Campbell Orr’s previous volume enti-
tled Queenship in Britain, 1660–1837 (2002).

Queenship in Europe consists of a fine introduction by the editor
and fourteen essays on various consorts and/or mistresses. After a
brief overview of the volume, this review will focus on Campell Orr’s
introduction and a few selected papers that exemplify the strengths
of the collection and reveal some of the difficulties that arise when
court history is combined with gender history.

In the first essay, Robert Oresko traces the life of the powerful
Maria Giovanna Battista of Savoy-Nemours (1644–1724) with an
emphasis on her regency and her extensive building projects. The
Swedish court is the subject of two essays: Lis Granlund’s account of
Queen Hedwig Eleonora (1636–1715) as builder and collector during
her fifty-five-year-long widowhood and Marc Serge Rivière’s paper
on Louisa Ulrica (1720–82), the Prussian princess who married Adolf
Frederick (ruled 1751–71). Rivière pays particular attention to the
ways in which Louisa Ulrica was described in the reports of the
French ambassadors in Sweden, and thereby highlights the potential
of this category of sources. The French court is also the focus of two
articles: Mark Bryant’s insightful and well-researched analysis of
Mme de Maintenon’s (1635–1719) complex role as mistress at the
French court of Louis XIV and John Rogister’s account of the rather
unexpected career of Marie Leszczynska (1703–68, married to Louis
XV) as Queen of France. 

In their jointly authored article, Charles W. Ingrao and Andrew L.
Thomas examine the dynastic ambitions of three Imperial consorts in
Vienna: Eleonore of Pfalz-Neuburg (1665–1720, married to Leopold
I), Wilhelmine Amalia of Braunschweig-Lüneburg (1673–1742, mar-
ried to Joseph I), and Elisabeth Christine of Braunschweig-Wolfen-
büttel (1691–1750, married to Charles VI). Considerations of the
women’s dynastic ambitions are supplemented with interesting
observations on how the Pietas Austriaca conditioned and gendered
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the queens’ patronage. In another contribution, Lindsey Hughes
recounts the rise of Ekaterina Alekseevna as Catherine I of Russia (c.
1684–1727), the second wife of Peter the Great and ruling Empress
(imperatritsa or tsesareva) upon his death in 1725. Hughes argues con-
vincingly that the gender constructions of eighteenth-century Russia
simultaneously empowered and restricted Catherine. In Charles C.
Noel’s analysis of the consorts at the Spanish court during the first
half of the eighteenth century—Marie Louise Gabrielle of Savoy
(1701–14, first wife of Philip V), Elizabeth Farnese (1714–46, second
wife of Philip V), and María Bárbara of Braganza (1746–58, married
to Ferdinand VI)—he rightly stresses that the ‘Spanish empire was a
family business’ and shows how the three queens were deeply
involved in the government of the territories. According to Noel, the
Spanish monarchy of the eighteenth century was characterized by a
‘feminisation and domestication of politics’ (p. 155). 

The princely courts of the territorial princes in the Holy Roman
Empire are examined in three essays: Peter Wilson’s brilliant com-
parison of the position of two consorts and a mistress at the court of
Württemberg (1674–1757); Helen Watanabe-O’Kelly’s analysis of the
role of religion in the lives of two Saxon-Polish consorts during the
first half of the eighteenth century; and Thomas Biskup’s reassess-
ment of Queen Elisabeth Christine of Prussia (1715–97), wife of
Frederick II ‘the Great’. 

Andrew Hanham and Clarissa Campbell Orr both focus on the
House of Hanover and examine how the dynastic union of Hanover
and Great Britain challenged the monarchy and tied the English court
closer to the Continent. The two essays supplement each other well.
Andrew Hanham first shows how Caroline of Brandenburg-Ansbach
(1683–1737, married to George II) played a prominent part in the
‘anglicisation’ of the dynasty that was necessary for its success in
newly acquired Great Britain. Subsequently, Clarissa Campbell Orr
emphasizes how the vast dynastic network of Queen Charlotte of
Great Britain and Electress of Hanover, born Princess of Mecklen-
burg-Strelitz (1744–1818, married to Georg III) and her usage of this
network brought the English court into contact with the distinctly
Protestant and learned culture of the northern European courts. 

In the final chapter, Michael Bregnsbo examines the agency of the
female consorts within the structures of Danish absolutism in the late
eighteenth century. The central figures in his paper are the British-
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born Louisa (1724–51, first wife of Frederik V), Juliana Maria (1729–
96, born Duchess of Braunschweig-Wolfenbüttel and second wife of
Frederik V), and, finally, another English-born princess, Caroline
Mathilda (1751–75, married to Christian VII). 

As this brief overview suggests, the cohesion of the volume
derives not simply from the obvious and numerous thematic paral-
lels between the contributions such as the political role of the queens,
their activities as patrons of art, architecture, and literature, and the
importance of their dynastic networks. These main themes are also
supplemented by the dynastic links that tied several of the key fig-
ures within the papers together. 

In her introduction Clarissa Campbell Orr first outlines the geo-
graphical and thematic scope of the volume. She then discusses some
of the characteristics of the position of the queen consort and the
ways in which this figure can be used as a vehicle for subjecting the
Baroque court and our current understanding of this institution to a
critical re-examination. Campbell Orr rightly argues that ‘[l]ooking at
the court through the lens of queenship’ brings increased attention to
its dynastic dimension and polycentric nature. Dealing with the well-
known, but problematic, dichotomy of formal versus informal power
(power and authority), Campbell Orr also touches upon some of the
common oversimplifications in the understanding of women at the
courts. She stresses that ‘family life’ at the courts should by no means
be equated with a private sphere (as the nineteenth-century histori-
ography tended to do). On the basis of the contributions in this vol-
ume, Campell Orr concludes that female consorts ‘were able to
obtain considerable political power’ (p. 8) and delineates various
other fields within which these women could exercise power (‘cul-
ture, religion, manners, and morals’, p. 9). Finally, she stresses the
importance of women’s dynastic capital to both rulers and consorts.

Peter Wilson’s analysis of the consort and maitresse at the court of
Württemberg during the government of Duke Eberhard Ludwig
(1676–1733, Duke from 1693) and Duke Carl Alexander (1684–1737,
Duke from 1733) is an exemplary contribution to the book. Informed by
the extensive work that has been carried out by German gender histo-
rians and his own research, he defines a thoughtful approach and a
carefully considered terminology that is consistently applied in his
analysis. Wilson sets out to examine ‘the interplay between the agency
of personal character and the structure of Imperial politics’ (p. 221).
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After a brief introduction to the position of women within the Holy
Roman Empire and of the female consort within the Baroque court,
he shows how Duchess Johanne Elisabeth of Württemberg (1680–
1757, born Duchess of Baden-Durlach) responded to her husband’s
bigamous marriage to Christina Wilhelmina von Grävenitz (1686–
1744). The comparison of Eberhard Ludwig’s two wives enables
Wilson to specify the differences between the consort who held an
office with defined rights and duties and the mistress whose power
depended exclusively on the Duke’s personal favour. Finally, in the
third section of his essay, Wilson demonstrates how the consort of
the next generation, Maria Auguste (1706–56, born Princess of Thurn
und Taxis, married to Duke Carl Alexander), upon her husband’s
death in 1737, successfully—in spite of fierce resistance from the
Privy Council—asserted her right to participate in the regency for her
son and managed to provide for her children according to her own
wishes. Wilson’s approach enables him to show how the three
women recognized the limits and possibilities of their given situa-
tion. Whether they achieved the desired goals or not, the women skil-
fully pursued their interests with the resources at their disposal. In
addition, by emphasizing that both women and men were con-
strained by the surrounding structures, he demonstrates that only
some limitations were gender specific. 

The one aspect to which Wilson grants less attention is religion. In
contrast to her predecessor and the majority of the population in
Württemberg, Maria Auguste was Catholic and the implications of
her confession are touched upon only in passing. The potential sig-
nificance of the Duchess’s personal beliefs is highlighted by Helen
Watanabe-O’Kelly’s essay in which she compares the lives of the
Lutheran Christiane Eberhardine (1671–1727) and the Catholic Maria
Josepha (1699–1757) with a view to revealing the implications of their
confessions. Because ‘the public display of piety was one of the fore-
most duties of a consort’ (p. 252), their personal beliefs were highly
political matters and the different confessions of Saxony and Poland
meant that the consorts’ religion had considerable implications for
the position they could obtain within the two territories. She thereby
shows that religion could not only limit, but also empower, the
women. The same point is emphasized both by Lindsey Hughes, and
Ingrao and Thomas. 

Two recurring problems can be identified in the volume, and both
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result from the challenges associated with combining court and gen-
der history. In the context of the European courts and the ruling
dynasties, rank and gender competed as structuring forces. At times
the prevailing gender-order overruled rank (and excluded women
from certain domains of the court) but, as several contributors
demonstrate, this was far from a general rule. However, departing
from the conventional belief that women—including queens—were
excluded from the dynamics of power and politics, several authors
hesitate to draw the conclusions of their findings in full. Charles C.
Noel demonstrates that the Spanish consorts yielded extensive
power, but nevertheless concludes that ‘their power lay ... in the hus-
bands’ ill health and character’ (p. 180). Although he adds the
queens’ personal skills and determination as explanatory factors, this
is a rather cautious conclusion to an otherwise convincing and well-
documented analysis, and it seems to reflect the traditional histori-
ography more than Noel’s own findings. Ingrao and Thomas close
their insightful paper on the empresses-consort with a similar retreat:
‘their [the queens’] primary role ... was to adorn and represent the
dynasty into which they had married’ (p. 127). Finally, Lindsey
Hughes reduces Catherine I of Russia to a creation of Peter the Great,
rather than summarizing the numerous ways in which she has
revealed that Catherine’s agency was a force to be reckoned with. In
these conclusions, gender appears as an oversimplified determinant
and the significance of rank is underestimated. In order to move
beyond the view that active queenship was an exception that requires
explanation, rank and gender have to be considered as central con-
stituents of the habitus and as equally important categories that inter-
acted in complex ways. 

Another problem relates to the definition of, and adherence to,
queenship, or even queens, as the object of investigation, and the
ways in which queenship can be studied. New questions require new
sources and/or new readings of the sources that have been consult-
ed by scholars with other questions in mind. Hence, if queenship is
to be analysed, it is not sufficient to re-examine the existing literature.
Both Thomas Biskup and Michael Bregnsbo begin their contributions
with thoughtful and critical assessments of the traditional historiog-
raphy. However, in the remainder of their papers, the queens appear
as little more than extensions of their husbands and, rather than
using gender as a tool of inquiry, the queens are situated in relation
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to the well-known chronologies. These two papers are developed
almost exclusively on the basis of secondary literature, and this
results in a partial reproduction of the implicitly gendered focuses
that structure the narratives of the traditional historiography. 

The questions raised in Queenship in Europe and the contributions
to the volume emphasize both the challenges and the potential inher-
ent in combining court and gender history. Overall the volume offers
a varied impression of queenship at the Baroque courts, and most
contributions show that explicit considerations of gender can signifi-
cantly enhance our understanding of both court culture and politics.
These noteworthy achievements will doubtlessly stimulate further
research. 

PERNILLE ARENFELDT is currently completing her Ph.D. on the
political role of the female consort at the Protestant courts of six-
teenth-century Germany at the European University Institute in
Florence. She has published on sixteenth-century court culture in
Denmark and on princely women in sixteenth-century Germany. In
addition, in 1999 she co-edited a volume of letters written by Louise
Rasmussen, Countess Danner (1818–74), the morganatic wife of
Frederik VII of Denmark.
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