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SEBASTIAN KÜSTER, Vier Monarchien—Vier Öffentlichkeiten: Kom-
munikation um die Schlacht bei Dettingen, Herrschaft und soziale
Systeme in der Frühen Neuzeit, 6 (Münster: Lit Verlag, 2004), 560 pp.
ISBN 3 8258 7773 6. EUR 45.90

At first glance Sebastian Küster’s decision to devote so much time
and effort to the study of the public impact of the Battle of Dettingen
might seem a little odd. Within the broader military and strategic
context of the War of the Austrian Succession, Dettingen had little
impact. Indeed, if it is remembered at all today, it is because it was
the last occasion on which a ruling British monarch led his troops
into battle. Devotees of the music of George Frederick Handel might
also link the name to the infrequently-performed and seldom-record-
ed Te Deum which Handel wrote to commemorate the occasion. Yet
Küster has uncovered a rich vein of material in his study of
Dettingen, and his book contains a wealth of detail and some cogent
analysis. Dettingen is, in other words, a means to explore the broad-
er nature of communication and the public in the eighteenth century.

Unsurprisingly, given the book’s origins in a Göttingen disserta-
tion supervised by Hermann Wellenreuther, Küster begins by setting
up the parameters of discussion, dealing with historiography, and
explaining his approach to the nature of the public sphere. One of the
reasons for focusing on Dettingen is that the sources exist to study
reactions to it in four different territories—the eponymous four
monarchies of the title (although one, Hanover, was an electorate at
this point). The battle, fought on 27 June 1743, was a confrontation
between the French, led by Marshall Noailles, and the Pragmatic
Army (so-called because of its avowed aim of defending the
Pragmatic Sanction, which Charles VI had designed to allow Maria
Theresa’s succession to all his dominions) of Austrian, Hanoverian,
and British troops which George II, the British king and Hanoverian
elector, had decided to command in person. Küster is not really
interested in the battle as event but in the ways in which the publics
in Austria, Hanover, France, and Britain reacted to it. What did they
know about the fighting, and when? How did they get their infor-
mation? What does this tell us about the nature of the public and
communication in the various territories under discussion? By
approaching these questions in a comparative way, Küster aims to
undermine simplistic accounts of the rise of the public sphere and to
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challenge the linkage of Enlightenment, the public sphere, and bour-
geois society associated with the work of Jürgen Habermas. As
Küster admits, he is not the first, and certainly will not be the last, to
challenge the Habermasian account. Instead, he seeks to build on the
work of both Wellenreuther and Andreas Gestrich to offer a more
nuanced account of what it might mean to talk about ‘the public’ in
this period.1

Having briefly discussed the battle’s relationship to the War of the
Austrian Succession and sketched the events of the battle itself in
chapter two (at only fifteen pages, the shortest chapter of the work by
some distance), Küster then adopts the pattern which dominates the
bulk of the book. A chapter on the conditions that affected commu-
nications and the public in one of the four territories under discus-
sion is followed by one on the specific reactions to Dettingen.

Austria is considered first. Küster emphasizes the continuing
importance of manuscript newsletters for spreading information,
although, in contrast with France and Britain, it is difficult to be more
precise about the impact of such newsletters because virtually no
examples survive. Although there was an official (printed) newspa-
per (Wiennerisches Diarium), press culture, as such, in Austria was rel-
atively underdeveloped. Censorship was strict in theory but much
more difficult to enforce in practice. The existence of ‘lost and found’
requests in contemporary newspapers provides some qualitative evi-
dence about the nature of the readership of the Austrian press.
However, Küster is keen to stress the importance of economic condi-
tions for the development of the Austrian press, in common with the
other territories under discussion.

Küster’s discussion of Austrian reaction to Dettingen reveals a
number of interesting points. Accounts of the battle tended to ignore
the role played by French tactical errors in the eventual outcome. Yet
the Diarium was not simply a propaganda vehicle, as its account
allowed readers to infer that George II was to blame for some of the
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während des Siebenjährigen Krieges: Überlegungen zum Habermas’schen
Begriff der “Bürgerlichen Öffentlichkeit” ’, in Felix Becker (ed.), Iberische
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supply problems suffered by the Pragmatic Army. In addition to
information in printed media, Küster shows the importance for the
Austrian authorities of church services in commemorating the battle.
The generally rather muted reaction to Dettingen is explained by the
fact that it was not seen primarily as an Austrian victory (only about
a third of the troops were Austrian). Küster also identifies two sorts
of publics: a Volksöffentlichkeit, the primary audience for the church
services and essentially recipients of communication from the
Austrian authorities; and a more sophisticated and active ‘Court pub-
lic’, who were the intended audience for the small number of tracts
published to celebrate Dettingen.

If means of communication were underdeveloped in Austria, this
was even more the case in Hanover. There was not even an official
newspaper until 1750. It was difficult for news to spread fast because
of the control exercised by the Hanoverian authorities, although the
situation was a little better in Göttingen, where censorship was
devolved to the deans of the university faculties. That said, of the
four territories considered, Hanover had the least developed market
for books. Coffeehouse culture, so important for Enlightened socia-
bility, was not much in evidence either.

Hanoverian reaction to Dettingen was predominantly controlled
by central authorities. Although there were some celebrations a week
after the battle, much of the official response had to wait until
George’s return to Hanover in October 1743. Little in the accounts of
the battle that appeared explained either why the battle had taken
place or what the results of it had been. Instead, there was a tenden-
cy to play up George’s personal leadership and bravery and his role
as a good Landesvater. Many of the tracts, poems, and sermons writ-
ten in response to Dettingen can be traced back to authors closely
connected to, or directly employed by, the Hanoverian authorities.
George was in many ways the ‘Alpha and Omega’ for the
Hanoverian public, simultaneously originator and recipient of public
utterance on Dettingen (p. 191). Although Küster does not put it in
such terms, the Habermasian shift away from representational cul-
ture to the dominance of the public sphere, bourgeois or otherwise,
had yet to take place in Hanover.

Whereas the nature of communication and the press in Hanover
(and, to a lesser extent, Austria) has received little scholarly attention,
work on the French press is legion and Küster can do little more than
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summarize, albeit succinctly and accurately, the existing literature.
That said, Küster’s discussion of some of the Nouvelles à la main he
examined in the French archives indicates the extent to which his
work represents a critical examination of secondary literature in the
light of his own primary research.

Interestingly, when news of Dettingen first reached Paris, it was
thought that the battle had been a French victory. Küster shows how
the French authorities stopped the post and tried to maintain their
version of events, although, as time went on, this became more diffi-
cult to sustain. The situation in France was made more complex by
the existence of an extensive Francophone press published outside
French borders and, consequently, not subject to French censorship.
While such a press was potentially more independent than that with-
in France, Küster believes that the economic motivation of the need
to sell copy militated against such a press becoming an important
source of criticism of either the French state or monarchy. While
probably true in this particular case, it is less clear whether this was
more generally so.

Küster’s discussion of the British press is, again, well executed. He
stresses the importance of manuscript newsletters, even in Britain,
but also shows the sophisticated nature of the market for news. His
discussion of British reactions to Dettingen is the longest of all the
territories considered, probably because the sources are most exten-
sive. It was also in Britain that the impact of Dettingen was most
important. Küster identifies two phases of reception. The initial pub-
lic reaction was very positive—bells were rung and the public
rejoiced at the news. However, concern grew over the summer at the
seeming inactivity of the Pragmatic Army and the lack of efforts to
press home the fruits of the victory at Dettingen. By October, and the
start of the parliamentary session, a row had exploded both about
George’s perceived favouritism towards his Hanoverian troops at
Dettingen (epitomized by wearing a Hanoverian, as opposed to
British, sash), and about the conduct of politics more generally.
Küster again stresses the importance of economic motivations for
authors and publishers of pamphlets in the ensuing debate about
Dettingen, but also rightly recognizes that Dettingen had become
part of a larger debate about politics and diplomacy. The then
Secretary of State for the Northern Department, Carteret, was wide-
ly perceived as being too ‘German’ in his inclinations and Dettingen
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also coincided with a struggle between Carteret and his intra-gov-
ernmental rivals, the Pelhams, for control of the British ministry.
High political instability was one of the reasons why Dettingen was
used in the way that it was—it was part of an argument about the
undesirability of the personal union between Britain and Hanover
that could be used by Carteret’s detractors. 

Finally, Küster compares the four territories specifically. He
argues that there were different types of publics in each case. From
the point of view of communication, it was important whether rulers
recognized the ruled as partners in a communicative process, and
how different groups sought to influence each other. This sort of
analysis is far more instructive than simplistic descriptions of abso-
lutism. After all, Austria, France, and Hanover could all nominally be
described as ‘absolutist’, but they each contained very different con-
ceptions of what it meant to be a ‘public’. Hanover exhibited the
strongest degree of control over information. The ruling class was
more united than in the Habsburg lands and it was easier to exercise
control. In many ways reactions to Dettingen were most similar in
France and Britain and this indicates the gap between constitutional
theory, particularly in relation to censorship, and reality.

Küster has produced a history of communication and the public
sphere in the early eighteenth century of a high order. The compara-
tive scope of his work is impressive; many would have been satisfied
with comparing two territories, rather than the four discussed here.
It is unfortunate that Küster’s discussion of Habermas was unable to
take account of Tim Blanning’s The Culture of Power and the Power of
Culture, which engages with similar shortcomings in Habermas but
on a broader canvas and in a slightly different comparative context
(Britain, France, and Prussia, as opposed to Austria).2 It is also slight-
ly frustrating that Küster waits until his final chapter to engage
explicitly in sustained comparison. All his material is interesting and
engaging but the rigid demarcation of dealing with each territory in
turn means that it is not until 450 pages into the text that all are dis-
cussed together. Küster’s work suggests that communications and
the public were most developed in Britain and least developed in
Hanover. Yet the fact that the same person ruled these territories

81

Public Impact of the Battle of Dettingen

2 T. C. W. Blanning, The Culture of Power and the Power of Culture: Old Regime
Europe 1660–1789 (Oxford, 2002).



surely demands more discussion than it receives. That said, the work
shows how much of more general relevance and importance can be
gained from a well-chosen microstudy. 

ANDREW C. THOMPSON is a College Lecturer in History and
Official Fellow of Queens’ College, Cambridge. A revised version of
his thesis will appear shortly as Britain, Hanover and the Protestant
Interest, 1688–1756 (Boydell and Brewer). He is currently writing a
biography of George II for Yale University Press.
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