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It has long been generally accepted by German-speaking medieval-
ists that the medieval court cannot be seen purely as a phenomenon
of cultural history. Rather, only a comprehensive approach which
does justice to what Werner Paravicini has called the ‘polyvalence of
the court’ between organizing everyday life, managing power, and
providing administration can give a full view of its significance for
society, politics, and the economy. This more or less constitutes a sys-
tem of co-ordinates which allows recent research on the court to be
slotted into a framework, and provides methodological and substan-
tive orientation for future research contributions.

Christian Lackner’s Habilitation thesis, which has appeared in print
just one year after being submitted, focuses on the Austrian Habsburg
ducal court at the end of the fourteenth century as a political and
social construct, as a decision-making centre, and an instrument of
government and administration. In the course of a comprehensive
structural analysis, Lackner looks at offices, functions, and the prac-
tices of government, and at the phenomenon of the ‘court’ as the sum
of the people who formed the duke’s immediate environment. In rela-
tion to the latter, Lackner is particularly interested in the problem of
the court’s integrative function. The vast extent and heterogeneity of
the Habsburgs’ complex of territory and rule placed Albrecht III,
Leopold III, Wilhelm, and Albrecht IV in the position of having to
bind individual lands and their respective local power élites to the
court. Questions concerning such issues as material supplies to the
court, the court economy and household, and the cultural dimension
of court life are, by contrast, deliberately relegated to the background.

In essence, the study is driven by two main interests: one con-
cerning the diplomatics of the sources, and the other relating to
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administrative and constitutional history. In his introduction
Lackner outlines the profile of, and conditions governing, Habsburg
policies in the time period under consideration. Thereafter, he sets
himself the praiseworthy goal of bringing together for the first time
the three approaches which he regards as having shaped research on
the late medieval court for the last twenty years. These are, first,
research on residences and itineraries, which Lackner regards as par-
ticularly significant; secondly, the history of chancery as developed
in the dissertations written in Munich under Hans Rall’s supervision;
and thirdly, the prosopographical approach to the court in the tradi-
tion of Peter Moraw’s Giessen school.

Each of these analytical concepts is used in the work which fol-
lows. The detailed second part consists of prosopographical chapters
on court office bearers and the Court Council (Hofrat). In the second
half of the fourteenth century, the office of the Lord Steward (Hof-
meister) became the most influential, and its incumbents early gained
special political influence. After the middle of the century, the second
most important official was no longer the Marshall of the Household
(Hofmarschall), whose sphere of activity was restricted to the court,
but the Treasurer of the Household (Kammermeister), an office that
was, developmentally speaking, less venerable. In addition there was
the Treasury Clerk (Kammerschreiber). Formally subordinate to the
Treasurer, he de facto had greater power in financial matters. From
the sparse sources available, Lackner derives the insight that the
office of the Treasury Clerk represented the real operational centre
for income and outgoings. A lengthy section is devoted to the ducal
council. In Austria, a ‘sworn council’ (geschworener Rat) is attested
since the time of Albrecht I (1282–1308) at the latest. While it would
be mistaken to see this as an authority in the modern sense, with
clearly defined powers, a set number of members, and regular meet-
ings, its direct participation in almost all areas of government and
administration can be clearly demonstrated. Its field of activities
stretched from diplomacy to financial planning and the administra-
tion of justice. Careful investigations of personal histories allow
Lackner to identify phases of development in the council, and to
establish a profile of its composition in terms of the social origins of
its members and their status as clergy or laity.

This is supplemented by a section on ducal itineraries, which ben-
efits from the results of recent research on residences and itineraries.

60

Book Reviews



Lackner has consulted 2,250 original documents from more than 70
archives. In total, he suggests that up to 3,500 documents may have
survived from his period. This large number of sources allows him,
among other things, to document the dukes’ movements in the peri-
od under investigation with hardly any gaps, and to analyse Vienna’s
function as a residence by addressing three complexes of questions:
the architectural history of the Hofburg; the interment of princes in St
Stephan’s; and the emergence of aristocratic and servants’ districts.

The third and final part of the study consists of a survey of the
documents, drawing on the methods of historical auxiliary sciences
(descriptive materials; the handwriting, language, and form of docu-
ments; and chancery marks), and of the history of chancery. At least
from the middle of the century, the person who transacted chancery
business bore the title of Chancellor, and in the decades that fol-
lowed, he acquired a great deal of influence on the shaping of the
duke’s policy. In social terms, the incumbents of this office, most of
whom had an academic training, represented the non-noble element
at court. It is more difficult, by contrast, to find out anything about
the lower echelons of the chancery staff. Only a systematic compari-
son of handwriting styles can provide information about notaries
and clerks.

Lackner’s study is highly readable and clearly structured, which
makes it easy to use in practice. This also applies to the footnotes,
which are limited to the most necessary references, but still at first
glance convey an impression of the wealth of source material used.
The careful procedures which the author employs, particularly in the
areas of prosopography and diplomatics, allow him to extract maxi-
mum information from the sources, which clearly restrict his investi-
gation. Summaries (Regesten) are not available for all the ducal
records, and court regulations (Hofordnungen) and pay lists are miss-
ing completely for the relevant period. Thus it is not surprising that
expenditure can be reconstructed only for individual parts of the
court, and that amounts and spending structure are fragmentary and
can be deduced only indirectly.

Given the difficult source situation, Lackner is forced to concede
that ‘there are many gaps in the image of the Habsburg court in the
second half of the fourteenth century that is presented in this study’.
We may, of course, doubt whether it is possible to understand the
socially integrative function of the court, and, in general, ‘all its com-
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plex, political, social, economic, and cultural connections’, without
taking into account the crucial areas of ceremonial and festive cul-
ture. In the chapter on court art, at least, which features the dukes as
patrons of the arts, Lackner could have discussed the integrative
function of the court’s cultural productions. Yet here he exercises
self-restraint, and writes prosopographical chapters on a number of
court artists (architects, painters, and musicians) on the one hand,
and surveys the results of previous research on art, literature, and
music history on the other. In his detailed summary Lackner could
have made a more courageous attempt to synthesize the individual
results achieved by his methodological pluralism, important and
welcome though it is. Instead of a conclusion, we get a summary. Yet
despite all the gaps—mostly caused by the lack of sources—this
study represents progress in research on the court in the late Middle
Ages. The full value of Lackner’s work will presumably emerge
when a number of studies of this sort have been written and can be
compared. By then, it should also be clear whether research on resi-
dences, the history of chancery, and prosopography really can pro-
duce results that are compatible with each other, or whether it will
seem preferable, in future, to choose between these methods.

KARSTEN PLÖGER has been a Research Fellow of the GHIL since
2003. His most recent publication is England and the Avignon Poples:
The Practice of Diplomacy in Late Medieval Europe (2005) and he is cur-
rently producing a study of the discourse of boredom in early and
high medieval Europe.
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