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HANNAH PAKULA, An Uncommon Woman. The Empress Frederick:
Daughter of Queen Victoria, Wife of the Crown Prince of Prussia, Mother of
Kaiser Wilhelm (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1996), 701 pp. ISBN
0 297 81333 1. £20.00

Hannah Pakula has already published a biography of Queen Marie of
Romania. Her current book is a further addition to the growing
collection of recent ‘royal biographies’ of the Hohenzollern family,
which includes John C. G. Röhl’s scholarly book on the youth of
WilliamII ( Wilhelm II. Die Jugend des Kaisers 1859-1888, 1993), for
example, and David Barclay’s more theoretical approach to the
Gesamtkunstwerk of Frederick WilliamIV ( Anarchie und guter Wille.
Friedrich Wilhelm IV. und die preußische Monarchie, 1995). Does Pakula’s
work on the Empress Frederick adequately round off the Hohenzollern
library? She quotes amply from the archives of Windsor Castle and the
Hessische Hausstiftung at Schloß Fasanerie. With the exception of
Röhl’s book and one of his articles (‘Der Mythos der verpaßten liberalen
Chance. Krankheit und Tod Kaiser Friedrichs III’, Frankfurter Allgemeine
Zeitung, 15 June 1988), she does not quote from printed sources
published solely in the German language. Instead, we find quotations
from the English editions of sources such as Margarete von Poschinger’s
collection of the letters of Frederick III and the 1924 London edition of
Alfred von Waldersee’s Memoirs. It is not clear whether the bibliogra-
phy added to the book covers all the literature used. If it does, some
doubt arises as to whether the author’s work is based on a genuine
knowledge of German history.

There are sections in the book which suggest that this may not be the
case. What is lacking is that empathy or Einfühlung with German affairs
to which we have become accustomed in the works of so many
historians of Germany with an Anglo-Saxon background. Instead, we
find popular prejudice. According to Pakula, the Germans have a
‘mania for obfuscation’ (p. 41). In general, she describes the Prussia of
the 1850s, when Prince Frederick William of Prussia wooed and
married Victoria, Princess Royal of Great Britain, as exclusively domi-
nated by militarism and a reactionary spirit. The Berlin of those days,
admittedly, could be called a dreadfully small town compared to
London, but it certainly was not as lacking in theatre and music as
Pakula would have us believe. In any case, which were the ‘other, more
cultured capitals around Germany’( p. 62)?
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Sometimes, when she undertakes historical excursions into earlier
periods of the German past, Pakula is simply wrong. The medieval
emperors did, indeed, frequently neglect the needs of the German
empire because of their desire to maintain control over Italy. But that
they fell victim to the ‘sybaritic pleasures of life in the south’ (p. 92) is
a statement which certainly no medievalist would support. Barbarossa
became a figure of mythological proportions as emperor rather than as
king (p. 493). Furthermore, there was never a ‘Holy Roman Emperor’
in Germany (p. 97). Unfortunately we find this erroneous title in quite
a number of publications in the English language. In fact, up to 1806
there was only a Holy Roman Empire, which in the last decades of its
existence was simply called ‘das Reich’ by the Germans, while in
diplomatic texts it was frequently named ‘l’empire Germanique’. In
the age of Metternich, a nation of ‘Czechoslovakians’ (p. 99) existed
neither inside nor outside the Austrian empire; this nation was, inci-
dentally, very short-lived and has already ceased to exist. It somewhat
distorts the proportions if we read that under the ‘renewed persecution
of dissidents’ after 1830 Prussia sent ‘hundreds of people’ not only ‘to
prison’, but also ‘to death’ (p. 99). There had, indeed, been thirty-nine
death sentences in the political trials of 1836, but these were commuted
into prison sentences.

By comparison, a number of smaller errors are perhaps less signifi-
cant. Nevertheless, they should be mentioned here. Frederick William
III did not ‘send his army to pursue Napoleon as he limped away from
Moscow in the famous retreat of the winter of 1812’ (p. 98). The king
was widely criticized for not having done exactly that. Instead, he
waited for Napoleon to return safely to Paris and to raise a fresh army,
which the Prussians then had to fight in the heart of Germany during
the spring and summer of 1813. Unfortunately, such errors also occur
in the parts of the text that refer to the heroine’s own lifetime. At
Koblenz there was not just the ‘country palace’ of Princess Augusta (p.
103), but Prince William’s official residence as military governor on the
Rhine and in Westphalia. Frederick William III did not die in the Old
Schloß, as stated on page 109, but in the Kronprinzenpalais, where he
had lived for most of his life. Victoria and her husband had been given
the Kronprinzenpalais as their main residence. This explains why
young Princess Victoria was frightened to pass the ‘death chamber’
which now formed part of the young couple’s suite (p. 109). When
Bismarck was made Chancellor he was still a simple nobleman. He was
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not made a count (p. 170) by WilliamI until 1865. When Cr own Prince
Frederick William gave his famous Danzig speech in June of 1863, he
was on a tour not of ‘Poland’ (p. 190), but of the provinces of West
Prussia and East Prussia, which at that time nobody considered to be
Polish in character. Some of these errors are distorting. In 1870, Bavaria
was not annexed (p. 402). The Kingdom voluntarily joined the newly
founded empire on the basis of equal rights, although admittedly, it did
not have much choice.

In general, the authoritarian and militaristic aspects of Prussian life
are carefully depicted, while the liberal and progressive elements,
which certainly were not to be found at court, but amongst the public,
in the Diet, and in the rising middle class, are underestimated. There-
fore, to some extent the gravity of Prussia’s choice in the years between
1861 and 1888 is missed. The situation was, indeed, open, and it is
hardly conceivable that William I would have been able to defeat the
liberal opposition of the Konfliktzeit without the genius of Bismarck.
This, however, can only be understood if the modern traits of Prussian
society are appreciated properly.

The lack of background in German affairs contributes to a some-
what unbalanced perspective. Since the main source of the book is
Princess Victoria’s (Vicky’s) correspondence with her mother, the
Queen, the English viewpoint prevails throughout. Towards the end of
her life, the malevolence she had encountered in Berlin made Vicky less
and less willing to give up her English nationalism in favour of a more
sympathetic presentation of Prussian needs and desires. Naturally the
letters reflect not the viewpoint of today’s enlightened British
historiography, but the naïve perception of two contemporaries who
were deeply entangled in their everyday struggles. In their view,
England always appeared to be the more advanced, the freer, the more
enlightened, the more civilized, the more righteous nation. It would
have been helpful if Pakula had consulted literature on Victorian
England which would have demonstrated how meagre British superi-
ority sometimes was. For example, it is true that Germany’s colonies
did not solve any of its social problems because most German emi-
grants went to the United States instead of settling in their own
colonies (p. 405). The same, however, applies to Britain: most of the
English and Irish who went overseas preferred America to the British
Empire. This was a weakness of nineteenth-century imperialism in
general.

The Empress Frederick
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If we take overall social trends into consideration, we come to the
central question that puzzles every historian dealing with Victoria and
Frederick. If Frederick had reigned earlier, or longer, would the course
of German history have been altered? To answer this question it is not
sufficient to look at the personality of the monarch alone. It has been
stated time and again that Frederick would not have been able to bring
about a change, and the shortcomings in his character have been
emphasized. One might say that a monarch so dominated by his wife
could easily fall prey to other influences. Frederick was a firm nation-
alist, and in 1870 he was keen to dispossess the other German princes,
or at least to establish a much stronger Prussian domination over the
new Reich. In this he had to be curbed by Bismarck. Frederick, or Fritz,
as he is called throughout the book, took great pride in his dynasty and
objected to his daughter marrying Prince Sandro Battenberg, because
he did not regard Sandro as his equal. Many observers expected
Frederick to busy himself with matters of ceremony and representation
instead of skilfully wielding his power. Yet we are assured that Fritz
and Vicky were determined to ‘give the German people the kind of
education that would prepare them to make their own political judge-
ments’. As evidence, Pakula quotes from a memorandum that Vicky
wrote for Minister of Justice Friedberg in 1885 (p. 433).

No particular greatness would have been needed to make the
course of Prussian history fall in with the general course of Western
European history. Instead, it took the exceptional greatness of Bis-
marck to prevent this and create a powerful German national state
without a complete surrender to the demands of the liberal bourgeoi-
sie. There is no reason to revise the judgement that in preventing
parliamentary government, the foundation of the empire was ‘dem
Geiste der Zeit entgegen’, as Johannes Ziekursch has put it. The
stunning modernity of Germany in many other respects, recently
underlined by Thomas Nipperdey, Hans-Ulrich Wehler, and others,
makes it even more probable that a minor shift in the policy of the
dynasty might have been able to create a style of government much
more in harmony with the major trends of the age.

Franz Herre, whose biography of FrederickIII was first published
in 1987 (Kaiser Friedrich Wilhelm III. Deutschlands liberale Hoffnung),
quotes Bismarck as a witness to the fact that Frederick would never
have been prepared to turn his prerogatives over to a parliament. But
Bismarck was doing everything he could to distort the image of the
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emperor and his wife. It seems ill advised to give credit to anything that
Bismarck, a master of disinformation, made public on this matter.
Frederick’s proclamation on his ascent to the throne may not have
revealed any far reaching intentions, but this can be explained, as
Pakula does, by the fact that it had been drafted years before. At that
time Frederick assumed that he would have ample time, and be able to
proceed gradually (p. 464). Nor is it possible to see FrederickIII’s
hesitancy, in the first weeks of his reign, about signing two bills that
had already passed the Reichstag as proof of his autocratic inclinations
(cf. Herre, p. 292). The bills had been prepared by Bismarck with the
aim of weakening the opposition. They represented an extension of the
Anti-Socialist Law and ‘a constitutional amendment changing the
period between elections from three years to five, thus retaining the
current conservative, pro-Bismarck coalition in the Reichstag for an-
other two years’ (p. 469).

It is safe to assume that Frederick was not the ‘democrat’ he was
repeatedly branded as by his ultraconservative enemies from 1861
onwards. However, it would not have needed a convinced democrat to
achieve a decisive departure from the ‘monarchical principle’ as William
I and Bismarck understood it. An emperor prepared to give the parties
a share in forming the government would have been able to initiate
essential changes without changing the written constitution. Den-
mark, for example, experienced a gradual shift to parliamentary govern-
ment years before the written constitution was updated. In 1888, when
Frederick had become discouraged, the window of opportunity had,
perhaps, already closed. However, there had been a chance of a change
in the course of German history in 1862, when WilliamI had consid-
ered abdication, and again in 1878, when he narrowly escaped two
assassination attempts and was seriously wounded.

The feebleness of the liberal parties after 1879 can be interpreted,
amongst other things, as a result of frustration on the part of the
electorate. The liberals had not been able to demonstrate any decisive
influence in high politics except in cultural matters. This trend, how-
ever, might have been reversible. Pakula causes some confusion by her
use of the term ‘parliamentary democracy’ (p. 434). Even in England
this type of government was not fully realized until 1918. Pure democ-
racy was certainly not what Frederick III intended.

This book’s greatest merit is that it gives a voice to Frederick’s wife,
the Empress, and her liberal intentions. By quoting extensively from

The Empress Frederick
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Empress Victoria’s correspondence with her mother, the Queen, it
provides a cross-check to the image of her and her husband’s intentions
passed down via the manipulations of the Bismarck press and the
memoirs of William II. Pakula thus adds to the insights already
afforded by Frederick Ponsonby’s publication of the letters (Letters of
the Empress Frederick, 1929) and John Röhl’s book on the youth of
WilliamII. T o understand the Emperor’s very own intentions, how-
ever, one should turn to Patricia Kollander’s biography of Frederick III
(1995).

Pakula correctly stresses that Bismarck’s anti-British foreign policy
as well as his colonial adventures were chiefly motivated by the
Chancellor’s fear of internal liberalization and the possibility that close
friendship between Germany and England, and extensive exchange
between their élites, might bring about a victory for parliamentary
government. Bismarck, as much as Friedrich von Holstein, did indeed
fear the success of the ‘Coburg’ design, as Pakula describes it in the
initial chapters of the book. The degree to which Emperor Frederick
and his wife were hated by their enemies, and the intensity of efforts
to thwart their plans, are the best testimony that these plans repre-
sented a meaningful and momentous alternative to the course of
German history.

THOMAS STAMM-KUHLMANN is Professor of Modern History at
the University of Greifswald. His publications include König in Preußens
großer Zeit. Friedrich Wilhelm III., der Melancholiker auf dem Thron (1992),
and Die Hohenzollern (1995). He is currently working on Chancellor
Hardenberg.

Book Reviews


