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T.C.W. BLANNING 

PERSONAL UNION AND CULTURAL CONTACT: THE ROLE 
OF COURTS IN THE UNIONS HANOVER/ENGLAND AND 

SAXONY/POLAND 

The court as a centre of political, social and cultural life has long been an object 
of historical attention. In recent times, the trail-blazing work of Norbert Elias 
has been followed by Jürgen Freiherr von Kruedener's influential study and nu
merous other studies of specific courts - Jean-François Solnon's La cour de 
France, Peter Burke's The Fabrication of Louis XIV, John Beattie's The English 
Court in the Reign of George I, Aloys Winterling's Der Hof des Kurfürsten von 
Köln and Hubert Ehalt's Ausdrucksformen absolutistischer Herrschaft. Der 
Wiener Hof im 17. und 18. Jahrhundert,1 just to mention a few of the more dis
tinguished. If there is often disagreement as to just how the court's functions 
should be interpreted and just how influential was the example set by Louis 
XIY's Versailles, there is little doubt that in most European countries the court 
was at the centre of public life during the period with which we are concerned 
at this conference. In a general study of the German courts, Volker Bauer has ar
gued that they rose after 1648 and declined after the middle of the eighteenth 
century, as bureaucratisation progressed.2 

The obituary of the courts should not be ante-dated - the court of Queen Eliz
abeth II continues to play an important part in the public life of the United King
dom. Nevertheless, there can be little doubt that it was just during the period of 
personal union between Saxony-Poland and Hanover-Great Britain that the 
court played its greatest role. A comparison between these dual polities can cer
tainly be rewarding, for they had both much in common and much which separ-

1 ELIAS, N., The Court Society, Oxford 1983; SOLNON, J.-E, La cour de France, Paris 1987; 
BURKE, P., The Fabrication of Louis XIV, New Haven 1992; WINTERLING, A., Der Hof des 

Kurfürsten von Köln 1688-1794. Eine Fallstudie zur Bedeutung "absolutistischer" Hofhal
tung (Veröffentlichungen des Historischen Vereins für den Niederrhein 15), Bonn 1986; and 
EH ALT, H., Ausdrucksformen absolutistischer Herrschaft. Der Wiener Hof im 17. und 
18. Jahrhundert (Sozial- und wirtschaftshistorische Studien 14), München 1980. 

2 BAUER, V, Die höfische Gesellschaft in Deutschland von der Mitte des 17. bis zum Ausgang 
des 18. Jahrhunderts. Versuch einer Typologie (Frühe Neuzeit 12), Tübingen 1993, p.4. 
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ated them. Most obviously, Augustus II and George I were both German elec
tors who obtained foreign kingdoms which were appreciably larger in terms of 
territory than their electorates. Both new dynasties were confronted by chal
lenges to their authority by pretenders backed by France: Stanislaw Leszczynski 
in 1704 and 1733 and the Stuarts in 1715 and 1745 respectively. Both were ob
liged to embrace the religion of their dominions as a condition of their rule, al
though the move from Lutheranism to the capacious house of many mansions 
that was Anglicanism was certainly far less radical than the conversion to Cath
olicism required from Augustus II. One must wonder whether he paraphrased 
Henri IV and muttered "La Pologne vaut une messe" as he attended Mass for 
the first time. Both new rulers were more powerful at home than they were in 
their new dominions, where they found Parliaments far more independent than 
their Estates. Although it may seem trivial, it was not unimportant that both 
men enjoyed the reputation of impressive sexual potency, in the case of Au
gustus II almost preternaturally so. 

The differences, however, were arguably more striking. The link between 
Saxony and Poland lasted for only sixty-six years (or seventy-two, if one in
cludes the King of Saxony's rule of part of Poland as Grand Duke of Warsaw be
tween 1807 and 1813), while the Hanover-Great Britain connection lasted for 
twice as long and persists today through the female line. Whereas the interest of 
the Hanoverians in Great Britain consistently increased, to the extent that 
George III never even visited his electorate, Augustus II was alienated from his 
new territory by the experiences of the Great Northern War and redirected his 
attention to Dresden. More important was the respective international standing 
of Poland and Great Britain. Poland had enjoyed a brief moment of glory in 
1683 when King Jan Sobieski led the forces which relieved the siege of Vienna 
by the Turks, but even that could not arrest his country's secular decline. The 
Great Northern War showed that in the topsy-turvy world of Eastern Europe, it 
was no longer a predator to be feared but a prey to be exploited. Great Britain, 
on the other hand, was manifestly a power in the ascendant, on all fronts. With 
the advantage of hindsight, we can see that the turning point had been the Glori
ous Revolution of 1688 which brought to the English throne a king with both 
the will and the ability to resist Louis XIV's hegemonial ambitions. The victories 
of the War of the Spanish Succession announced the arrival of Great Britain as a 
great power in Europe. The rapid expansion of the British possessions in North 
America, India and the Caribbean announced the arrival of Great Britain as a 
great power in the world. For the purposes of the role of the court in British cul
ture, more important was the simultaneous growth of British wealth. While 
Augustus II found in Poland an economy which by any test was one of the most 
backward in Europe, George I was the fortunate inheritor of exactly the opposite. 
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Before these structural differences and their impact on court culture are 
examined, however, it is necessary to return to the question of personality al
ready noted with regard to Louis XIV and the creation of Versailles. The contin
gent difference between Augustus II and George I was to have a major impact on 
the way in which their courts developed. The former was one of the strongest 
and most flamboyant of European rulers. When he inherited the Electorate of 
Saxony in 1694, he was only twenty-four years old, in the prime of life and eager 
to make his mark. The death of Jan Sobieski in 1696 gave him the opportunity 
to operate on a wider stage, for the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth was 
comparable in size to the entire Holy Roman Empire, stretching as it did from 
the river Oder in the west to the Dvina in the east, from the Baltic in the north 
almost as far as the Black Sea in the south. If its institutions were as primitive as 
those of Saxony were advanced, the combination of Polish quantity with Saxon 
quality offered a combination with enormous potential. 

It was one thing to get elected in Poland, quite another to hold on to the prize. 
In his election campaign, Augustus had been supported by Austria and Russia 
but had been opposed by a substantial group of Polish nobles supported and fi
nanced by France. To make good his claim he now needed to present himself to 
his new subjects as a king worthy of the name and thus dispel the notion that he 
was just a middling German prince imposed by foreign powers. It is important 
to remember that for the baroque prince, representational display was not self-
indulgence, it was his métier. It was also necessary if he were to keep his place 
on the slippery pole of imperial politics. For all the apparent self-confidence of 
the great palaces and the brash swagger-portraits of their builders, this was a 
culture with a strong nervous undertow beneath the complacent surface. Even 
Louis XIV and anxiety were born together and it was to restore social control 
after the upheavals of the Frondes that Versailles had been built. How much 
more was that the case in Central and Eastern Europe, where frontiers waxed 
and waned so rapidly, and where opportunity knocked with the same insistence 
that danger threatened. 

In pursuit of regal status, Augustus now created a representational court-cul
ture which in terms of both splendour and quality was arguably the most dazz
ling court in Europe^ which was the authoritative verdict of the peripatetic 
Baron Pöllnitz in 1729.3 As Katrin Keller has informed us, the Saxon Court in
creased by seven times between 1688 and 1746.4 As Augustus' Grand Tour had 

3 PÖLLNITZ, K.L. V., Mémoires de Charles-Louis Baron de Pöllnitz, contenant les obser
vations qu'il a faîtes dans ses voyages et le caractère des personnes qui composent les princi
pales cours de l'Europe, 3 vols., new edition, Liège 1734, vol.I, p. 154. 

4 See the article of Katrin Keller in this volume, pp. 160-162. 
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lasted two years and had included visits to Lisbon, Madrid, Milan, Florence, 
Venice, Vienna and - above all - Paris-Versailles, he was well-acquainted with 
international standards of display.5 He brought to his projects excellent taste, 
relentless energy and a determination to have his own way: there are still hun
dreds of plans in the Saxon archives marked from the hand of the King himself 
or from an idea of the King.6 His most celebrated achievement was also the 
acme of representational architecture - the "Zwinger" at Dresden, a large open 
space surrounded by galleries punctuated by pavilions and expressly designed 
for courtly display.7 Here the king-elector and his nobles performed ritual tour
naments as elaborate as they were lavish, proclaiming that this was indeed a 
court fit for a king. Inside the royal palaces, every decorative art was enlisted to 
create a world of opulent display worthy of the mightiest monarch, as Carsten-
Peter Warncke has shown us.8 One example must suffice; a creation of court-
jeweller Johann Melchior Dinglinger entitled "The Court of the Grand Mogul 
Aureng Zeb on His Birthday". It was expressly designed to be the most extra
ordinary work of its kind that ever was, and in that it surely succeeded. On a 
base of gold and silver roughly one metre square, Dinglinger employed thou
sands of diamonds, emeralds, rubies and pearls to depict 132 figures presenting 
the Grand Mogul with thirty-two gifts of appropriate splendour.9 

This cultural climbing did pay dividends. The clearest sign that Augustus had 
thrust his way into the first division of European sovereigns came in 1719 when 
his son and heir, Frederick Augustus, was married to the Habsburg Archduch
ess Maria Josepha, eldest daughter of the late Emperor Joseph I. To celebrate 
the occasion, Augustus unleashed the full panoply of his court. Two years of 
preparations, which involved among other things the extension of the Zwinger 
and the construction of the largest opera-house north of the Alps, reached a cli
max with a full month of festivities to greet the bride and bridegroom on their 
return from Vienna. The ceremonies can be followed with some precision, for 

5 GURLITT, C , August der Starke. Ein Fürstenleben aus der Zeit des deutschen Barock, 2 
vols., Dresden 1924, vol.1, pp.22, 34. This first tour, undertaken in 1687, had to be cur
tailed because of war, but he made good the deficiency in 1693-94 when he made an ex
tended visit to Italy, including Rome and Naples. 

6 PÖNICKE, H., August der Starke. Ein Fürst des Barock (Persönlichkeit und Geschichte 71), 
Göttingen 1972, p .45 . 

7 Many excellent illustrations, both in the form of contemporary prints and modern photo
graphs can be found in CZOK, K., Am Hofe Augusts des Starken, Leipzig 1989 (see also the 
enlarged edition: August der Starke und seine Zeit. Kurfürst von Sachsen, König von Polen, 
Leipzig 31997) and M A N , J., Zwinger Palace, Dresden, London 1990. 

8 See the article of Carsten-Peter Warncke in this volume. 
9 For a good illustration, see C Z O K , Am Hofe (see note 7), p. 121. 
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Augustus was careful to have each one recorded in word and image and then 
broadcast to the world by brochure and engraving. He seized this opportunity 
to advertise the wealth of his state with both hands. Among the entertainments 
organised, for example, was a mining festival, at which the main dignitaries 
were seated in a pavilion shaped like a mountain, while 1,700 miners paraded 
in a demonstration of every aspect of their industry. At the banquet which fol
lowed, the mining motif reappeared in the shape of sugar-mountains placed on 
the tables, themselves laid out in the shape of the letter "A" for Augustus.10 

Among the highlights of this month of celebration was a performance of Teo-
fane, an opera seria by Antonio Lotti, the leading Venetian composer who had 
been brought to Dresden expressly for the occasion. As Alina Zôrawska-Wit-
kowska said little in her paper about opera, perhaps I may be allowed to fill the 
gap.11 Among the all-star cast of Teofane was the greatest castrato of the day, 
Francesco Bernardi, better known as "Senesino". Among the audience of 
princes and nobles from all over the Empire, room was found for at least two 
men capable of appreciating the music, namely Georg Philipp Telemann and 
Georg Friedrich Händel (Handel in England).12 Opera seria was the represen
tational genre par excellence, for it was grand, formal, classical, elitist, hier
archical and ideally suited to the propagation of an absolutist political message. 
In the case of Teofane, it was conveyed through analogy, for it dealt with the 
marriage of the great Saxon Emperor Otto II to the Byzantine princess Theo-
phano.13 Baroque kingship was inherently theatrical anyway, so no wonder 
that opera seria's highly artificial combination of verse, singing and dancing 
should have proved so popular with royal patrons. 

Undoubtedly the finest opera seria composed for the court of Augustus, and 
indeed one of the finest composed anywhere, was Cleofide, with music by 
Johann Adolf Hasse and libretto by Michelangelo Boccardi. There is a good 
deal to be learned about the culture it exemplified simply from the title-page of 
the libretto distributed to those who attended the first night on 13 September 

10 The engravings illustrating these episodes are to be found in ibid., pp. 101, 108. 
11 See the article of Alina Zôrawska-Witkowska in this volume, p. 225 f., 230-233. 
12 The immensely elaborate sets by Alessandro Mauro are illustrated in CZOK, Am Hofe (see 

note 7), p. 107. 
13 The best general introduction to opera seria is BAUMAN, T., The Eighteenth Century: Seri

ous Opera, in: The Oxford Illustrated History of Opera, ed. by R. PARKER, Oxford 1994, 
pp. 47-83. This also contains some excellent illustrations of the opera-house at Dresden. 
Reinhard Strohm has pointed out that opera seria as the name of the genre did not appear 
until the late-eighteenth century; previously it was known as dramma per musica - see 
STROHM, R., Essays on Handel and Italian Opera, Cambridge 1985, p. 96. 

f 
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1731.14 Obviously the most striking feature is the size of the type used to display 
the name of the patron, twice the size of that of the composer, thus advertising 
that this was an occasion first and foremost to celebrate the grandeur of "His 
Majesty by Grace of God Frederick Augustus" and was taking place only be
cause he commanded it. Moreover, it took place in his own private theatre - in 
the Royal Court Theatre, to which admission was by invitation only: there were 
no tickets for sale and access was determined solely by the patron. Indeed, the 
first performance of Cleo fide had taken place on 17 August and had been an en
tirely private affair for Augustus, his immediate family and a few favoured inti
mates.15 It was a theatre whose interior was dominated by an immense royal 
box surmounted by a crown and whose stage area was larger than the audi
torium.16 It was a theatre in which the audience was seated strictly according to 
rank. It was also a theatre in which applause or disapproval was strictly forbid
den unless the king indicated otherwise. That a man who had been chased from 
Poland by the Swedes in 1704, and who had returned only by courtesy of the 
Russian Tsar, should describe himself as "always great and invincible" says a 
great deal for his nerve, if not his brazen effrontery. Although of course com
mon to all opera seria, the use of the Italian language was also significant. Quite 
apart from its mellifluous qualities, it served to distance the aristocratic, classi
cally educated audience from their social inferiors, whose Saxon dialect was 
deemed unfit for any kind of polite discourse.17 

Cleofide had the advantage of presenting Augustus both as strong and gen
erous. Those who attended the performance in what was then the largest opera-
house in Germany (seating around 2,00018) could not have doubted that here 
was a king with both the taste and the resources to mount a spectacle whose 
magnificence was matched by its quality. Resplendent in the royal box, Au
gustus certainly looked the part. By the standards of the age he was a tall man 
(over five feet nine inches), with a massive frame (he weighed around nineteen 

14 This is reproduced in the booklet accompanying the recording of Cleofide by William 
Christie and Capelia Coloniensis, Capriccio CD 10 193/96, 1987, p. 43. 

15 M I L L N E R , F.L., The Operas of Johann Adolf Hasse (Studies in Musicology 2), [Ann Ar
bor] 1979, p. 6. 

16 The best accessible illustration, showing a performance of Teofane in progress, is to be 
found in The Oxford Illustrated History of Opera (see note 13), p. 49. The stage measured 
890 square metres, which made it larger than most modern stages - see GURLITT, August 
der Starke (see note 5), vol.11, p. 273. 

17 A later and much greater Saxon composer - Richard Wagner - retained a thick Saxon ac
cent throughout his life - GUTMAN, R. W , Richard Wagner: the Man, his Mind and his 
Music, London 1968, p. 26. 

18 C Z O K , Am Hofe (see note 7), p. 97. 
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stone) and a commanding presence. Even making allowances for flattery, Louis 
de Silvestre's magnificent portrait of Augustus in his prime conveys a good sense 
of the vitality which helped to give him the sobriquet "the Strong".19 Anecdotes 
of his feats of physical strength were legion: that in Spain on the grand tour he 
had caused a sensation at a bull-fight by severing the bull's head with one stroke 
of his sword; that in single-combat with a bear he had lost a finger as he tried to 
tear his opponent's tongue out; that he could break horse-shoes with his bare 
hands; that he had wrestled with a wild boar and killed it single-handed; and so 
on.20 As Jerzy Kowalczyk has told us, he used this reputation to impress his new 
Polish subjects, by - for example - holding up solid silver tankards with out
spread fingers while on his way to his coronation at Cracow.21 

He was even more famous for his sexual prowess. If he did not sire the 365 il
legitimate children of legend, he did produce enough to win him the reputation 
of superhuman potency. The most distinguished of the brood was Maurice de 
Saxe, the victor of Fontenoy and the most successful French general of the eigh
teenth century. Once Louis XIV had set the example, it was de rigueur for his 
imitators to take a maîtresse en titre, even if it were only for the sake of appear
ances. Augustus embraced this French fashion with special enthusiasm, taking 
his first mistress at the age of sixteen. Indeed, flaunting his potency was very 
much part of his style of kingship. At one of the court festivities mounted to 
mark the visit of Frederick IV of Denmark to Dresden in 1709, for example, the 
royal visitor was induced to act as coachman to the Countess von Cosel, the cur
rent preferred mistress, while Augustus himself served as her footman. The epi
sode was then broadcast by means of an engraving.22 His generosity to his mis
tresses was notorious, as titles, palaces and pensions were showered on them. 
The same court-painter - Louis de Silvestre - was commissioned to paint mis
tress as well as queen, illegitimate as well as legitimate children. 

During the course of his long reign, Augustus the Strong created a represen
tational culture of a quality and splendour unrivalled in the Holy Roman Em
pire. The Dresden which has come down to us through such pictorial represen
tations as the vedute of Bellotto, was as much the personal achievement of 
Augustus as Versailles was of Louis XIV. Yet the advantage of hindsight tells us 
that this tremendous structure rested on foundations of sand. After Frederick IV 
of Denmark had enjoyed the hospitality of Augustus at Dresden, the two mon-
archs travelled together to Berlin to visit their grim colleague Frederick William 

19 See ibid., illustration no. 11, p. 57. 
20 PÖNICKE, August der Starke (see note 6), p. 10. 
21 See the article of Jerzy Kowalczyk in this volume, p. 201 f. 
22 Reproduced in CZOK, Am Hofe (see note 7), p. 87. 

f 
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I of Prussia, who despised baroque culture, saved most of his revenue and spent 
money only on soldiers. Augustus is reputed to have told Frederick William on 
a later occasion: When Your Majesty collects a ducat, you just add it to your 
treasure, while I prefer to spend it, so that it comes back to me three-fold.23* This 
may have been sound economics and could also have been supported by the par
able of the talents, but it did not help Augustus' son and heir, who succeeded as 
Augustus III in 1733, when he had to face a challenge from Frederick William's 
son, who succeeded as Frederick II in 1740. 

The latter achieved his sobriquet "the Great" mainly at the expense of 
Saxony. When Augustus the Strong died, he left his son a superlative cultural 
centre but also a mountain of debt. He had increased his army to the respectable 
total of just under 30,000, but had signally failed to secure Saxony-Poland's 
great-power status.24 Frederick William I bequeathed to his son a culture so 
austere as to be unworthy of the name but an army 81,000-strong which in 
terms of quality was the best in Europe, supported by a great treasure-chest of 
8,000,000 talers in hard cash, packed in barrels in the cellars of the royal palace 
in Berlin.25 At the beginning of the century the Saxon and Prussian armies had 
been almost exactly the same size, indeed, if anything the Saxon army was 
rather larger; by 1740 the Prussian army was three times larger and much better 
trained, equipped and financed.26 The series of wars which began in December 
1740 when Frederick invaded Silesia is usually presented as a struggle between 
Prussia and Austria for the domination of Germany, and rightly so. It was also, 
however, a struggle between Prussia and Saxony. As the husband of an Austrian 
Archduchess, Augustus III had a much sounder claim to Habsburg territory 
than did Frederick of Prussia. If he had succeeded in adding Silesia to Saxony 
and Poland, he would have created an unbroken territorial complex reaching 
from the heart of Germany to the frontiers of Russia. This was one reason why 
his Prussian rival was so anxious to strike first. 

In the first two Silesian Wars (1740-2 and 1744-5), the Saxons and the Prussi
ans were notionally on the same side, but the latter's victory was the former's de
feat. That was revealed with brutal clarity in 1756 when the third Silesian War 
(better know in Western Europe as the Seven Years' War) began. On 29 August 
Frederick invaded Saxony, hoping to destroy both his immediate target and the 

23 Ibid., p. 94. 
24 MÜLLER, R., Die Armee Augusts des Starken. Das sächsische Heer von 1730 bis 1733, 

Berlin 1984, p. 8. 
25 HINTZE, O., Die Hohenzollern und ihr Werk. Fünfhundert Jahre vaterländische Geschich

te, Berlin 81916, p. 299. 
26 I owe these figures to Prof. Peter Wilson of the University of Sunderland. 
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Habsburg Monarchy further to the south before the dreaded Russian jugger
naut could be brought into play the following year. In that he failed, but he did 
succeed in taking control of Saxony and then milking it for all it was worth. The 
Saxon army he simply incorporated in his own. The Saxon resources he requisi
tioned and requisitioned until there should have been nothing left. Such was the 
natural wealth of the country, however, that there was always something to be 
found by the Prussian foragers. As Frederick himself said, Saxony was like a 
flour-sack - no matter how hard or often one hit it, a puff of flour would always 
come out.27 It can be said with only slight exaggeration that it was the Saxons 
who financed Prussia's achievement of great-power status, for their involuntary 
sacrifices financed fully one third of the Prussian war-effort.28 

The end of the Seven Years' War in 1763 was also marked by the death of Au
gustus III and the end of the Polish connection, for Frederick the Great now co
operated with Catherine II of Russia to have one of the latter's superannuated 
lovers (Stanislaw August Poniatowski) elected as King of Poland. It also marked 
the end of Dresden as the great German centre of representational culture, for 
the new elector was obliged to retrench on every possible front to reduce the 
mountain of debt created by his two profligate predecessors and the Prussian 
occupation. Symbolic was the fate of Hasse, "Il Sassone". He returned to 
Dresden at the end of the war to find his home in ruins and the opera-house dev
astated. He and his wife (the star soprano Faustina Bordoni) were paid off with 
two years salary but no pension. They moved to Vienna.29 Forty-five years 
later, the distinguished Prussian composer Johann Friedrich Reichardt, re
ported that complaints from travellers that Dresden was dull compared with 
Prague or Vienna were well-founded but did not take into account the fact that 
ever since 1763 the elector had been struggling to achieve solvency through the 
strictest possible economy.30 

The contrast with Hanover-Great Britain could hardly be more stark. George 
I was fifty-four years old when he succeeded to the English throne, an old man 
by the standards of the day, and he had ruled in Hanover for sixteen years. No 

27 VOGLER, G. and VETTER, K., Preußen von den Anfängen bis zur Reichsgründung, Köln 
1981, p. 82. 

28 DUFFY, C , The Army of Frederick the Great, London 1974, p. 130. These are the figures 
originally compiled by Gustav Schmoller. 

29 NICHOLS, D.J. and HANSELL, S., Johann Adolf [Adolph] Hasse, in: The New Grove Dic
tionary of Music and Musicians, ed. by S. SADIE, vol. 8, London 1980, p. 284. 

30 REICHARDT, J. F., Vertraute Briefe geschrieben auf einer Reise nach Wien und den Österrei
chischen Staaten zu Ende des Jahres 1808 und zu Anfang 1809, ed. by G. GUGITZ, 2 vols., 
München 1915, vol.I, p.66. 
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one could have accused George of being a weak character, especially not such 
members of his immediate family as his wife Sophia Dorothea, whom he accused 
of adultery (she had an affair with the Swedish Count Königsmarck, the brother 
of one of Augustus' mattresses), divorced and kept locked up for thirty-two years 
(until her death 1726), or his eldest son, with whom he quarrelled bitterly and 
repeatedly. But in contrast to Augustus, he did not install a great bunch of mis
tresses. Before and even more after his divorce the woman at his side was Ehren-
gard Melusine von der Schulenburg, his maîtresse en titre, who was tall and 
thin; and in his near entourage was his half-sister, the nicely contrasting Sophia 
Charlotte von Kielmansegg (whom the gossips also made the king's mistress), 
who was short and fat- "the giraffe" and "the elephant" as both were dubbed by 
his irreverent new subjects. Unlike his Saxon contemporary, George was very 
much a private man, temperamentally averse to the bustle of court-life, disliking 
fuss and ostentation and preferring a simple life alone or with a few intimates, 
tended by his two Turkish servants Mohammed and Mustapha.31 Indeed, he kept 
a low profile throughout his reign, shunning for example the ceremonial levers 
and couchers that distinguished the French court. Handicapped by his rudimen
tary knowledge of the English language, his ignorance of English conditions (he 
did not even know the ranks of the peerage when he arrived) and his lack of 
physical stature, he was both unable and unwilling to impose his personality on 
high society. As a result, the long-standing trend towards the strict separation of 
public and private in the life of the monarch was strengthened.32 As Annette von 
Stieglitz has told us, George had made no secret of his reluctance to become King 
of England and did not wish to see the personal union become permanent.33 

The architectural framework within which his court operated was greatly in
ferior to Augustus IPs numerous residences. The main London palace, White
hall, had been destroyed by fire in 1697 and had not been rebuilt. Everyone re
cognised the need for a new royal palace and many plans were drawn up, but 
nothing was actually done. St. James's Palace was not an adequate replacement, 
consisting of a maze of small rooms - as Daniel Defoe observed in 1734: so far 

31 BEATTIE, J. M., The English Court in the Reign of George I, Cambridge 1967, p. 257, main
tains that George I slipped in after dark when he first arrived in London on 20 September 
1714 but this is directly contradicted by Christine Gerrard, who has written that the 'tri
umphal entry' lasted three hours, to allow due respects to be paid - GERRARD, C , The Pa
triot Opposition to Walpole: Politics, Poetry, and National Myth, 1725-1742, Oxford 
1994, pp. 192-193. The definitive discussion is to be found in the important work by 
SMITH, H., Georgian Monarchical Culture in England, 1714-60, unpublished Cambridge 
PhD dissertation, 2002. 

32 Ibid., pp. 11-12. 
33 See the article of Annette von Stieglitz in this volume, p. 382. 
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from having one single beauty to recommend it, 'tis at once the contempt of 
foreign nations and the disgrace of our own?4 Apart from same modest alter
ations at Kensington Palace and refurbishment at Hampton Court (the two resi
dences visited by the court in spring and summer), George did nothing to im
prove his inheritance in this regard. In the crushing verdict of Sir John Plumb, he 
was "very stupid and lacking interest in the arts, save music".35 

Even if he had possessed the same urge to display as his Saxon cousin, George 
would have found it very difficult to find the necessary resources. After the un
happy experience of the Stuarts, the English Parliament was notoriously averse 
to financing anything which smacked of continental absolute monarchy. The 
long struggle against Louis XIV's France had completed the association in En
glish minds between representational display and foreign tyranny, so there was 
never any prospect that funds would be voted for anything which remotely 
looked like Versailles. That meant that any building scheme would have to be fi
nanced by the only funds directly under royal control - the Civil List. It had 
been only during the reign of William and Mary that a distinction had been re
cognised between public expenditure on such objects as the army and the fleet 
and the costs of the royal household. In 1697 the first Civil List had granted Wil
liam III £ 700,000 a year for the service of his Household and family and for 
other his necessary expenses and occasions [sic].36 In the event, less than two 
thirds of that sum had actually been paid. In 1715 George was granted the same 
amount but steps were taken to ensure that it was paid in full. Even so, after 
£ 100,000 had been deducted for the separate establishment of the Prince of 
Wales, there was not enough for ostentatious display. Although Sir Robert Wal-
pole secured for George II £ 800,000 per annum, together with the surplus rev
enues from the allocated sources, no Hanoverian was ever in a position to emu
late his continental colleagues. 

This did not mean that there was no court at all under George I, or George II 
or III for that matter. The court was always the centre of royal patronage, which 
remained considerable, whether it was peerages, promotions or offices that 
were sought. The needy and the greedy flocked to St. James's Palace to pay their 
respects and to make their wishes known. When the kings fell out with their eld
est sons, as the Hanoverians invariably did, they found themselves confronted 
by a rival court centred around the "reversionary interest'* - located at Leicester 

34 Quoted in BEATTIE, The English Court (see note 31), p. 9. 
35 PLUMB, J.H., The First Four Georges. England and Her German Kings, London 1956, 

p. 59. For a kinder account of George I's activities as patron of the arts, see HATTON, R. M., 
George I: Elector and King, London 1978, chapter 9. 

36 BEATTIE, The English Court (see note 31), p. 106. 
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House under the first two Georges and Carlton House under the Third. Then it 
became necessary for the king to try harder, to compete to hold the attention of 
the courtiers and to prevent them migrating to the rival establishments, where 
they could wait for the next reign to bring them reward. In the autumn of 1717, 
for example, following the Whig split and the spectacular rift with his son, 
George was obliged to make his court more welcoming, among other things 
holding three "drawing-rooms" a week.37 

Nevertheless, the fact remains that the role played by the court in the culture 
of Great Britain was incomparably less important than that played by the court 
of Augustus II. This was due not so much to the limitations already noted as to 
very special character of the urban setting in which the court was placed. Quite 
simply, London was not just a city, it was a metropolis: its population had 
soared from 200,000 in 1600 to 675,000 in 1700, 750,000 in 1750 and almost 
a million by 1800.38 London housed 11 % of the English population by 1750 
and was more than twelve times larger than its nearest rival, Bristol.39 As a 
point of comparison, the population of Dresden was 21,000 in 1700, rising to 
over 60,000 by the middle of the century.40 Moreover, a large and growing per
centage of Londoners was literate: by the middle of the eighteenth century 92 % 
of bridegrooms and 74 % of brides could sign the marriage register.41 The result 
was the rapid development of a public sphere in which culture became a com
modity, the anonymous public was the chief patron - and the court could have 
little influence. In 1725 Daniel Defoe noted that Writing [...] is become a very 
considerable Branch of the English Commerce. The Booksellers are the Master 
Manufacturers or Employers. The several Writers, Authors, Copyers, Sub-Wri
ters and all other operators with Pen and Ink are the workmen employed by the 
said Master-Manufacturers.41 

37 Ibid., p. 267. 
38 For the population of London in the eighteenth century, see CHRISTIE, I. R., Wars and Re

volutions. Britain 1760-1815, London 1982, p. 7; SUMMERSON, J., Georgian London, re
vised edition, London 1970, p. 25; and BREWER, J., The Pleasures of the Imagination. Eng
lish Culture in the Eighteenth Century, London 1997, p. 28. 

39 MCKENDRICK, N., The Consumer Revolution of Eighteenth Century England, in: 
MCKENDRICK, N., BREWER, J. and PLUMB, J.H., The Birth of a Consumer Society. The 
Commercialisation of Eighteenth Century England, London 1982, p. 21. 

40 BLASCHKE, K. and KRETZSCHMAR, H., Obersachsen und die Lausitzen, in: Geschichte der 
deutschen Länder. "Territorien Ploetz", ed. by G.W. SANTE and A.G. Ploetz-Verlag, 2 
vols., Würzburg 1964-1971, vol.I, p.490. 

41 BREWER, The Pleasures of the Imagination (see note 38), p. 167. 
42 Quoted in WARD, A., Book Production, Fiction and the German Reading Public 1740-

1800, Oxford 1974, p. 61. 
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One very visible result of this commercialisation was the explosive increase in 
the number of newspapers and periodicals. In the London of the young Samuel 
Pepys, for example, there was only one daily newspaper - The London Ga
zette - and that consisted mainly of official proclamations. So the diarist's only 
access to news was the exchange or the coffee-house.43 The lapse of the licens
ing system in 1695 then brought a very rapid increase, so that by the end of the 
century no fewer than twenty newspapers were being published every week. Al
though only one of those appeared each day, by the 1730s there were six dailies 
and by the 1770s there were nine. Evidence of a rise in circulation ac
companying this rise in titles can be found in the stamps bought after the impo
sition of duty in 1712:2,500,000 in 1712,7,300,000 in 1750,9,400,000 in 1760 
and 12,600,000 in 1775.44 In London in 1746, according to one authoritative 
estimate, 45,000 papers were sold on Saturdays, or double the figure for the be
ginning of the century.45 

In his book The Court Society, Norbert Elias observed that during the seven
teenth and eighteenth centuries the court was representative in the sense that the 
metropolis is today, adding "in this period it was not the 'city' but the 'court' 
and court society which were the centre with by far the most widespread influ
ence". In support, he quoted the Tableau du siècle par un auteur connu, pub
lished in Geneva in 1759: it is said that the town apes the court?6 That may 
possibly have been true of Paris-Versailles, but it was certainly not true of Lon
don where the city swamped the court. A particularly good example is given by 
Linda Colley in her important book Britons, Forging the Nation, 1707-1837: in 
1728, George II discovered that the Duchess of Queensberry had been collecting 
subscriptions at court for John Gay's The Beggar's Opera, a ballad opera which 
satirised the king's chief minister, Sir Robert Walpole. She was promptly barred 
from the court. That was no way to treat an English lady and, nothing daunted, 
the duchess sent the following stinging reply to the king: The Duchess of 
Queensberry is surprised and well pleased that the King hath given her so agree
able a command as to stay from Court, where she never came for diversion, but 
to bestow a great civility on the King and Queen; she hopes that by such an un-

43 PLUMB, J .H., The Public, Literature and the Arts in the Eighteenth Century, in: The 
Emergence of Leisure, ed. by M. R. MARRUS, New York 1974, p. 14. 

44 HARRIS, M., The Structure, Ownership and Control of the Press, 1620-1780, in: News
paper History from the Seventeenth Century to the Present Day, ed. by G. BOYCE, J. CUR-
RAN and P. WINGATE, London 1978, pp. 83-84, 87-88. 

45 ID. , London Newspapers in the Age of Walpole. A Study of the Origins oft the Modern 
English Press, London 1987, p. 190. 

46 La Ville est, dit-on, le singe de la Cour; ELIAS, The Court Society (see note 1), p. 36. 
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precedented order as this is, the King will see as few as he wishes at Court, par
ticularly such as dare to think or speak truth.47 

If the Duchess of Queensberry had lived in Dresden, to have been excluded 
from the court would also have entailed exclusion from cultural life. In London 
it made no difference. Even opera seria was a public activity, accessible to any
one who could raise the price of a subscription. 

George I was a generous subscriber to Handel's opera company - The Royal 
Academy of Musick, guaranteeing an annual subsidy of £ 1,000 for five years, 
but he was joined by fifty-eight other subscribers, including seven dukes, thir
teen earls and three viscounts, each pledging £200.48 Indeed opera had moved 
beyond the aristocracy to become a matter of public interest, debate and criti
cism. In 1723, John Gay complained in a letter to Jonathan Swift: As for the 
reigning amusements of the town, it is entirely music [...] Everybody is grown 
now as great a judge of music, as they were in your time of poetry, and folks that 
could not distinguish one tune from another, now daily dispute about the differ
ent styles of Handel, Bononcini and Attilio.49 

The existence of this large and growing public for music allowed Handel to 
trim his sails to catch the commercial wind when Italian opera seria fell out of 
fashion. From the 1730s he turned increasingly to oratorios, semi-staged 
dramas, usually on biblical themes, sung to English-language texts, the most 
famous of course being the Messiah, They proved to be hugely popular and 
made Handel even richer: by giving twelve to fifteen performances of oratorios 
over a seven-week period, even without a subscription, he made more money 
than in his 50-performance opera seasons.50 

By this time, the leadership in musical genres was passing from the opera-
house to the concert-hall. If a public concert can be defined as a musical per
formance at which there is a clear distinction between performers and audience 
and to which the anonymous public is admitted on payment of an entrance fee, 
then the first took place in London in 1672 at the house of John Banister, for
merly a member of the royal musical establishment.51 The public was encour-

47 COLLEY, L., Britons. Forging the Nation, 1707-1837, New Haven 1992, p.200. 
48 BURROWS, D., Handel, London 1994, pp. 102-103. 
49 Ibid., p. 113. 
50 Ibid., p. 301. For a brilliant recent study of Handel's oratorios, see SMITH, R., Handel's 

Oratorios and Eighteenth Century Thought, Cambridge 1995. Among many other strik
ing conclusions is the following: "As at no other period before or since, politics pervaded 
literature and musical theatre and, as much contemporary testimony asserts, the nation 
was unusually politically aware and opinionated, from top to bottom of society" (ibid., 
p. 10). 

51 Quoted in SCOTT, H.A., London's Earliest Public Concerts', in: Musical Quarterly 22 
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aged to patronise concerts such as Banister's - and the many more series which 
followed - by the advertisements which were placed in the newspapers, these 
two facets of the developing public sphere going hand in hand. The English were 
in the vanguard of commercialisation here, for advertisements for concerts do 
not appear to been used in Paris until 1725 or in Vienna until 1780.52 They 
owed their advantage not only to London's great size, prosperity and commer
cial character but also to the relative liberalism of the political regime. In fact, 
anyone possessing the necessary enterprise, capital and contacts could organise 
a concert by assembling an orchestra, hiring a hall and advertising a pro
gramme. If that seems self-evident, it should be contrasted with conditions in 
the only other metropolis of comparable size and wealth - Paris, where the cul
tural monopoly claimed by the absolutist state seriously impeded the develop
ment of French music. 

Music was commercialised further in London by its sale in forms other than 
concerts - as instruments, as scores (both manuscript and printed), as works of 
theory and as instruction. It was through the music-shops that the link was 
made between creators and consumers, by means of sheet-music. Although mu
sic had been printed since the fifteenth century and had reached an early peak at 
Venice in the late sixteenth century, it was not until the eighteenth century that 
a significant market formed. In particular, it was only after 1700 that the long-
known technique of printing music by engraving became widespread, thus al
lowing much more complex scores to be printed more cleanly, cheaply and 
quickly. Here again, London led the field.53 It was also in London in the second 
half of the seventeenth century that John Playford and his son Henry brought 
modern business practices to bear on music publishing, going beyond mere 
printing to assembling a catalogue of scores, and then advertising, promoting 
and distributing its contents.54 

In short, the commercialisation of public life in England created a public 
sphere so deep and broad that the court shrivelled into insignificance. In 
Saxony, the situation was rather different but not so different, perhaps, as might 

(1936), p. 454. The definition of a concert is taken from SCHWAB, H., Konzert. Öffentliche 
Musikdarbietung vom 17. bis 19. Jahrhundert (Musikgeschichte in Bildern 4,2), Leipzig 
1971, p. 6. 

52 BRENET, M., Les concerts en France sous l'ancien régime, Paris 1900 [reprinted New York 
1970], p. 119; HANSLICK, E., Geschichte des Concertwesens in Wien, 2 vols., Wien 1869-
1870 [reprinted Hildesheim 1979], vohl, p. xiv. 

53 Music Printing and Publishing, ed. by D. W. KRUMMEL and S. SADIE, London 1990, pp. 95, 
98. 

54 KRUMMEL, D.W., Music Publishing, in: The Blackwell History of Music in Britain, vol. 5: 
The Romantic Age 1800-1914, ed. by N. TEMPERLEY, Oxford 1988, p .46. 
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at first sight appear. In Dresden, of course, the court did rule as the supreme cul
tural arbiter and continued to do so well into the next century. However, the 
court culture there did have a rival - at Leipzig, a city with a smaller popu
lation in the early eighteenth century but with a culture that was both rich and 
characteristic. Leipzig was certainly not rich in the genres preferred by rep
resentational culture, that is to say opera seria, the visual arts, masquerades, 
tournaments and the like, but it was superior in the genres we associate with 
municipal culture - religious music, public concerts and the written word. A 
city which could boast the Passions and Cantatas of Johann Sebastian Bach 
and was the centre of the German publishing industry had no need to feel in
ferior to Dresden. It was a point well put by Robert Schumann in a letter to 
Clara Wieck from Leipzig in March 1840: How I wish you were with me! We 
are leading a pretty hectic life here at the moment, and I think you might some
times find it a bit frightening. You see, Liszt arrived here so spoilt by the aristoc
racy, and continually complained about our lack of fine dresses, countesses and 
princesses, that I got annoyed and told him that "We too have our aristocracy, 
namely 150 bookshops, 50 printing-presses, and 30 newspapers, and that he 
had better take care".55 The situation in Poland was quite different: of course 
there were centres of cultural activity outside Warsaw, but none of them exer
cised much influence beyond the magnate's household or regional town in 
which they were located. 

The differences between Hanover-Great Britain and Saxony-Poland stem
ming from the personal, political and socio-economic differences discussed ear
lier in this paper did not diminish as the century progressed. Although very 
much determined to "be a King", George III had neither the resources nor the 
will to create a representational court culture. If William Whitley was undoubt
edly right in claiming that George "gave more encouragement to the fine arts 
than any King of England since Charles the First", one must add that the com
petition was not severe and conclude that David Irwin is also right to observe 
that his patronage was "rather lame".56 The great institutional achievement of 
his reign, the foundation of the Royal Academy, stemmed from an initiative on 
the part of a group of artists, although the king certainly lent both material and 
moral support. It is characteristic of London's metropolitan status that after 

55 Portrait of Liszt by Himself and His Contemporaries, ed. by A. WILLIAMS, Oxford 1990, 
p. 125. 

56 WHITLEY, W.T., Artists and Their Friends in England 1700-1799, 2 vols., London 1928, 
vol. II, p. 170; IRWIN, D., English Neo-Classicism and Some Patrons, in: Apollo 78 (1963), 
pp. 360-367, p. 362. 
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twelve years the Academy was making so much money from its annual exhi
bitions that it was able to dispense with the grant from the Crown.57 

This was not a weakness on the part of George III. Although his political edu
cation was long and difficult, he did grasp that what was needed from the Brit
ish monarch was a close association with the British nation. This is a process 
which Linda Colley has charted in great detail and with impressive cogency.58 A 
representational court of the continental variety played no part in this scheme. 
What was needed was an accommodation with changing circumstances, as the 
concept of a personalised monarchy made way for such abstract concepts as the 
state and the nation. Albeit more by luck than judgment, the Hanoverians man
aged this transition with remarkable success. So did the Hohenzollerns of Prus
sia, but the Wettins of Saxony went down a representational route which 
proved to be a blind alley. 

57 PEVSNER, N., Academies of Art - Past und Present, Cambridge 1940, p. 185. 
58 COLLEY, Britons (see note 47), passim. See also her article: The Apotheosis of George III: 

Loyalty, Royalty and the British Nation 1760-1820, in: Past and Present 102 (1984), 
pp. 94-129. 
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