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Foreword 

The essays collected in this volume derive from an inter
national conference organized by the German Historical 
Institute, London and held in December 1987 at Madingley 
Hall near Cambridge. In Britain and Germany alike, scholars 
have recently become more interested in the court and courtly 
society at the beginning of the modern age. Detailed research 
on the political and social history of the royal and the princely 
courts is just beginning in Germany, whereas scholars in 
Britain have moved ahead in this field. Many traditional 
assumptions about the history of parliament are being 
questioned. British historians are now inclined to see Parlia
ment and the Privy Council as overshadowed for long periods 
by the court, where the decisive political battles were fought. 

On the German side medievalists were the first to recognize 
that institutional history alone does not provide an adequate 
approach to the Holy Roman Empire. They pointed out that 
in many irespects the court, however difficult to define, was 
more significant for the Empire's functioning than constitu
tional bodies or legal norms. After all, ifwe ignore phenomena 
such as the court, the Holy Roman Empire quickly dissolves 
into an incomprehensible irregulare corpus, monstro simile, as 
Samuel Pufendorf put it. 

The main intention of the conference was to bring together 
historians from Germany and the English-speaking world, but 
thematically it extended beyond England and the Holy 
Roman Empire. Other western and central European courts 
were included to permit a broadly-based, comparative 
approach, but it was not our aim to sum up research on the 
court in various European states. Given the present state of 
research, this would be an impossible undertaking. We 
wanted not to provide definitive answers, but to stimulate 
further international research on the topic. 

A conference of this size could only take place with the co
operation and help of many people. Thanks are due to a large 
number of individuals and institutions. The first ideas on the 
topic grew out of discussions at the GHIL. The expert advice 
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of the steering committee, which included Professors Sir 
Geoffrey Elton (Cambridge), Volker Press (Tübingen), Peter 
Moraw (GieBen), and Dr R. J. W. Evans (Oxford), was 
important in placing the project on a firm footing. The 
translation of those essays not written in English was 
undertaken by translators at Material Word. Dr Angela 
Davies helped with the revision of the translations, and Dr 
Mia Rodriguez-Salgado was involved in the final revision, 
contributing a great deal to the final form of the volume, not 
only in linguistic matters. The critical comments of Dr David 
Starkey and Dr Marteen Ultee were very helpful. 

The main credit must go to Dr Ronald Asch, whose 
contribution at all stages was indispensable for the success of 
the project. 

Adolf M. Birke 
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Constitutional Terms in the Holy 
Roman Empire 

1. ROMAN EMPEROR, GERMAN KING, KING OF THE 
ROMANS 

During the Middle Ages the elected German king did not 
assume the title of emperor till after his coronation by the 
pope. Before his coronation he was styled rex Germaniae and rex 
Romanorum in imperatorem provomendus, although he enjoyed 
virtually the same rights as the emperor, at least in Germany 
itself. However, in 1508 Maximilian I assumed the title electus 
Romanorum imperator, without being crowned by the pope. 
When in the sixteenth century the coronation by the pope 
became obsolete (Charles V was the last emperor thus 
crowned) the designated successor of the emperor was called 
'king of the Romans'. Thus Ferdinand of Austria was elected 
in 1531 as king of the Romans, shortly after his brother 
Charles's coronation. 

2. CHAMBER COURT, IMPERIAL CHAMBER COURT, 
AULIC COUNCIL 

In the fifteenth century the konigliche or kaiserliche Kammergericht 
(royal or imperial chamber court; in the following chapters 
this court will only be called chamber court) gradually 
replaced the older Hofgericht (court tribunal) as the highest 
law court of the Empire. Whereas the judge and the assessors 
of the Hofgericht had normally been princes of the Empire or 
members of the high nobility the Kammergericht consisted of 
noble and non-noble councillors who were members of the 
king's court. In 1495, as a result of the so-called Reichsreform, 
the Kammergericht was replaced by a Reichskammergericht 
(imperial chamber court or, rather, chamber court of the 
Empire) which had its seat no longer at the king's court but in 
an imperial town outside the hereditary lands of the ruling 
dynasty (in the sixteenth century, Speyer). The assessors of 
this law court were nominated by the estates of the Reich. 
However the emperor continued to exert his rights of 
jurisdiction in a more personal way through his Hofrat (aulic 
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council). The judge, normally a count or other high nobleman 
from the Empire, and the assessors, lawyers as well as 
noblemen, were appointed personally by the emperor, and the 
aulic council had its seat at the imperial court. The Reichshofrat 
successfully competed with the Reichskammergericht from the 
later sixteenth century onwards. 

3. THE ERBLANDE, HEREDITARY LANDS 

In the early sixteenth century the hereditary possessions of the 
Habsburgs in the Empire comprised the five Austrian 
archduchies ( Osterreich ob der Enns, Osterreich unter der Enns, 
Steiermark, Kärnten, Krain) the Tyrol, the Vorlande (all Habsburg 
dominions between the Arlberg mountains and the Sundgau in 
Alsace), and the Burgundian territories acquired through the 
marriage of Maximilian I with Mary of Burgundy (1477). The 
Austrian duchies, the Tyrol, and the Vorlande were ceded to his 
brother Ferdinand by Charles V in 1521/22. In 1526 
Ferdinand became king of Bohemia and Hungary after the 
death of King Louis in the battle of Mohacs. Bohemia 
remained officially an elective monarchy, however, until the 
seventeenth century. 

4. THE PRINCIPALITIES OF THE EMPIRE 

For the various principalities and lordships of the Empire the 
collective term 'territories' will be employed in the following 
chapters as they are frequently called Territorien in German. 
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Introduction 
Court and Household from the Fifteenth to the 

Seventeenth Centuries 

RoNALD G. AscH 

ABOUT twenty years ago Norbert Elias came to the conclusion 
'that the very choice of court society as a subject for 
investigation does not really accord with the popular value 
system that is dominant at present and often influences 
historical research'. 1 For a long time interest in the court did 
indeed suffer from the fact that a subject of this nature did not 
appeal to those historians who saw the early modern period as 
dominated exclusively by the rise of the legendary middle 
classes or of the modern liberal state. Nor did the court 
interest historians who admired the strong bureaucratic 
institutions of centralized government-for which one of the 
prime examples was eighteenth-century Prussia, significantly 
enough a monarchy in which the army, not the court, was the 
centre of the state.2 Neglected by political and social 
historians the court often became a subject for a type of 
cultural history that concentrated exclusively on the 'pomp 

I would like to thank Eckhart Hellmuth (London), Kevin Sharpe (Southampton), 
and Mia Rodriguez-Salgado (London) for extensively discussing earlier drafts of this 
introduction with me, and I am also grateful to Heinz Duchhardt (Miinster), Volker 
Press (Tiibingen), Marteen Ultee (Tuscaloosa, Alabama), and Peter Campbell 
(Brighton) for their comments. 

1 'DaB allein schon die Auswahl der hiifischen Gesellschaft als Gegenstand einer 
Untersuchung mit dem gegenwartig vorherrschenden popularen Wertschema, das in 
die Geschichtsforschung haufig hineinspielt, nicht recht iibereinstimmt', N. Elias, 
Die lwfische Gesellschafl (5th edn., Dannstadt, 1981 ), p. 19. 

2 For the attitude of the great Prussian historians of the 19th and early 20th cent. to 
the subject of the 'court' see G. Corni, 'II Mito prussiano ed ii concetto di Corte nella 
storiografia "borussica" del XIX-XX secolo', in C. Mozzarelli and G. Olmi (edd.), La 
Corte nella cultura e nella storiografia (Europa delle Corti, Biblioteca del Cinquecento, 2 I; 
Rome, 1983), pp. 123-34. 
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and circumstance' of courtly life, ignoring the court's real 
functions. It is one of the aims of this volume to redress the 
balance by concentrating on the role of the court as a centre of 
patronage and as a forum for politics. 

Admittedly, academic interest in the court has increased 
recently.3 On the one hand, the estates and their assemblies 
which have long been the focus of constitutional history are 
now being seen in a wider context. It has become evident that 
debates within estates or parliaments frequently reflected 
factional struggles at court, since close social ties often existed 
between these assemblies and the court, which in many cases 
had a common membership.4 On the other hand, adminis-
trative historians who used to see institutions as self-sufficient 
entities have also become aware of the fact that they can only 
be properly understood if they too are seen in the context of 
courtly faction and patronage. 

Nevertheless, we still know little about the court as a 
political and social institution. What we do know is to a large 
extent due to the work of the historian and sociologist Norbert 
Elias-one could almost say he was the first to discover the 

3 For England see D. Starkey (ed.), The English Court: From the Wars of the Roses to the 
Civil War (London, 1987); D. Loades, The Tudor Court (London, 1986); for France: 
J.-F. Solnon, La Gour de France (Paris, 1987); J. Boucher, Societe et mentalites autour de. 
Henri Ill (4 vols.; Lille, 1981); for Germany J. von Kruedener, Die Rolle des Hofts im 
Absolutismus (Stuttgart, 1973), and H. C. Ehalt, Ausdrucksformen absolutistischer Herr
schaft. Der Wiener Hof im 17. und 18.jahrhundert (Munich, 1980), need to be mentioned. 
On the early modem court in Europe in general see M. Cattini and M. A. Romani, La 
Corte in Europa (Cheiron, 2; Brescia, 1983); this vol. contains also a short critical 
bibliography of recent publications on the court-especially useful for recent Italian 
publications. Not only the research on the early modem German courts is strongly 
influenced by Norbert Elias; see in particular his Uber den Pro;r.ejJ tier Zivilisation (2 
vols.; 2nd edn., Bern, 1969) and Die hiifische Gesellschaft (Engl. edn., New York, 1983). 
On Elias's influence see also the essay (with a good bibliography) by G. Crifo, 'Tra 
sociologia e storia. Le scelte culturali de Norbert Elias', in S. Bertelli and G. Crifo 
(edd.), Rituale, ceremoniale, etichetta (Milan, 1985), pp. 261-78. For the cultural history 
of the court, which has never been neglected to the same extent, some of the most 
important recent works are A. Buck et al. (edd.), Europiiische Hojkultur im 16. und 17. 
Jahrhundert (3 vols.; Wolfenbiitteler Arbeiten zur Barockforschung, 8-10; Hamburg, 
1981); S. Bertelli (ed.), Le Corti italiane del Rinascimeno (Milan, 1985); J. Brown and 
J. H. Elliot, A Palace for a King: The Buen Retiro and the Court of Philip IV (New Haven 
and London, 1980). A sumptuously illustrated general survey on the history of the 
courts in Europe is A. G. Dickens (ed.), The Courts of Europe (London 1977). 

4 As Geoffrey Elton has put it, 'In politics, Parliament was only a secondary 
instrument to be used or ignored by agencies whose real power base and arena of 
activity lay elsewhere-at Court or in Council', G. R. Elton, The Parliament of England 
1559-1581 (Cambridge, 1986), p. 378. 
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court as an area of research. 5 Elias sees the court essentially as 
an instrument which served to 'domesticate' the nobility and 
to consolidate the absolutist state. His interpretation is based 
largely on the court society at Versailles during the reign of 
Louis XIV and the contemporary analysis of it provided by 
the due de Saint-Simon. However plausible this interpretation 
may be for late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century 
France, it remains questionable whether it can be transposed 
to other courts without considerable qualification. To someone 
such as Saint-Simon, who never played a significant role in 
politics but remained a mere observer all his life, the court 
might have appeared as a virtual prison for the French 
nobility, or at least the greatest among them, the grands. But is 
the view of a single disaffected due et pair de France, who never 
held an official position at court,6 more widely applicable? In 
the final analysis the model Elias puts forward rests too 
heavily on the assumption of a fundamental opposition 
between ruler and nobility, an opposition that made it 
advisable for the king or prince to reduce the local influence of 
the nobility by drawing them to the court. 7 

In many European countries during the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries the high nobility did indeed begin to 
spend their lives predominantly at court (or in its vicinity) 
and this entailed a concomitant loss of power at the local 
level.8 This loss, however, could often be compensated for by 
the new possibilities of influence to be gained at court.9 To the 

5 See the works by Elias quoted in n. 3. Von Kruedener's study of the early 
modern German courts (see n. 3) is particularly strongly influenced by Elias though it 
is also based on Max Weber's sociological typology. 

6 Elias, Hofische Gesellschaft, p. 123; for Saint-Simon's views, cf. R. Mettam, Power 
and Faction in Louis XIV's France (Oxford, 1988), p. 21. 

7 It must be emphasized at this point that Elias himself never claimed that the 
history of the French court was a model for all early modern European courts. 

8 For England this process has been analysed by L. Stone, The Crisis of the 
Aristocracy (Oxford, 1965), esp. pp. 385 ff.; cf. idem, The Causes of the English Revolution 
(2nd edn.; London, 1986), pp. 84 f. For the development of the cities as royal and 
princely residences in the late Middle Ages see also H. Patze and W. Paravicini 
(edd.), Fiirstliche Residenzen im spiitmittelalterlichen Europa (Vortrage und Forschungen 
36; Sigmaringen, 1990). 

9 A subtle analysis of the changing relationship between the crown and the 
peerage on the one hand and the local communities on the other is K. Sharpe, 
'Crown, Parliament and Locality: Government and Communication in Early Stuart 
England', English Historical Review, 399 (1986), pp. 325-49. See also V. Morgan, 
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extent that the outcome of local power struggles now 
depended more and more on decisions taken at the political 
centre, a strong position at court simply became more 
valuable than a host of armed retainers. 

The significance of the court was ultimately ambivalent-it 
could serve as an instrument for the domestication of the 
nobility but it was also the stronghold of aristocratic influence 
over the ruler, and it could become a bulwark of the nobility 
against the non-noble elites, who remained even more 
excluded from the world of the court than from that other 
noble reserve, the military sphere. Whereas lawyers and other 
specialists of non-noble origin gained an important position in 
the administrative institutions of the early modern states, they 
found it more difficult to make headway at court. The very 
culture of the court with its emphasis on conspicuous 
consumption and a life of dignified leisure tended to differ 
from that of the urban élites; and not without reason did La 
Rochefoucauld remark on the cultural gap that existed 
between the court and the world of the urban elites, 'L'air 
bourgeois se perd quelquefois à l'armee; mais il ne se perd 
jamais à la cour' (Maxim 393). 

The essays collected in the present volume show that 
between 1450 and 1650 the courts of the European princes 
and kings were less an instrument for the domestication of the 
nobility than a 'point of contact' between the ruler and the 
ruling classes, 10 and that, just as at the local level, relations at 
court were characterized by a mutual give and take. The 
conclusions of several of the chapters can in fact be taken as a 
warning against presenting the relationship between court 
and crown too schematically, or neatly inserting the develop
ment of the court in the early modern period into an assumed 
historical process leading in a straight line to the modern 
centralized state. Instead of proposing one universal model, 

'Some Types of Patronage, Mainly in Sixteenth and Seventeenth Century England', 
in A. M:;iczak (ed.}, Klientel~steme im Europa der friihen New:,eit (Schriften des 
Historischen Kollegs, Kolloquien 9; Munich, 1988), pp. 91-115. 

10 The concept of the court as a 'point of contact' was developed by Geoffrey Elton 
in his article 'Tudor Government: The Points of Contact: III The Court', Transactions 
of the Royal Historical Society, 5th ser., 26 (1976), pp. 211--28, repr. in idem, Studies in 
Tudor and Stuart Politics and Government, iii (Cambridge, 1983), pp. 38---57. 
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the historians who have contributed to this volume show how 
the rule and function of the court could change-depending 
on historical circumstances. 

Within the geographical range of this volume England and 
the Holy Roman Empire are at opposite ends of the spectrum: 
on the one hand a state that was already highly centralized in 
the Middle Ages and where no noble or princely household 
was able to challenge the position of the royal court as the 
political centre in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, on 
the other hand a political commonwealth where a variety of 
centres continued to compete with each other throughout the 
early modern period. 11 In fact of all the major European 
courts of the sixteenth century the English one seems to have 
had the strongest position in state, society, and even the world 
of arts. 12 It was not only in Germany that the structure and 
size of the realm limited the role of the court. The same also 
applies, in a different way, to the dominions of the Spanish 
Habsburgs, that vast conglomerate of different territories, 
whereas in France the Wars of Religion gave the court society 
gathered round the king no chance to develop in the way it did 
in the later seventeenth and the eighteenth centuries, when it 
became the classic model of the European court. 13 

The position and structure of the European courts in the 
sixteenth century was itself the result of major changes which 
had taken place at the end of the Middle Ages. This is not to 
deny that the courts of the early modern period emerged from 
the households of medieval kings and princes. In fact, by 
tracing the origins of the early modern court back into the 
fifteenth century an attempt is made in this volume to analyse 
the continuity between the medieval and the early modern 
court, whereas early modern historians frequently tend to 
ignore the medieval origins of the court society of the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Nevertheless, the end of 

11 For Germany see the contributions by Moraw, Heinig, Stievermann, and Press 
in this vol. ( chs. 4, 5, 6, and 1 1). An even more extreme case of a country where a 
multitude of noble courts continued to compete with each other was Poland as Antoni 
M~czak shows in eh. 12. 

12 See below the contributions of David Starkey (eh. 7) and Simon Adams 
(eh. 10). See further S. Adams, 'Eliza Enthroned? The Court and its Politics', in C. 
Haigh (ed.), The England of Eli;:.abeth (Basingstoke, 1984), pp. 55-77. 

13 See below Rodriguez-Salgado (eh. 8), Schalk (eh. g), and Malettke (eh. 16). 
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the fifteenth and the beginning of the sixteenth centuries 
witnessed fundamental changes in the significance and 
function of the king's court. In Western Europe the royal 
court was able to acquire a monopoly position-that is to say 
no other court or household was able to compete with that of 
the king henceforth. 14 The function of the royal/imperial court 
changed also in the Holy Roman Empire, but in quite a 
different way from Western Europe. The Reichsreform provided 
the Empire with institutions whose separation from the court 
was made explicit both in their constitutional position and in 
their personnel. Thus the Reichstag replaced the Hoftag, the 
great council of princes and noblemen at court. 15 The court, 
which lost many of its political and administrative functions, 
however, became all the more important as a cultural centre, 
and the Emperor Maximilian deliberately used literature and 
the arts for political 'propaganda' on an unprecedented 
scale. 16 The late fifteenth and sixteenth centuries have a 
particular significance for the development of court culture in 
Europe as a whole. It was during this period that the specific 
courtly ideal of life as expressed, for instance, in Castiglione's 
Cortegiano emerged. 17 During the centuries that followed this 
new ideal replaced the traditional knightly-military way oflife 
at least among those sections of the nobility that had any 
contact with the court. 18 

This volume ends with a consideration of the first half of the 
seventeenth century. This period has frequently been seen as 
the time when a fundamental antagonism developed between 
court and country, both in cultural as well as in political 
terms. 19 Hardly any of the authors of this volume, however, 

14 For the change from medieval 'household' to modern 'court' see below, 
pp. g-1 I. 

15 See below, Moraw (eh. 4); for the territories where the developments of the diets 
shows some parallels with that of the Reichstag, see below, Stievermann (eh. 6). 

16 See below, Moraw (eh. 4) Moraw is careful to stress, however, that Maximilian's 
success in promoting his image as a chivalrous hero owed more, in the last resort, to 
his personal charisma than to the cultural life of his court. 

17 For Castiglione see La Corte e it cortegiano, i. La Scena del testo, ed. C. Ossola 
(Rome, 1980); ii. Un Modello Europeo, ed. A. Prosperi (Rome, 1980). 

18 See below, Schalk (eh. 9). 
19 See e.g. H. R. Trevor-Roper, 'The General Crisis of the 17th century', in 

T. Aston (ed.), Crisis in Europe 156o-166o (London, 1965), pp. 5g-g6 (Trevor-Roper's 
article was first published in 1959), and P. Zagorin, The Court and the Country (Lrndon, 
1969). 
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endorse this idea without major reservations. 20 None the less, 
the concept of 'court and country' still provides a useful 
starting-point for a debate. At least for early seventeenth
century England the mere fact that 'court' and 'country' were 
used as political catchwords by contemporaries makes a closer 
examination of the concepts involved worth while, although 
the idea of a deep opposition between the court and the 
political nation in general may have to be extensively modified 
in the end or even rejected. 21 

Important as the antithesis 'court and country' remains for 
the discussion of the role of the early modern court-especially 
in the seventeenth century when increasing political and 
religious tensions posed a challenge to the position of the court 
not only in England but also, for example, in the lands of the 
German branch of the house of Habsburg22-we must be 
wary not to use the term 'court' as a mere metaphor or 
catchword, although contemporaries may sometimes have 
done so themselves in a polemical sense. If the whole state 
apparatus is identified with the court, the word 'court' 
becomes virtually meaningless. 23 Any discussion of the role of 
the historical court has, therefore, to start with the problem 
how to define the court. 

I 

'In the court I exist and of the court I speak, but what the 
court is, God knows. I know not.' This confession of ignorance 

2° Caroline Hibbard (eh. 15), however, does speak of the comparative isolation-if 
not of Charles I's court-then at least of his consort's court during the 1630s. 

21 For the terminology of court and country in 17th-cent. England see P. Zagorin, 
'The Court and the Country: A Note on Political Terminology in the Earlier 
Seventeenth Century', English Historical Review, 77 ( 1962}, pp. 306--1 1. Cf. Kevin 
Sharpe's introduction to his Criticism and Compliment .. The Politics of Literature in the 
England of Charles I (Cambridge, 1987) for a stimulating discussion of the ideology of 
court and country in the light of recent research (in particular pp. 11 ff.). 

22 For Rudolf II's splendid but at the end of his reign increasingly isolated court 
see R.J. W. Evans, Rudolf JI and his Word (2nd edn .. , Oxford, 1984). 

23 This was already one of the main arguments against Trevor-Roper's attempt to 
interpret the 'General Crisis of the Seventeenth Century' as a crisis of the relationship 
between court and country. See R .. Mousnier,J. H. Elliott, and H. R. Trevor-Roper, 
'Trevor-Roper's "General Crisis": Symposium', in Aston (ed.), Crisis, pp. 97-116. 
Trevor-Roper had to admit in the end that ' "Court" and "Country" in the 
seventeenth century ... constantly overlap' (ibid. 115) .. 
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by an English courtier of the late twelfth century ( quoted by 
Ralph Griffiths in his contribution to this volume) 24 is 
perhaps a suitable starting-point for an attempt to find a more 
precise definition of the late medieval and early modern court. 
After all, it cannot be taken for granted, as Griffiths points 
out, that we have made that much progress in our knowledge 
of what the court is since the high Middle Ages. 

There is no immediate shortage of modern definitions. 
According to Geoffrey Elton, 'the only definition of the court 
which makes sense ... is that it comprised all those who at 
any given time were within "his grace's house"; and all those 
with a right to be there were courtiers' .25 Elton's definition, 
primarily based on the conditions prevailing in sixteenth
century England, concurs strikingly with that of Norbert Elias 
who declared with reference to the French court: 'What we 
refer to as the "court" of the ancien régime is, to begin with, 
nothing other than the vastly extended house and household 
of the French kings and their dependants, with all the people 
belonging to them.'26 

Most of the contributors to this volume in fact fundamentally 
agree with the definitions offered by Elton and Elias. Others, 
however, note that these definitions are not without problems. 
First, the spatial unity they presume is often more ideal than 
real,27 and, secondly, they leave the relationship between the 
household and the court unexplained. One objection to simply 
equating household and court is that the real criterion for 
membership of the court was access to the ruler. 28 Those who 
had such access, however, whether this was due to their rank, 
the personal favour of the monarch, or other positions they 
held, did not necessarily belong to the household, whereas 
many household members of lower station were excluded 
from the privilege of access to the ruler. 

It therefore seems all but impossible to define the court 
precisely in terms of personnel. But it is-again in relation to 

24 Sec below, p. 67. 
25 Elton, 'The Court' (above, n. 10), p. 217. 
26 Elias, Hiifzsche Gesellschaft (above, n. 1 ), p. 68. 
27 Sec e.g. below, Moraw, p. 126, and Heinig, p. 151. 
28 D. Starkey, 'Introduction: Court History in Perspective', in idem (ed.), The 

Engli.<h Court (above n. 2), 1-24, p. 5. 
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the household-equally difficult to define as an institution. To 
perceive the non-institutional character of the court it is 
sufficient to consider the relationship between the court and 
the ruler. The household can exist and operate in the absence 
of the ruler, but a court only exists where a prince 'holds 
court'. Referring to the sense of occasion which accompanied 
the holding of court, Ralph Griffiths comes to the conclusion 
that the English court of the fifteenth century was in many 
ways 'a series of occasions' .29 It is tempting to generalize and 
say that the court was, in itself, an event. By so doing, 
however, one runs the risk of forgetting that although the 
existence of the court was manifested in single events, all these 
occasions took place within a framework laid down not only 
by administrative institutions but also by legal norms and 
ceremonial practices which, for example, regulated access to 
the ruler, or outwardly delimited the court, at least in terms of 
its own legal sphere. An appropriate definition of the court 
would also have to take into account that the court was first of 
all a social milieu, with its own very specific rules regulating 
behaviour, and its own specific culture-culture meaning in 
this case not just 'arts and literature' but a whole way of life 
with its own values. 

The court is difficult enough to define precisely for a single 
epoch, but the question whether there can be any general 
definition appropriate to all epochs is even more complex. The 
different terms used by medieval historians on the one hand 
and early modern historians on the other show how serious 
this problem is. It is striking, for example, that especially in 
English research on the Middle Ages-but the same holds 
good to some extent for France as well-we find far greater 
reference to the king's household than to the court, although, as 
Griffiths suggests, this is not solely the result of different 
historical circumstances but partially due to the preference of 
historians for certain subjects.30 Nevertheless-regardless of 

29 See below, p. 48. 
3° For England see below, Griffiths (eh. 2). For FranceJean-Frarn;ois Solnon says 

quite clearly 'Au Moyen Age les rois de France ne tenaient pas de cour' (La Gour, 
p. 15). Solnon comes to this conclusion because the medieval French royal household, 
the maison du roi, lacked the splendour of the later court but also because only a small 
section of the French nobility regularly attended the king's residences. For later 
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such preferences-in England the concept of the 'courtier' 
does indeed appear to be a new phenomenon of the late 
fifteenth century. 31 

We can establish, moreover, that throughout Europe at the 
beginning of the early modern period there was a significant 
change in the concept of the court as it became increasingly 
connected with the idea of sovereignty. Mia Rodriguez
Salgado points out in her chapter-and this definition is 
particularly convincing for Western Europe--that what really 
Gonstituted a court in the early modern period apart from the 
presence of the 'organs of government' and a royal or princely 
household, was the 'sovereign power' of the ruler. 32 This 
could conceivably be delegated power, as in the case of the 
Spanish viceroys, or of the Dutch stadtholders, where the 
estates were the source of sovereignty. As Ralph Giesey has 
emphasized, even the transition from public 'state ceremonial' 
to 'court ritual' (the latter being confined to the closed circles 
of court society) in the seventeenth century is connected to the 
heightened concept of sovereignty of the early modern period. 
Whereas earlier state ceremonies such as coronations, funerals, 
and solemn entries highlighted the bond between realm and 
ruler, court ritual celebrated the supreme majesty of the 
king.33 

The medieval court lacked the specific role of the early 
modern court as a platform for the cult of majesty. In the 
Middle Ages the king's household and e-ntourage had only 
been a grander version of the households of his vassals. In the 
early modern period, however, the king's court increasingly 
developed in a different way from that of the many noble 
households. The noble household was gradually reduced to 
the immediate family and domestic servants of its head. 

developments see below, Schalk (eh. 9). For other European countries the distinction 
between household and court is not as strong as for England and France. In Germany 
the terms-Hofstaat and Hof-are nearly synonymous. 

31 D. A. L. Morgan, 'The House of Policy: The Political Role of the Late 
Plantagenet Household, 1422-1485', in Starkey (ed.), The English Court, 25-70, 
pp. 67-70. 32 See below, eh. 8. 

33 R. E. Giesey, 'The King Imagined', in K. M. Baker (ed.), The French Revolution 
and the Creation of Modern Political Culture, i. The Political Culture of the Old Regime 
(Oxford, 1988), pp. 41-59; see also idem, Ceremonial et puissance souveraine, France 
xv"-xv11' siecles (Paris, 1987), in particular 'La Societe de cour', pp. 67-86. 
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Admittedly this process, even in highly centralized England, 
was not completed until the seventeenth century.34 In 
mainland Europe it remained unfinished until the end of the 
eighteenth century, particularly where the modern sovereign 
state had not developed, as in the Holy Roman Empire. 
However, in Western Europe at least, the noble household
as a unit of government, economic production, and family35-

gradually became just an extended family while the king's 
household and court actually increased in size and importance, 
although even here certain functions, especially administrative 
ones, were handed over to separate institutions. 

2 

To extent to which the administrative functions of the 
medieval royal household were taken over by newly created 
councils and departments outside the household at the 
beginning of the sixteenth century is still a matter of dispute 
among historians. Did the sixteenth century see a clear 
separation between 'court' and 'state' or was this separation 
not accomplished till the eighteenth century or even later?36 

In almost all the territories of medieval Europe there was a 
substantial degree of unity between household and central 
territorial administration. While in many German territories 
court and territorial administration had remained firmly 
united until well into the sixteenth century,37 in the large 

34 K. Mertes, The English Noble Household 1250-1600. Good Governance and Political 
Rule (Oxford, 1988), emphasizes that the importance and size of the noble household 
increased in England in the late 14th and 15th cent., as a large number ofliveried 
retainers was integrated into the household. Only at the end of the 16th cent. did the 
household of the great noblemen visibly decline (pp. 186-g3, d. pp. 126, 165-7). For 
the parallel decline of the noble household in 17th-cent. France, see S. Kettering, 
Patrons, Brokers and Clients in Seventeenth Century France (Oxford, 1986), pp. 216 ff. 

35 For the concept of the 'household' (Haus) during the Middle Ages and early 
modern period see D. Schwab's article 'Familie', in 0. Brunner, W. Conze, and R. 
Kosselleck (edd.), Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe, iii (Stuttgart, 1975), pp. 253-301. 

36 For France this question is discussed by Jacqueline Boucher in her article 'La 
Commistione fra corte c stato in Francia sotto gli ultimi Valois', in Cattini and 
Romani (edd.), La Corte, pp. 93-130; see also eadem, La Courde Henri III {n.p., 1986). 

37 See e.g. the paradigmatic study by Otto Hintze, 'Hof- und Landesverwaltung 
im der Mark Brandenburg unter Joachim 11.', in idem, Gesammelte Abhandlungen, ed. 
G. Oestreich (3 vols.; Gottingen, 1964-70), iii, 204-54. 
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Western European monarchies a number of important 
administrative institutions and judicial authorities had 
admittedly broken away and had 'gone out of court' during 
the course of the Middle Ages. It is not the process of 'going 
out of court' itself which is disputed but whether it ever 
extended so far that the household and the court lost their 
administrative functions completely. Is the early modern 
court, in contrast to the medieval household, 'only' a political 
centre, the arena for power struggles, and the place where the 
splendour of the ruler's majesty is displayed in pageants, 
masques, and festivities-and not really a seat of government? 

In England all research on the court, government, and 
parliament of the Tudor period stands in the shadow of 
Geoffrey Elton's epoch-making work, The Tudor Revolution in 
Government. 38 Even today many areas of research still focus on 
problems first analysed in this book. According to Elton, a 
centuries-old struggle between the royal household and those 
administrative institutions which functioned independently39 

came to an end in the 1530s with the victory of a 'bureaucratic, 
public' administration over the personal rule of the monarch. 
The administrative reforms of Thomas Cromwell, at that time 
Henry VIII's first minister, not only created a consilium 
formatum with a stable membership but, according to Elton, 
also drastically restricted the role in general financial 
administration of the royal chamber which formed the core of 
the household and had, under Henry VII, overshadowed the 
exchequer. In an increasingly bureaucratic world, in which 
professional administrative experts-as opposed to noble 
magnates-were dominant in both council and administrative 
bodies, the household lost any administrative functions 
outside the court itself. Household and court remained of vital 
importance, however, as the point of contact between the 

38 Cambridge, 1953. 
39 The idea that the administrative history of medieval England was dominated by 

a struggle between the household-as an instrument of the king's personal rule--and 
a 'national' administration which had its centre in the exchequer was first 
systematically developed by T. F. Tout in his monumental Chapters in the Administrative 
History of Medieval England (6 vols.; Manchester, 1920-33). For Tout's concept of 
administrative history see also G. L. Harriss, King, Parliament and Public Finance in 
Medieval England to 1369 (Oxford, 1975), p. 2o6. 
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crown and the political élite and, of course, as the scene of the 
ruler's symbolic self-representation.40 

In recent years these arguments have been challenged.41 

David Starkey has argued that even in the latter part of Henry 
VIIl's reign the court, or rather the privy chamber, continued 
to play a far from insignificant role in administrative affairs, 
especially in the procurement of warrants for grants and 
similar matters.42 In 'Court, Council, and Nobility in Tudor 
England', he puts forward the view that Henry VIII's privy 
council was not only a stronghold of the nobility but its 
creation. Indeed, since the immediate entourage of the king
the privy chamber-contained only positions for gentlemen 
not for peers, the council became much more a domain of the 
higher nobility than the household. According to Starkey we 
therefore not only find 'mere courtiers' 'interfering' in the 
business of government from their stronghold in the privy 
chamber, but we also find great noblemen dominating the 
privy council instead of being relegated to ceremonial 
functions in the king's household.43 

Controversies about the early modern court's administrative 
and governmental functions do not figure as prominently in 
discussions about the role of the court on the Continent as 
they do in Britain.44 In Germany, however, the thesis that the 
function of the court was greatly reduced during the transition 
from the Middle Ages to the modern period, or at least during 
the early modern period, has been vigorously defended in 
some recent research. While the role of the court, or at least of 
the smaller German courts became a merely symbolic one in 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, it has been suggested 

40 Elton, 'The Court' (above, n. 10). 
41 See in particular C. Coleman and D. Starkey (edd.), Revolution Reassessed. 

Revisions in the History of Tudor Government and Administration (Oxford, 1986). For the 
recent debate between Starkey and Elton see also the review of The English Court from 
the Wars of the Roses to the Civil War by Elton in Historical journal, 31 (1988), pp. 425-34, 
and David Starkey's reply, ibid. 921-31. 

42 D. Starkey, 'Court and Government', in Coleman and Starkey (edd.), Revolution 
Reassessed, pp. 29-58, and 'Intimacy and Innovation: The Rise of the Privy Chamber', 
in idem (ed.), The English Court, pp. 71-118. 

43 Below, eh. 7. 
44 See e.g. Mia Rodriguez-Salgado's article on Spain in this volume. Rodriguez

Salgado takes for granted the fact that the institutions of central government and 
administration are part of the court. 
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that court culture-with its emphasis on conspicuous con
sumption and a life of sociable leisure-was a kind of protest 
by the declining nobility against a world which was 
increasingly dominated by bureaucrats and the urban elites. 
The court was the last refuge of the nobility in a world in 
which it had lost its raison d'etre.45 This interpretation of the 
role of the court, proposed in a recent monograph on the 
electorate of Cologne, may be based on new empirical 
evidence, but it is not too different from the image of the court 
familiar to us from nineteenth-century liberal historiography. 

Most current German research, however, takes a different 
line. As early as 1935, Gerhard Oestreich had pointed out that 
despite the development of new conciliar bodies in Germany 
at the beginning of the sixteenth century, important dynastic 
and foreign policy questions as well as questions of finance 
remained the preserve of the ruler and were decided by his 
Kammersekretariat (chamber secretariat), which, according to 
Oestreich, often later developed into the privy council 
( Geheime Rat). Although the members of the Kammersekretariat 
were not always courtiers in the narrow sense of the word, 
there are also examples of the ruler's personal favourites and 
household office-holders themselves playing a decisive role in 
the routine business of administration.46 

Most recent research has followed Oestreich's inter
pretation. This is evident from the chapters on early modern 
German courts included in this volume. Both Volker Press 
and Dieter Stievermann see the institutions of central govern
ment and administration very much as part of the court. At 
the Habsburg court the relationship between court and 
central administration was a particularly close one, as Press 
emphasizes;47 after all, of the three original members of the 

45 A. Winterling, Der Hof des Kurfarsten von Kiilhn 1688-1794. Eine Fallstudie zur 
Bedeutung 'absolutistischer' Hojhaltung (Bonn, 1986), 169 f. 

46 G. Oestreich. 'Des personliche Regiment der deutschen Fiirsten am Beginn der 
Neuzeit', in idem, Geist und Gestalt desfriihmodernen Staates (Berlin, 1969), pp. 201-34. 
At the court of Rudolf II in Prague the Great Seal of the imperial chancellery was 
kept not by the vicechancellor of the empire (the chancellor was the absent 
archbishop of Mainz) but by the lord chamberlain and imperial favourite Wolf 
Rumpf (L.GroB, Die Geschichte tier deutschen Reichshojkanzlei 155fr18o6. [Inventare des 
Haus-, Hof- und Staatsarchivs.5; Vienna, 1933], p. 229). 

47 See below, eh. 11. The particularly close connection between government and 
administration on the one hand and the court on the other was, according to Press, 
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privy council two were holders of household offices. 48 The 
close connection between court and government/adminis
tration in Prague and Vienna can be explained partly by the 
fact that both administration and court were dominated by 
the same aristocratic elite.49 On the other hand where there 
was a clearer division between the administrative élite and the 
court aristocracy, the court and the central administration 
also developed into more clearly separated spheres. This was 
the case, for instance, in some German territories where 
university trained lawyers in the chancellery and financial 
administration competed with the knightly nobility at court. 
A fusion of these élites was prevented by the fact that the 
territorial princes had no right to create noble titles whereas 
the nobility did have the right to deny new members of the 
nobility admittance to their corporations and to the estates-a 
right which, for instance, the English House of Lords did not 
have.50 None the less, as Stievermann's essay suggests, there 
was generally still a very close relationship between court and 
administration at least at the beginning of the sixteenth 
century.51 

In France, however, the division between court and 
administrative élites was seemingly more firmly institution
alized, partly because the latter (the noblesse de robe) formed 
their own stratum of the nobility and also because at court the 
right of access remained, in principle, the preserve of the 
original noblesse de cour. 52 But even here, in the sixteenth 

largely due to the fact that administration was belatedly 'bureaucratized' in the 
dominions of the Austrian Habsburgs. This process therefore coincided with the 
general revival of the court-after a long period of crisis-in the 17th cent. 

48 When the imperial privy council was founded in 1526 its members were the 
great master of the household ( Obersthoftneister), the great marshal of the household 
( Obersthoftnarschall), and the chancellor; see K. G. A. Jeserich, H. Pohl, and G.-Chr. 
v. Unruh ( edd.), Deutsche Verwaltungsgeschichte, i (Stuttgart, 1983), p. 495. 

49 See below, eh. 11. For the relationship between court and government/ 
administration in Germany in general see B. Wunder, 'Hofund Verwaltung im 17. 
Jahrhundert', in Buck et al. (edd.), Europiiische Hojkultur (above, n. 3), ii. 19g-204. 

5° For the history of the Beamtentum in early modern Germany see G. Franz (ed.), 
Beamtentum und Pfarrerstand 1400-1800 (Deutsche Fiihrungsschichten in dcr Neuzcit, 
5; Limburg, 1972). 51 See below, eh. 6. 

52 For the 18th cent. G. Chaussinand-Nogaret attests: 'Les privileges de la 
cour ... c'est-a-dire la faculte d'approcher le Roi ... ne sont accordes en principe 
qu'a la noblesse la plus ancienne, capable de faire ses preuves depuis 1400, ce qui 
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century, the holders of bureaucratic offices were courtiers too 
and often belonged to the patronage networks of the high 
court nobility, the grands.53 The question of the relationship 
between the court and the bureaucracy cannot be separated, 
ultimately, from the wider socio-historical question of the 
relationship between the nobility and the non-noble elites-if 
one wants to avoid using the terms 'Biirgertum' or 'middle 
classes'. For England, the focus of David Starkey's chapter, 
the problem of court and administration, therefore, is a 
particularly complex one, not only because the peerage was, 
at least formally, more open to new members than almost 
anywhere else in Europe, but also because there was no clear 
division between gentry and urban elites. The constant high 
numbers of peers holding office in the council and the 
administration, therefore, could conceal the rise of social 
climbers who were gradually integrated into the peerage; 
equally it might be a sign of the traditional elite's ability to 
adapt to changing conditions, in particular to the process 
(whether gradual or revolutionary) whereby government and 
administration became increasingly bureaucratic and were 
subjected to the rule oflaw. Where government was 'rational
ized' and where law suits took the place of feuds and armed 
combat, the nobility could maintain its social position only 
from within the state apparatus and by claiming all major 
offices for itself. 

3 

The consolidation of a bureaucratic administrative apparatus
whether staffed by commoners or noblemen-and the achieve
ment of a unified legal system guaranteeing the peaceful 

cxclut d'emblee la plus grande partie des gentilshommes. Ceux-ci ne font pas partie 
de la cour, ils ne sont pas de "ce pays-ci": ils ne sauraient prctcndrc au partage du 
gateau royal' (La Noblesse au xvmeme siecle. De lafiodaliti aux lumieres [Brussels, 1984], 
p. 67). The court of the 16th cent. was apparently still much more open than later on 
but even here a stricter proof of one's noble descent was demanded than in provincial 
society (see below, Schalk, eh. 9). For the noblesse de robe see also R. Mousnier, The 
Institutions of France under the Absolute Monarchy 1589-1789, i (Chicago, 1979), pp. 159 ff, 
202 ff. 

53 Boucher, 'La Commistione', pp. 120-5. Cf. Malettke, below, eh. 16. 
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settlement of conflicts are, without doubt, among the hallmarks 
of the modern state. As a good deal of the more recent 
research shows, however, institutional reorganization is only 
one aspect of the development of the state in the early modern 
period. Informal client-patron relations remained of the 
greatest importance, and, far from being necessarily an 
obstacle to effective administration and government, they 
were frequently essential 'to the survival of government 
itself'. 54 In the hands of the monarch himself or of his 
ministers, patronage could be a crucial instrument for the 
extension of the authority of central government in previously 
autonomous provinces and sections of society. For royal 
patronage the court was the great market-place where all 
kinds of grants, privileges, and offices were haggled over. For 
the many 'provincial brokers' of patronage the ministers and 
court nobility were the patrons upon whom they were 
dependent, whilst courtiers and office-holders themselves 
played the role of brokers in relation to the king-as Professor 
þÿ�M���c�z�a�k� emphasizes in his contribution to this volume: 'The 
court's members were both royal servants/officers and private 
entrepreneurs. Their most profitable business was broker
age.'55 

The study of patronage in state and society during the early 
modern period is in many respects still at an early stage; is 
Antoni þÿ�M���c�z�a�k�'�s� overview of the state of research makes 
clear.56 Any evaluation of the role of the court as the centre of 

54 A. Molho, 'Patronage and the State in Early Modern Italy', in A. Mstczak (ed.), 
Klientelsysteme im Europa der friihen Neu;::,eit (Schriften des Historischen Kollegs, 
Kolloquien 9; Munich, 1988), 233-42, p. 239. Molho stresses how much the 
assessment of patronage in Renaissance Italy in relation to the modern states and 
'modernity' in general has changed recently. 

55 See below, p. 320. 
56 See below, eh. 12, and A. Mstczak (ed.), Klientelsysteme. See further Y. Durand 

(ed.), Hommage a Roland Mousnier. Clienteles et.fidilitis en Europe a l'ipoque modeme (Paris, 
1981); G. F. Lytle and S. Orgel (edd.), Patronage in the Renaissance (Princeton, NJ 
1981); and F. W. Kent and P. Simons (edd.), Patronage, Art and Society in Renaissance 
Italy ( Oxford, 1987). The essays in the latter two volumes deal mainly with problems of 
artistic patronage. Of the numerous anthropological and sociological works on 
patronage the following merit special mention: S. Schmidt et al. (edd.), Friends, 
Followers and Factions: A Reader in Political Clientelism (Berkeley, 1977), E. Gellner and 
J. Waterbury (edd.), Patrons and Clients in Mediterranean Societies (London, 1977), and 
S. N. Eisenstadt and L. Roniger, Patrons, Clients and Friends. Interpersonal Relations and 
the Structure of Trust in Society (Cambridge, 1984). 
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patronage is therefore difficult. Of the various case-studies on 
the subject of patronage, Sharon Kettering's work on Patrons, 
Brokers and Clients in Seventeenth Century France merits special 
mention here. If, at first glance, an administrative system 
built on patronage appears to be pre-modern and a sign of the 
weakness of the state, Kettering shows that, on the contrary, 
the construction of clientage networks by the king and his 
ministers served to undermine the independence of traditional 
patrons, especially the nobility, and thus helped strengthen 
the crown. 7 Although Kettering's analysis of patronage 
systems in seventeenth-century France concentrates on 
provincial brokers, it was the court that acted as the centre 
through which the provincial clientage networks were con
nected. 

Patronage is a pervasive phenomenon of medieval and early 
modern society, a 'kind of timeless fixture on the political 
landscape'.58 In fact it could be argued that patronage and 
clientage are so pervasive that proving the existence of 
patronage relationships in any given early modern social 
system is often doing no more than proving the obvious. It is 
therefore all the more important to distinguish between the 
different forms of patronage, because it is the transition 
between different forms that is historically meaningful. In his 
chapter Antoni þÿ�M���c�z�a�k� argues that during the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries traditional 'mighty neighbour' patronage 
was increasingly replaced by a form of patronage based on 
offices-at least in Western and large areas of central 
Europe. 59 The process Sharon Kettering describes for France 

57 Kettering, Patrons (above, n. 34), in particular pp. 175 ff, 207 ff, and 232-7. See 
also Sharon Kettering's article, 'The Historical Development of Political Clientelism', 
Journal of Interdisciplinary History, 8 (1988), pp. 419-47; for the role of provincial 
brokers in particular p. 433. 

58 Molho, 'Patronage and the State', p. 241. Many historians see even feudalism 
merely as a special case of the patron-client relationship (see A. M~czak, 
'Diskussionsbericht', in idem, Klientelsysteme, 342-63, pp. 350 f., but it seems more 
plausible to distinguish feudalism as a legal and constitutional system from the 
informal ties of patronage. Ernest Gellner has rightly pointed out that patronage is 
never quite based on an official ideology and is therefore part of the 'pays reel' not of 
the 'pays legal' to which feudalism belongs; see E. Gellner, 'Introduction' to idem 
and J. Waterbury (edd.), Patrons, pp. 1-6. 

59 See below, eh. 12. See also A. M~czak, Der Staat als Unternehmen. Adel und 
Amtstriiger in Polen und Europa in der friihren Neu;:,eit (Schriften des Historischen Kollegs, 
Vortrage rn; Munich, 1989). 
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is an example of this transition and Victor Morgan has 
recently pointed out that a similar development can be 
observed in England during the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries.60 During this transition independent local patronage 
networks were slowly integrated into one all-embracing 
system of patronage centred around the king and his court.61 

If we accept this interpretation of the development of the 
modern state, then the increase in court display and main
taining an extensive and costly court assume a distinct 
meaning. Since the court acted as the clearing house for all 
patronage matters its expansion was a prerequisite for 
political integration via patronage and brokerage. The court 
and the patronage networks based at the court complemented 
government by bureaucratic institutions. Attempts to com
pensate for the deficiencies of the early modern state's 
administrative apparatus in this way, however, were not 
always successful. The case of early seventeenth-century 
England shows this clearly. 

One of the major problems confronting the crown here was 
the absence of a paid and therefore accountable local 
administration. During the Personal Rule of Charles I court 
patronage was indeed used with the intention of overcoming 
this weakness. Public revenues and royal prerogatives were 
transferred to financiers and courtiers by the farming out of 
customs and the granting of special privileges and monopolies. 
On the one hand, grants of this kind-as indeed of any other 
kind-were supposed to reward those who received them for 
their support and loyalty. On the other, monopolists often 
created their own 'bureaucracy' to exploit their newly granted 
rights: in this way a new administrative apparatus was 
created avoiding the legal problems of a direct confrontation 
with the vested interests which were always ready to defend 
the traditional institutions of local government against 
attempts to reform them. However, privileges of this kind 
remained very unpopular. Moreover they suffered from all the 
problems which were normally connected with patents 

60 Morgan, 'Some Types' (above, n. 9), esp. pp. 103-8. 
61 For this process in France see Kettering, 'Historical Development', pp. 425, 

433 ff. Cf. P. R. Campbell, The Ancien Regime in France (Historical Association Studies; 
Oxford, 1988), pp. 60-3. 
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granted according to the rules of court patronage. Patents 
were awarded to the highest bidder or to those most 
influential at court and not necessarily to those most likely to 
enforce successfully the grants they had received. Arguments 
about how such privileges were allocated were increasingly a 
subject of factional struggles at court, particularly since open 
debate on more important issues such as foreign policy was to 
a large extent prevented by the king during the 163os.62 

The front lines in these factional struggles were often 
confused, because after the murder of the duke of Buckingham 
in I 628 Charles I had no favourite who ensured that 
monopolies and similar privileges were granted only to his 
own clients-thereby polarizing the court into a group of 'ins' 
and 'outs'. This virtually makes the reign of Charles I an 
exception to the rule generally valid for the period 1560-1 660, 
which has been called the 'great age of the European valido'.63 

There had always been favourites, of course, but it does seem 
that in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries the 
favourite, or valido, played a special role in court patronage 
and the structure of the court. One need only point to figures 
such as the duke of Lerma in Spain, the duke of Buckingham 
in England, or the various favourites of Emperor Rudolf 11.64 

The personal favourite's counterpart was the first minister 
whose power base was in the administration. During the reign 
of Elizabeth I of England, the earl of Leicester and Lord 
Burghley epitomize these two archetypes. Simon Adams 
warns, however, that this opposition is in part a historical 
myth dating back to the sixteenth century itself.65 In fact it is 
often very difficult to distinguish between the 'first minister' 
and the personal favourite. The position held by Olivares in 
Spain, for example, can be seen as somewhere between these 

62 See below, Asch (eh. 14). 
63 R.J. W. Evans, 'The Austrian Habsburgs', in Dickens (ed.), The Courts, 

121-45, p. 133. For the institution of the ministeriat, which was closely related to the 
valimiento, seeJ. Berenger, 'Pour une enquete europeenne: le probleme du ministeriat 
au xvue siecle', Annales, 29 (1974), pp. 166--g2, and below, Malettke (eh. 16). 

64 For Rudolfs favourites see Evans, Rudolf II (above, n. 22); for Buckingham's 
position at the English court, R. Lockyer, Buckingham. The Life and Political Career of 
George Villiers, First Duke of Buckingham 1592-1628 (London, 1981). The valimiento in 
Spain is analysed by J. Lynch, Spain under the Hahsburgs, ii (2nd edn., Oxford, 1981), 
pp. 25-32. 65 See below, eh. 10. 
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two poles. Even Richelieu was seen by his contemporary 
opponents in a very similar light to the duke ofBU:ckingham,66 

that omnipotent favourite of James I and Charles I of 
England, whose latest biographer, on the other hand, deems it 
appropiate to acknowledge him as a statesman. 67 

Klaus Malettke's chapter suggests that Richelieu's relation
ship to Louis XIII was altogether different from the kind of 
relationship between favourites such as Concino Concini or 
Charles D' Albert, due de Luynes, and the ruler, or rather the 
regent, Marie de Medici, before 1624. Nevertheless, the 
techniques employed by Richelieu during his rule were not so 
fundamentally different from those employed by the typical 
validos of the early seventeenth century. These included, above 
all, filling key positions in central and provincial administration 
with relatives and 'creatures' and building up an extensive 
network of clients within the state apparatus, which was 
accompanied by the acquisition of a huge personal fortune. 68 

It was not least practices of this kind which brought about the 
duke. of Buckingham's impeachment by the House of 
Commons in 1626.69 The distinction between a favourite who 
exploits the ruler's favour for personal enrichment and a 
minister who, in the service of the crown, builds up a personal 
system of patronage remains, ultimately, a very fine one. 70 

It remains to be asked why the figure of the favourite gained 
such importance in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth 
centuries. In his study of the Elizabethan court and its image 
in contemporary and historical literature, Simon Adams 
concludes: 'the favourites, like the other central figures of the 

66 For Richelieu and Olivares see J. H. Elliott, Richelieu and Olivares (Cambridge, 
1984). Cf. idem, The Count-Duke of Olivares. The Statesman in an Age of Decline (New 
Haven and London, 1986). For Olivares see further R. A. Stradling, Philip IV and the 
Government of Spain 1621- 1665 (Cambridge, 1988), pp. 36 ff. 

67 Lockyer, Buckingham. 
68 See- below, Malettke (eh. 16). Cf. J. Bergin, Cardinal Richelieu. Power and the 

Pursuit of Wealth (Yale, 1985). 
69 Lockyer, Buckingham, pp. 317 ff; cf. S. R. Gardiner (ed.}, The Constitutional 

Documents of the Puritan Revolution 1625-1660 (3rd edn., Oxford, 1906; repr. 1979), 
pp. 7-22, esp. pp. 16-20. For the unpopularity of Richelieu's patronage policy among 
the French aristocracy see below, Malettke (eh. 16). 

7° Cf. below, Asch (eh. 14), where an attempt is made to illustrate this problem by 
a comparison between Thomas, Lord Wentworth, lord deputy of Ireland, and the 
marquis of Hamilton, one of the most influential of Charles I's courtiers during the 
late 1630s. 
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court, were there ultimately at the queen's choice.' 71 Adams 
considers the view that favourites like Leicester controlled and 
exploited the queen for their own purposes to be essentially a 
myth created by contemporary anti-court literature. Even if 
the Elizabethan court, in comparison to other courts of this 
period, was exceptionally homogeneous, so that the favourite 
could act as the head of a faction only in a limited sense, the 
thesis that the favourites of the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries were primarily the ruler's 'creatures' is perhaps still 
generally applicable. The favourite during this period must be 
seen not least as an instrument employed by the ruler to 
control the court.72 The rise of the favourite has been 
interpreted, for instance, as a reaction to a restrengthening of 
the high nobility who dominated at court and who could no 
longer be controlled simply with the help of mere secretaries, 
but only by servants of the ruler who either shared the social 
origins of the high nobility themselves, or, as ecclesiastical 
dignitaries, were outside, or rather above, its hierarchy, or 
had been elevated to a title which made them superior to all 
other members of court society. 73 Of course this very attempt 
to exert some social and political control over the high nobility 
through the power of the favourite, ensured that the nobility 
generally hated the favourite especially if he was a parvenu 
newly elevated to the highest honours. 74 The most plausible 
explanation of the rise of the favourite, however, lies in the 
position as the ruler's patronage manager--often his original 
and most important duty. The favourite can perhaps be seen 
as a kind of shield for the ruler, protecting him from the ever 
increasing host of petitioners seeking to gain material and 
non-material advantage through the favour of the prince. 75 

71 See below, p. 286. 
72 This is e.g. Neil Cuddy's interpretation of Buckingham's rise at the court of 

James I, put forward in his important article 'The Revival of the Entourage: The 
Bedchamber of James I, 1603-1625', in Starkey (ed.), The English Court, 173-225, 
p. 215. 73 Lynch, Spain, ii, 25 ff. 

74 Berenger, 'Le Minsteriat', pp. 191 f. 
75 This would explain why a ruler such as Philip II was able to manage without 

any real favourite; as Rodriguez-Salgado shows, Philip II's position was strong 
enough, for most of his reign, quite simply to withdraw from court so that he could 
decide, on suits and patronage matters in the seclusion of the Escorial or a country 
castle, where he could not be pressurized by importunate suitors (see below, 
pp. 216-19). 
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In analysing the position and function of the favourite the 
example of the papal court is particularly instructive, as 
Wolfgang Reinhard's chapter shows. In the curia, the patron
age relations usual in other parts of Europe generally assumed 
more extreme and more institutionalized forms, since the 
absence of a hereditary dynasty meant that the system of 
patronage had to fulfil more wide-ranging functions while at 
the same time it was exposed to greater pressures, as 
Wolfgang Reinhard emphasizes. Ultimately it was patronage 
that ensured the political and social survival of the papal 
family on the death of the current office-holder. 

It was partly due to the special function of patronage 
relations in the curia that the position of the favourite here 
became an actual office, that of the cardinal-nephew. We must 
also take into account, however, that the dignity of the pope, 
as the highest spiritual leader of Christendom, was especially 
vulnerable. Thus his reputation had to be protected more 
carefully than that of others rulers against the damage which 
involvement in the seamy side of patronage matters would 
inevitably bring. 76 

It was not only at the papal court that favourites served to 
relieve rulers of tasks not appropriate to their dignity, 
although this role was more highly developed and institu
tionalized at the papal court than at any other court in 
Europe. It was not easy for a king to sell noble titles and 
offices personally--on the other hand it was virtually 
impossible to manage without any such dealings while the 
modern state was in its infancy. 77 It was equally inadvisable 
for a ruler to refuse petitions and suits personally, thereby 
incurring the displeasure of the petitioners. Such tasks, which 
had to be carried out by someone with greater authority than 

76 See below, eh. 13; cf. W. Reinhard, 'Der plipstliche Hof um 1600', in Buck et al. 
(edd.), Europaische Hojkultur, iii. 7og-15. 

77 On the sale of offices in early modern Europe see W. Reinhard, 'Staatsmacht als 
Kreditproblem. Zur Struktur und Funktion des friihneuzeitlichen Aemterhandcls', 
Vierteljahresschriftfar So;:_ial- und Wirtschajtsgeschichte, 61 (1974), pp. 28g-319; I. Micek 
(ed.), Amterhandel im Spatmittelalter und im 16. Jahrhundert (Berlin, 1984); K. Malettke 
(ed.), Amterkauflichkeit: Aspekte sozialer Mobilitat im europaischen Vergleich (17. und 18. 
Jahrhundert) (Berlin, 1980); R. Mousnier, La Vinaliti des offices sous Henri IV et Louis 
XIII (2nd edn., Paris, 1985), and, for England, G. E. Aylmer, The King's Servants. The 
Civil Service of Charles I 1625-1642 (2nd edn., London, 1974), pp. 216-40. 
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a normal office-holder, were therefore delegated to the 
favourite who, in some respects, was able to act as the alter ego 
of the ruler. Thus an individual ruler's weakness or incom
petence was not the only and often not the decisive reason for 
the rise of the favourite. On the contrary, the favourite fulfilled 
a specific function in the court system although his rise often 
led to bitter factional struggles. The nobility nearly always 
resented the rise of the favourite as they feared that he might 
cut them off from direct contact with the ruler. If a favourite 
became too strong he risked polarizing the court and 
alienating the political elite. All the same one of the best 
comments on the function of the favourite is the remark made 
after the assassination of the duke of Buckingham in 1628: 'it 
is said at court there is none now to impute our faults unto.'78 

4 

It is not only the nobility's reaction to the rise of the favourite 
that reveals the thoroughly ambivalent nature of their 
relationship with the court. The court was where noblemen 
could acquire influence, prestige, and wealth. But at court 
they also had to subject themselves to the discipline of the 
monarchic state. The fact that much of the criticism of the 
court originated in the court nobility or was expressed by 
the literati and poets close to them is further indication of this 
ambivalent relationship. 79 

The relationship of the ruler to his court, however, was just 
as complex. Certainly one of the main functions of the court
from the prince's point of view-was to integrate the social 
and political elites into a system of dynastic rule. The 
attendance of the leading noble families at court was likely to 
ensure at least a minimum ofloyalty towards the ruler on their 
part. Further it could establish links between the king or 

78 Lockyer, Buckingham, p. 473. 
79 For the criticism of the court as ideology and literary genre see Sharpe, Criticism 

and Compliment (above, n. 21), pp. 1-54, esp. p. 16; H. Kiesel, Bei Hof bei Holl. 
Untersuchungen zur literarischen Hojkritik von Sebastian Brant bis Friedrich Schiller 
(Tiibingen, 1979); C. Uhlig, Hojkritik im England des Mittelalters und der Rmaissance. 
Studien zu einem Gemeinplatz der europiiischen Moralistik (Berlin, 1973); see also below, 
Schalk (eh. 9). 
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prince and the local commumt1es: courtiers-as we have 
already pointed out-frequently acted as mediators and 
brokers between centre and localities. However, given that at 
times relations between the crown and the nobility were 
characterized mainly by a conflict of interests, having the 
great magnates serve at court could at least restrain them 
from exerting their local influence against the crown. And 
generally the very foundations of political stability were 
threatened when the great noblemen decided to leave the 
court en masse as they repeatedly did for example in France, 
where such gestures of protest were part of the fierce faction 
struggles which characterized the French court of the later 
sixteenth century.80 

In fact many of the contributors to this volume stress that 
frequently the court was not able to integrate the political 
elites and assure their loyalty successfully. Often the mere size 
of the court, in relation to the political community for which is 
was to serve as a centre, was enough to ensure that its impact 
remained limited. The elites of empires as vast as the 
sixteenth-century Spanish dominions or the Heilige Romische 
Reich deutscher Nation were far too heterogeneous for them all to 
be integrated in one court society--quite apart from the fact 
that there were just not enough offices or even unsalaried 
positions at the Spanish or the Austrian Habsburg court for 
the noblemen and princes of the many territories which were 
under the rule of the Spanish king or the emperor respectively. 
If these problems could be solved at all then one possible 
solution was to have regional 'subcourts' headed by a 
viceroy-as in the Spanish dominions-or centred around a 
cadet branch of the ruling dynasty as in the German 
Habsburg territories. 

In France and England-and, if we do not take the Spanish 
dominions as a whole but single out Castile, the same would 
be true here-a successful process of centralization took place 
and the different local elites were ultimately integrated into 
the single élite of a unified state which they accepted as 
legitimate. The influence of the court in this process, however, 
is not always easy to assess. As a rule the court was not the 

80 Boucher, 'La Commistione', pp. 99 f. 
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only political and social centre-alongside it stood the capital 
city, which at least in France and England was much more 
than merely a royal residence, and those 'courts' of a quite 
different nature, the diets and estate assemblies or the 
autonomous or semi-autonomous law courts.81 These institu
tions reinforced the integrative effect of the court (as did the 
large capital cities) but also stood in competition with it. 
Where this was taken to an extreme and the estates claimed 
partial or even total sovereignty this could lead to the court 
being reduced to acting as the centre of a political party 
instead of integrating the whole of the political ruling class. 
One such case is the court of the stadtholder in the republic of 
the United Netherlands, as Mörke and Schilling emphasize. 

Despite all the examples of 'dysfunctional' courts and court 
societies there was, however, one court in late medieval and 
early modern Europe-apart from the classical case of 
Versailles-which seems to have accomplished the task of 
integrating the ruling classes, in particular the nobility, into a 
dynastic system of rule successfully: the court of the dukes of 
Burgundy. This court served to unify the heterogeneous 
territories of the dukes, which were held together neither by a 
common history nor by the bond of a single crown which 
would have given the Burgundian dukes a title to all their 
territories. Their cohesion·, it seems, derived ultimately from 
the dynasty and the court, whose splendour became as 
mythical as that of Versailles. 

It is precisely this myth, however, that Werner Paravicini 
approaches with great scepticism in his chapter. Paravicini 
warns strongly against seeing the court of the Burgundian 
dukes as fundamentally different from other late medieval 
princely households. Nevertheless, he does acknowledge the 
specific knightly character of the Burgundian court, 82 as well 
as the fact that it was distinguished from comparable courts 
not only by its outward splendour but also by its size. The vast 
number of people at the Burgundian court was due not least to 
the fact that many court positions were occupied by several 

81 In one of the discussions during the conference Dr Starkey pointed out the 
dialectical relationships between the royal court and the high court of parliament in 
early modern England. 82 See below, eh. 3. 
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people who served at different times of the year (service par 
terme).83 In this way as many people as possible were bound to 
the court. 

The specifically Burgundian nature of this practice is 
highlighted by the fact that Emperor Maximilian considered 
abolishing it during his reign in the Netherlands because it 
was not in line with German customs. In Germany personal 
attendance at court was complemented by service contracts; 
the emperor and the princes drew up such contracts with 
nobles, who only attended the ruler when their presence was 
requested or in cases of emergency, as indentured retainers 
(Diener und Räte von Haus aus). 84 The maintenance ofinden tured 
retainers who did not belong to the court and household, 
which was characteristic of 'bastard feudalism' in much of 
late medieval and early modern Europe, can, therefore, be 
seen as an alternative and supplement to service at court, 
which, however, because of the direct personal contact, was 
more suitable for ensuring an exclusive relationship with one 
prince.85 

Paravicini clearly shows how difficult it is to determine the 
actual influence of the structure and ceremonial of the 
Burgundian court on other princely households.86 It is 
possible, none the less, to establish that in other courts
whether directly influenced by Burgundy or not-develop
ments occurred which had first become apparent in Burgundy. 
Examples of this are the increasing distance between the ruler 
and those around him, the sacralization of the prince's person, 

83 See below, pp. 78 [ Later on we find the same practice being applied to specific 
offices in many other courts--e.g. the gentlemen of the privy chamber at the English 
court of the 17th cent. 

84 Maximilian's plans to abolish the service par terme and the differences relating to 
this practice between Germany and Burgundy are mentioned by A. Walther, Die 
burgundischen Zentralbehorden unter Maximilian I. und Karl V. (Leipzig, 1909), p. 98. For 
the indentured retainers (Riite von Hause aus) in Germany see H.J. Cohn, The 
Government of the Rhine Palatinate in the Fifteenth Century (London, 1965), pp. 154 ff. 

85 For the concept of 'bastard feudalism' see K. B. Mcfarlane, 'Bastard 
Feudalism', in idem, England in the Fifteenth Century. Collected Essays (London, 1981), 
pp. 23-44. In England service in the household of a lord gained in importance in 
comparison to other types of service in the late Middle Ages as-since the late 1 4th 
cent.-noblemen's retainers who wore their lord's livery and had entered into a 
lifetime service contract had to be members of his household according to the law 
(Mertes, Noble Household, above, n. 34, p. 126). 86 See below, eh. 3. 
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the increase in court expenditure, and the development of a 
specific courtly culture. As Ellery Schalk shows, in France 
such developments first took place in the reign of Francis I 
and gained momentum under his successors, Henry II and 
Henry 111.87 It was at this period that the foundations were 
laid for the influence which the royal court was to have on the 
French nobility in the seventeenth century. A not insignificant 
part of this process was the remodelling of forms of behaviour 
through a court etiquette aimed at civilizing manners, which 
has been described by Norbert Elias as part of an extensive 
process of social disciplining. 88 The position of the French 
court in the sixteenth century was a far weaker one-given the 
conflict over religion this is hardly surprising. At the time 
when the court was, albeit slowly, turning to the ideal 
(strongly influenced by the Italian Renaissance) expressed in 
the Cortegiano, the majority of the nobility, as Ellery Schalk 
stresses, continued to cling to the traditional life-style of 
feuding knights and thus had a negative attitude towards the 
court. Things did not begin to change in this respect until 
towards the end of the sixteenth and the beginning of the 
seventeenth centuries, although, according to Schalk, less as a 
result of the influence of the court than because the nobility 
started to redefine its own role in state and society.89 As 
Schalk's chapter suggests, it was-only after this redefinition, in 
conjunction with the remodelling of the French state under 
Richelieu and Mazarin, that the foundations were laid for the 
dominant position of Versailles in the second half of the 
seventeenth century.90 

During the sixteenth century Spain was spared the religious 
and political unrest which had torn France apart. In Spain, 
however, it was precisely the strength of the crown, if not in all 
territories of the monarchy, then certainly in Castile, together 
with the basic harmony between king and nobility which 

87 See below, eh. g. 
88 More recently this process was analysed by Orest Ranum in an essay on 

'Courtesy, Absolutism and the Rise of the French State 1630-1660',Journal of Modem 
History, 52 (1980), pp. 426--51. One should not forget, however, that before Louis 
XIII life at the French court was still very informal, as J.-F. Solnon points out (La 
Gour de France, pp. 150 ff. and I 63 ff.). 89 See below, eh. g. 

90 For the French court under Louis XIV see most recently Mettam, Power and 
Faction, pp. 20 ff. and 48 ff. 
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limited the role and importance of the court as a political and 
social forum. Because there were no really serious conflicts 
between the high nobility and the king, Philip II could afford 
to retire from the court, bound to the capital Madrid, for 
months at a time. Only in the last years of his reign did it 
begin to become apparent that such behaviour also had its 
dangers. On the one hand, the nobility increasingly stayed 
away from a court which had become unattractive to them, 
and on the other, in the capital, noble households, often more 
splendid than the court itself, began to rival the royal court. 
Philip was forced to reactivate court life, even if it was only to 
reach its greatest splendour under his successors.91 It is 
probably of some significance-although Mia Rodríguez-
Salgado refrains from drawing this conclusion-that the 
return to a more 'courtly' style of government at the centre 
coincided with a process of decentralization in local govern
ment. The decentralization which can be observed in late 
sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Spain gave the informal 
ties of patronage and clientelism between centre and local 
communities-as opposed to the more formal ones of bureau
cratic administration-renewed importance.92 It thus revived 
the role of the court, for it was from court that royal patronage 
had to be organized and co-ordinated. 

In contrast to France and England, and to a lesser extent 
also in contrast to the Spanish dominions, the Holy Roman 
Empire was not a state ruled from a single centre; indeed, it 
was not really a state at all, but a political 'commonwealth' of 
an older kind, only loosely bound together and with a 
multitude of autonomous or semi-autonomous rulers. The 
demands made on the court, to act as a unifying factor, were, 
therefore, particularly great. As the chapters by Moraw and 
Press show, the royal/imperial court could fulfil these demands 
neither at the close of the Middle Ages nor in the sixteenth 

91 Rodriguez-Salgado, below, eh. 8. 
92 See I. A. A. Thompson, War and Government in Habsburg Spain 1560-1620 

(London, 1976). On the court of Philip III and Philip IV see alsoJ. H. Elliott, 'The 
Court of the Spanish Habsburgs: A Peculiar Institution', in P. Mack (ed.), Politics and 
Culture in Earlji Modern Europe. Essays in Honour of H. G. Konigsberger (Cambridge, 
1986), pp. 5-24. For the revival of the court under Philip III see also Stradling, Philip 
IV, pp. 153 ff. 
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century. In comparison with the immense expanse of the 
Empire the royal household contained a relatively small circle 
of people-the exact size of which Heinig tries to reconstruct 
for Frederick lll's reign-and this considerably restricted the 
efficacy of the court. We must also consider the highly 
heterogeneous nature of the ruling elites of the Empire. As 
Peter Moraw emphasizes, the princes of the Empire (Reichs
fürstenstand) were the only group with any degree of supra
regional homogeneity, but, with the exception of a limited 
number ofless powerful princes, they proved the most difficult 
to bind to the court. The stronger princes set up competing 
courts, which thrived since all other elites, especially the 
various noble groups, were regional in character. The royal/ 
imperial court was able to exert some integrative influence 
only in certain limited regions. These areas, alongside the 
king's hereditary dominions, generally included the königsnahen 
Landschaften of the Empire-regions which traditionally had 
strong connections with the king and his court. But these 
bonds could only be effectively activated if the monarch 
established his main residence in or near these areas. 

As Volker Press points out, the shift, once and for all, of the 
royal/imperial seat to Vienna in the seventeenth century, after 
it had been moved frequently throughout the fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries, marked the emperor's retreat to the base 
of his hereditary dominions, now secured against opposition 
by dissenting religious groups and rebellious estates. From 
this basis a considerable part at least of the southern German 
catholic nobility could now also be integrated. 

The fundamental problem, however, remained; the Empire 
was in effect without a capital city. Quite apart from the 
Empire's different political structure, cities such as Prague 
and Vienna-not to mention the insignificant Innsbruck with 
its 5,000 inhabitants which was the main royal seat under 
Maximilian 193-were not important enough in economic and 
geographic terms to achieve the dominant position within the 
Empire which Paris and London had held within their 
respective countries as early as the sixteenth century. In 
France and England the capital cities naturally strengthened 

93 Moraw, below, p. 123. 
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the appeal of the court, though from time to time they also 
competed with it in a way which could endanger the king's 
control over politics. In Germany, however, the imperial court 
lacked the natural environment which an economically and 
demographically dominant city could have offered. In 
Germany the role of the capital city had to be partially 
assumed by the king's 'affinity', the Umkreis des Hofes, of which 
Peter Moraw speaks in his chapter, i.e. a group of people who, 
be it through proper service contracts or simply through more 
informal connections, had contact with the ruler and his 
court, without belonging to the household and without staying 
at the court more than occasionally. 94 It was precisely in the 
reign of Maximilian I that the circle of institutions and 
persons only loosely connected with the court became more 
important for the political and cultural influence of the court 
than the emperor's household itself. 

Despite all the outward splendour of the court during 
Maximilian's reign, this period can also, at least partially, be 
seen as a time of crisis for the court. As the imperial diet 
developed and became capable of competing with the court as 
the centre of the Empire, the court's influence was reduced. 
Just how long it took for the imperial court to adjust to this 
new constellation is shown in the chapter by Press. The late 
fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries thus witnessed both the 
Reichsreform ('Reform of the Empire') involving the formation 
of estate institutions, alongside the royal/imperial court, and a 
simultaneous consolidation of the provincial diets (Landstände) 
in the territories. This latter development can be interpreted, 
as it has been by Volker Press, as the result of a crisis of the 
court. Press has pointed out, that, firstly, the court was not in 
a position to integrate successfully the urban élites who were 
becoming increasingly important as the taxes they paid often 
formed one of the principal sources of territorial finance, and 
that, secondly, as Landesherrschaft (territorial sovereignty) was 
strengthened conflict with the nobility increased. The strains 
resulting from this conflict went beyond what the traditional 
base of the late medieval court-the feudal ties between 

94 Ibid. 126-31. For the relationship between court and capital city in the late 
Middle Ages see most recently Patze and Paravicini (edd.), Residenzen. 
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tenants in chief or liegemen and their lord-could bear. As the 
court could no longer carry out its integrative function this 
function had to be assumed by the estates and their 
assemblies.95 

Dieter Stievermann emphasizes, however, that what we are 
witnessing here is less a crisis of the court than a crisis of 
Landesherrschaft ( territorial sovereignty) at a time when the 
territorial state was going through a process of rapid 
expansion and restructuring.96 The court itself was ex
periencing a period less of decline than of adaptation. Certain 
functions were, it is true, passed to institutions outside the 
princely household, such as the estates or the newly created 
administrative councils (Kollegialbehorden), but even these 
institutions remained closely connected with the court in a 
broad sense. 

In many respects the courts of the German princes during 
the early modern period, some of which are introduced in 
Dieter Stievermann's chapter, do not conform to the general 
history of the princely court in Europe. In terms of status and 
development they lie somewhere between the courts of fully 
sovereign rulers such as the Western European kings and 
mere noble courts such as those which continued to exist, in 
undiminished rivalry with the royal court, in Poland.97 A 
good example of how a noble household could turn into a 
princely court laying claim at least to many of the outward 
signs of sovereignty, are the courts of the house of Orange. 
The United Netherlands, by constitution, was a republic in 
which sovereignty lay not in the hands of the stadtholders but 
in the hands of the estates. Olaf Mörke and Heinz Schilling 
argue that even this kind of political system could not manage 
entirely without a court. One could challenge this argument 
by pointing out that most of the Dutch provinces did govern 
themselves without the help of a stadtholder for about two 
decades after 1650. The office of stadtholder was abolished 

95 V. Press, 'Formen des Stiindewesens in den deutsehen Territorialstaaten des 
16. und 17. Jahrhunderts', in P. Baumgart (ed.), Stiindetum und Staatsbildung in 
Brandenburg-Preuflen (Veriiffcntl. d. Historisehen Kommission zu Berlin, 55; Berlin, 
1983), 280-318, p. 283, and idem, 'Von "Stiindestaat zum Absolutismus". 50 Thesen 
.zur Entwieklung des Stiindcwcscns in Dcutsehland', ibid. 319-26, pp. 319 ff. 

96 See below, eh. 6. 97 Cf. below, M~ezak, eh. 12. 
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again during the first half of the seventeenth century-to be 
revived only in 1747. Nevertheless it remains remarkable that 
in times of crisis-in particular of course when the existence of 
the state was threatened by war-even a republic found it 
necessary to confer authority on a quasi-monarchical head of 
state, and that this head of state soon enough assumed most of 
the trappings of a real monarch, including a court. A similar 
case, England in the 1650s, comes to mind, where the 
Protectorate's quasi-monarchical system of government also 
had primarily a military base, but where again the new head 
of state ruled surrounded by a courtly entourage.98 

Here of course we must not overlook the fact that the Dutch 
provinces, in having a princely court or rather courts of their 
own, were merely conforming to a milieu shaped by the 
monarchic state; without the necessary degree of courtly 
splendour they risked not being 'socially acceptable' on the 
international diplomatic stage of the high baroque period. As 
Olaf Mörke indicates, the Orange court also played an 
important role in domestic policy-especially since it was at 
the court that those social elites who did not belong to the 
circles of the patrician oligarchy of the regents were integrated 
into the Dutch state.99 

Although, when speaking of the monarchic states in 
Europe, it is often deceptive to talk of the fundamental 
conflicts between court and country, since during the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries a great range of factions (with 
varying degrees of influence) were generally represented at 
most courts, one is forced to admit that in the case of the 
Netherlands it would be quite legitimate to speak of such a 
conflict. As Mörke emphasizes, the Orange courts really were 
the centres of a party, that of the house of Orange-Nassau. 
Although in structure this party was by no means purely 
aristocratic and anti-bourgeois it was, none the less, clearly 
opposed to the patrician oligarchy dominating the town 
councils. 

In this respect the Orange court, never much more than the 
centre of a party, has a certain similarity with the court of 

98 R. Sherborn, The Court of Oliver Cromwell (London, 1977). 
99 See below, chs. 17 and 18. 
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Charles I of England during and immediately prior to the Civil 
War when its political powers of integration were finally 
exhausted. In England, however, the question arises as to 
when exactly the apparently insurmountable gulf between 
court and country, which divided Roundheads and Cavaliers 
in 1642, appeared. Was it a process stretching back to the 
reign of James I; did it begin when Charles I ascended the 
throne; or was it a short-term development dating back no 
earlier than the late 163os? The court of James I was certainly 
torn by factional struggles, but the king was still generally 
able to maintain some sort of balance-albeit an uneasy one
between the different groups. 100 Not until the final years of his 
reign and under his son did any clear opposition between the 
'ins' and the 'outs' begin to emerge, largely due to the 
dominant position which the duke of Buckingham had come 
to hold. The opponents of the duke now threatened to become 
opponents of the court itself. 101 

In the 1630s, following the end of the war with Spain and 
France and the death of the duke, these tensions began to 
decrease. None the less, in her study of Queen Henrietta 
Maria's household, Caroline Hibbard comes to the conclusion 
that the court of Charles I, or at least the queen's side of it, 
played a dysfunctional role in politics during the 1630s since it 
was far too much in the grip of groups of outsiders such as the 
catholics or the French courtiers who had come to England 
with the queen in 1625. The queen's household, moreover, 
highlighted a common problem affiicting the court of Charles 
I in general. Many important positions were held by people 
who had been highly influential at the court of James I and his 
consort or who belonged at least to the same small circle of 
families. Their long affiliation with the court meant they had 
gradually become estranged from the 'country'. There was no 
dramatic intensification of the opposition between court and 
country, however, until the end of the 1630s when the king's 

100 Cuddy, 'Revival of the Entourage' (above, n. 72); for the courts of James I and 
Charles I see now also R. G. Asch, 'Krone, Hofund Adel in den Landern der Stuart 
Dynastic im friihen 17. Jahrhundert', Zeitschrift for historische Forschung, 16 (1989), 
pp. I 83-200. 

101 The forced loan of 1626 was a decisive turning-point for this development. See 
R. Cust, The Forced Loan and English Politics 1626-1628 (Oxford, 1987). 
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Personal Rule, and with it his court, disintegrated under the 
impact of the Scottish rebellion. 102 

5 

The collapse of Charles I's rule highlights the problems 
burdening the majority of early modern courts-problems 
which simply accumulated in England. Just as at many 
mainland European courts, especially those of the Spanish 
and Austrian Habsburgs, in England the task of uniting the 
extraordinarily heterogeneous elites of a union of kingdoms 
and territories divided not only by a different history but by 
different religious loyalties fell to the court. 103 In the case of 
Ireland and Scotland it obviously failed to resolve this 
problem in the 1630s; the presence of a limited number of 
'deracinated' Scottish noblemen at the English court was not 
enough to establish sufficient links between the northern 
kingdom and its absent ruler. Nor was the presence of the lord 
deputy's court in Dublin in the 1630s a strong enough 
influence on the country to prevent the outbreak of the Irish 
rebellion in 1641. 104 

If the problem of the integration of disparate dominions and 
territories under the rule of a single monarch was one common 
to the whole of Europe, then the 'British' court, if one can 
describe it as such, was simultaneously confronted with 
problems of a quite different, even conflicting, nature, which 

102 See below, eh. 15. For the change in the structure of the queen's encourage in 
the late 1630s which was an important factor in isolating the court see also 
M. R. Smuts, 'The Puritan Followers of Henrietta Maria in the 1630s', English 
Hiswrical Review, 93 (1978), pp. 24-45. 

103 For the particular problems of monarchies consisting of a great number of 
disparate dominions see H. Konigsberger, 'Dominium Regale or Dominium 
Politicum et Regale? Monarchies and Parliaments in Early Modern Europe', in 
K. Bos! (ed.), Der Moderne Parlamentarismus und seine Grundlage11 in der stiindischen 
Repriisentation (Berlin 1977), 43-68, pp. 55 ff.; cf. C. Russell, 'The British Background 
to the English Civil War', Hiswry, 72 (1987), pp. 395-416. 

104 For Scotland see D. Stevenson, The Scottish Revolution (Newton Abbot, 1973), 
esp. pp. 17-20, 324; on Wentworth's government in Ireland see H. Kearney, Strafford 
in Ireland 1633-4I. A Study in Absolutism (Manchester, 1959). On his wellnigh royal 
court see the interesting remarks by James Howell, Epistolae Ho-Elianae (Temple 
Classics, 1903), vol. ii, sec. 6, no. 36, p. 61;James Howell to Sir Edw. Savage from 
Dublin, 3 May 1639. 
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were experienced neither in the same way nor as acutely 
anywhere else. Whereas elsewhere rulers were more concerned 
to accelerate the political process of integration and central
ization via the court, the early Stuarts, and Charles I in 
particular, pursued, ostensibly at least, a conflicting policy, 
for they sought to keep the nobility and gentry who did not 
belong to the royal household away from the court and the 
capital, at least for a large part of the year. 105 The lack of a 
bureaucratic local administration made it seem desirable to 
compel the nobility to remain resident in the country, because 
it was these same great magnates and members of the gentry 
who ensured that the orders of the central government were 
carried out in the provinces. In any case such decrees 
probably served to keep noblemen and gentry away not so 
much from the court as from the capital, for the latter rivalled 
the court as a point of contact where opponents of the king 
could communicate and organize. Whereas on the Continent 
the court often still served as the motor of political and social 
integration, in England the trend towards centralization 
threatened to overtake the court. As a result of the very unified 
and homogeneous character, in comparison with the rest of 
Europe, of the kingdom of England (not of the 'British' 
monarchy as a whole) other centres began to compete with the 
court-the City of London with its suburbs as the focus of 
economic, social, and society life and parliament, at least 
potentially, as a clearing-house for conflicts between localities 
and government. It has been said of parliament, whose 
position in this respect was even weaker than that of many a 
mainland European estate assembly, that it was only an 'event', 
not an 'institution', 106 but, as we have seen, the court, unlike 
the household, can also be seen as a mere 'series of 
occasions' .107 Under the exceptional circumstances of the 

ios Stone, Crisis, pp. 397 f. For the reign of Charles I cf. J. F. Larkin (ed.), Stuart 
Royal Proclamations, ii. Royal Proclamations of King Charles I 1625-1646 (Oxford, 1983), 
nos. 56, 77, 159. For the crown's policy to keep the gentry (and peerage) out of 
London see also most recently F. Heal, 'The Crown, the Gentry and London: The 
Enforcement of Proclamation 1590-1640', in C. Cross et al. (edd.), Law and 
Government under the Tudors. Essays presented to Sir Geoffrey Elton on his Retirement 
(Cambridge, 1988), pp.211-28. 

106 C. Russell, 'The Nature of a Parliament in Early Stuart England', in H. 
Tomlinson (ed.), Before the English Civil War (London, 1983), 123-50, pp. 124 f. 

io7 Above, p. 9. Cf. below, Griffiths (eh. 2), p. 48. 
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Civil War period parliament was ultimately to prove itself 
superior to the court as a place of mediation between central 
government and localities. 108 After 1660, therefore, it could 
hold its own alongside the court as a competing political 
centre of at least temporarily comparable influence. 

Hardly any of the estate assemblies of the continental 
monarchies and principalities had comparable success. Where 
the estates did survive beyond the middle of the seventeenth 
century, they increasingly withdrew to the sphere of finance 
and regional or local administration. In spite of the con
siderable responsibilities often involved here, debates on 
questions of high politics were henceforth the preserve of the 
ruler and the court society which surrounded him-the times 
when rulers and princes had to commit themselves by formal 
treaty to consult their estates on questions of foreign policy 
were over. Thus the latter seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
became the classical age of the court . 

In comparison with the century after 1650 the period under 
discussion here appears as a time when the limitations and the 
shortcomings of the court are much more visible; the court of 
the emperor, for example, often played only a marginal role in 
the Reich as a whole and even in the Erblande its influence was 
frequently limited as we have mentioned. In France the 
nascent court society of the early sixteenth century dis
integrated into hostile factions during the Wars of Religion, 109 

and, far from exerting any deep influence on their attitudes, 
the courtly way of life was rejected by large sections of the 
French nobility. Finally, in England, where the position of the 
court seemed to be well established during the reign of the 
Tudors, the court of Charles I broke apart in 1640-2 and 
ultimately became a victim-as did the monarchy itself-of its 
victorious parliamentary opponents in the turmoils of the 
Civil War. 

On the other hand, however, we should not forget that the 
great rebellions of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
the revolt of the Dutch against the Spaniards, the revolt of the 
Catalans in 1640, the Scottish revolution of the 1630s, and 

108 See A. Hughes, 'The King, the Parliament and the Localities during the 
English Civil War',Joumal of British Studies, 24 (1985), pp. 236--63. 

109 Sol non, La Gour de France, pp. 42 f., I 5 I. 
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even the rebellion of the estates of Bohemia in 1618-broke 
out not in those countries that had a court of their own, but in 
those that were governed by an absent monarch and had only 
a viceregal court or perhaps no court at all. This was the case, 
for example, in the Scotland of the early seventeenth century 
of which it has been said that it was 'virtually all country and 
no court'. 110 This in itself is a proof of the court's in
dispensability for the monarchies of early modern Europe. If 
some rulers deliberately neglected their own court for some 
time and tried to rule in an exclusively 'bureaucratic' way 
they soon came to regret it. 111 Not until the end of the 
eighteenth century did the court lose its traditional position as 
the centre of government and politics, and the dominant focus 
for the ruling élites in most of the great continental monarchies. 
In fact in some cases this change did not occur until the first 
half of the nineteenth century. When, however, it finally 
'became merely the king's immediate entourage, devoted to 
his well being and amusement', 112 this 'privatization of the 
court' marked the end of the ancien régime itself, whose political 
life had for so long revolved around the court. 

110 Stevenson, Scottish Revolution, p. 324. I am grateful to Kevin Sharpe who drew 
my attention to Stevenson's comment and the argument implied in it. 

111 Only the kings of 18th-cent. Prussia managed to rule their state without a court 
worth speaking of-but the army there fulfilled those functions which elsewhere 
belonged to the court. 

112 Thus Mousnier, Institutions (above, n. 52), ii (Chicago, 1984), p. 127 (cf. p. 129) 
about the court of Louis XVI; however, Mousnier possibly underestimates the role 
which even the court of this king still played in politics. For the early 19th-cent. 
French court cf. now P. Mansel, The Court of France 17Brr1B30 (Cambridge, 1989). 
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The King's Court during the 
Wars of the Roses 

Continuities in an Age of Discontinuities 

RALPH A. GRIFFITHS 

The monarchy and regal politics in England have never 
ceased to capture the attention of late medieval and early 
modern historians. In 1953 K. B. McFarlane voiced his 
irritation at what he described as the overwhelmingly 
'royalist' interpretation of medieval English history by writers 
whom he called 'King's Friends'. Indeed, at that particular 
moment, he feared lest this devotion to the kingly office should 
result in these writers and their unwary readers 'slipping into 
totalitarianism'. 1 Such sentiments had special meaning for 
McFarlane and his audience in the immediate post-war years, 
although several of his pupils have voiced them approvingly 
since. On the other hand, it has always been recognized (not 
least by McFarlane himself) that, for good or ill, public policy 
in late medieval and early modern England was devised, and 
the personal fortunes of individuals best advanced, by kings 
and by those around kings. And McFarlane and others 
inspired by his work have placed their favoured concept of 
'patronage', including the links between king and subject, in 
the forefront of late medieval historical study. At the 
beginning of his biography of Edward IV, Charles Ross 
announced that 'The ways and means of gaining and keeping 
power are central themes of this study. For the same reason, 
Edward's relations with the English nobility, and especially 
his use of patronage, occupy a prominent place.'2 

1 K. B. McFarlane, The Nobility of Later Medieval England (Oxford, 1973), p. 2, 

expressed at the beginning of his Ford Lectures, delivered in the university of Oxford 
in 1953. 

2 Ross, Edward IV(London, 1974), p. xi. See also his Richard Ill (London, 1981), in 
which he confessed (p. xi) to an 'emphatic concentration on the problems of how to 
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Early modern historians, in their pursuit of similar interests, 
have lavished much attention on what they describe as 'the 
court', wherein the patronage nexus was at its most effective.3 

By contrast, apart from a few Victorian forays into what was 
dubbed 'court life' during the early Plantagenet period in the 
second half of the twelfth century - one thinks of scholars like 
R. W. Eyton (1815--81) and Hubert Hall (1857-1944), who 
were familiar with the records of English government as well 
as with contemporary commentaries by Peter ofBlois,John of 
Salisbury, Walter Map, and Gerald of Wales4-medievalists 
have preferred to enter 'the household' rather than 'the court', 
and to anatomize the household's functions and functionaries. 

Late medieval historians during the past half-century have 
taken their cue from T. F. Tout's influential, if modestly 
entitled, Chapters in the Administrative History of Medieval England, 
and from his charting of the processes whereby the king's 
curia-his 'court', no less-gradually shifted routine adminis
trative tasks to a number of institutionalized departments, 
while always retaining general oversight and the making of 
policy in the hands of the king and those about him. Tout 
rarely described this regal environment as 'the court', and late 
medieval historians have since been content to examine its 
institutional and administrative engine, the king's household.5 

Part of the explanation for late medievalists' coyness lies, 
perhaps, in the regrettable fact that Tout's great study, whose 
final two volumes were published posthumously in 1930 and 
1933, concluded with the deposition of Richard II in 1399. 

gain, and even more of how to keep power in late-medieval England, and on the 
inevitable centre of these operations, his use of patronage'. Charles Ross is unusual 
among McFarlane's pupils in indulging in royal biography, and with conspicuous 
success. 

3 e.g. D. Rubini, Court and Country, 1688-1702 (London, 1967); P. Zagorin, The 
Court and the Country (London, 1969); A. H. Smith, Counry and Court (London, 1974); 
J. R. Jones, Country and Court (London, 1978); R. Ashton, The Ciry and the Court, 16o3-
1643 (London, 1979); even, somewhat incongruously, R. Sherwood, The Court of Oliver 
Cromwell (London, 1977). 

4 R. W. Eyton, Court, Household and Itinerary of King Henry II (London, 1878; repr. 
Hildesheim and New York, 1974); H. Hall, Court Life under the Plantagenets (London, 
1890; repr. London, 1899). 

5 T. F. Tout, Chapters in the Administrative History of Medieval England (6 vols., 
Manchester, 1920-33). The modest number of references to the court in the index 
(sixth) volume is instructive. 
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Since 1933, the no man's land between 1399 and 1485 (or even 
1509) has been occupied; with increasing confidence, by 
medievalists more frequently than by early modernists, but 
neither 'the court' nor 'the household' of Lancastrian and 
Yorkist kings has been authoritatively examined in its 
entirety; indeed, 'the court' has been barely identified with 
any precision. 6 

Recently, two Tudor historians-David Loades and David 
Starkey, the latter aided and abetted by D. A. L. Morgan
have boldly elbowed their way into the fifteenth century and 
planted the banner of 'the Tudor court' firmly in the decades 
immediately following 1450, claiming by the way that a new 
kind of court emerged in Edward IV's reign which 
blossomed into the phenomenon familiar to sixteenth-century 
historians. 7 This hypothesis was perhaps heralded by remarks 
made by C. A. J. Armstrong and Neville Williams in 1977. 
The latter credited Edward IV with 'innovations in palace 
ceremonial' which Henry VII continued, and the former 
noted (as others had before him) the significance of King 
Edward's visit to the Burgundian court during his exile in 
January 1471 and the copy of certain household ordinances 
which Richard Whetehill, one of Edward's servants at Calais, 
obtained in 1474 from Olivier de la Marche, chamberlain of 
Charles the Rash, duke of Burgundy.8 The literary, artistic, 
and chivalric contacts between the English and Burgundian 
courts during Edward IV's reign have been eloquently 
described, but it is quite another matter-one for which 
evidence is lacking-to claim that the Y orkist court was in 

6 A. R. Myers (ed.), The Household of Edward IV: The Black Book and the Ordinances if 
1478 (Manchester, 1959), is primarily an ed. of mid-15th-cent. ordinances for the 
household. The standard biography of Henry VII (London, 1972) was written by the 
eminent medieval historian, S. B. Chrimes. 

7 D. Loades, The Tudor Court (London, 1986); D. Starkey (ed.), The English Court 
from the Wars of the Roses to the Civil War (London, 1987), with D. A. L. Morgan's 
excellent essay, 'The House of Policy: The Political Role of the late Plantagenet 
Household', as eh. 2 (pp. 25-70). 

8 C. A.J. Armstrong, 'The Golden Age of Burgundy' (eh. 3, pp. 55-75), and 
N. Williams, 'The Tudors' (eh. 7, pp. 147-67), in A. G. Dickens (ed.), The Courts if 
Europe. Politics, Patronage and Royalty, 1400-1800 (London, 1977). The hypothesis may 
have a more venerable lineage reaching back to J. R. Green's concept of a 'New 
Monarchy' inaugurated by Edward IV and continued by Henry VII, which was 
popularized in A Short History of the English People, first published in London in 1874 
and reprinted many times thereafter. 
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some fundamental way transformed in the Burgundian court's 
image.9 

At the same time, but more cautiously, and not always 
consciously, Chris Given-Wilson's recent work on the royal 
household between 1360 and 1413 has begun to identify the 
court and its courtiers, as well as the household and its 
officialdom. 10 All these are very recent developments, and yet, 
of course, late medieval historians have long referred to the 
English court in the fifteenth century as often as they have 
referred to the royal household. They have, indeed, used the 
words interchangeably as if the court was the household and 
vice versa. Contemporaries thought otherwise. 

I suspect that the fifteenth-century court has been conjured 
before our mind's eye (including my own) largely by 
Hollywood, and Hollywood ultimately raised most of its 
images from the Gothic Revival-from, for example, the 
splendid series of eight pictures illustrating the life of Edward 
III which were commissioned by George III for the King's 
Audience Chamber at Windsor Castle and painted in 1 787-g 
by Benjamin West (1738-1820), an expatriate American who 
was first taught to paint by a Cherokee Indian; or else from 
the vaults of historical pictures submitted in competition for 
the decoration of the new Houses of Parliament following the 
destructive fire of 1834. 11 In its turn, the Gothic Revival in art 
was partly influenced by those richly illuminated pictures of 
Henry VI and Edward IV and their queens being presented, 
in the presence of clusters of noble and other figures, with the 
books in which these illuminations appear. Witness the 
portrayal of a public scene in a royal palace in 1445, when 

9 Myers (Household of Edward IV, pp. 4, 33) hesitated to draw such an implication, 
and Loades (Tudor Court, pp. 18-19) specifically eschewed any such. For a review of 
courtly contacts, see C. A.J. Armstrong, 'L'Echange culture( entre Jes cours 

. d'Angleterre et de Bourgogne a l'epoque de Charles le Temeraire', in idem, England, 
France and Burgundy in the Fifteenth Century (London, 1983), eh. 15, pp. 403-17 (1st 
pub. 1970). 

JO C. Given-Wilson, The Royal Household and the King's Affinity: Service, Politics and 
Finance in England, 1360-1413 (New Haven and London, 1986). Professor Loades 
equates the court with the household: Tudor Court, pp. 10-13, 38 ff. 

11 For West, see DNB, s.n., and H. von Erffa and A. Staley, The Paintings of 
Benjamin West (New Haven and London, 1986); and for parliament, K. Clark, The 
Gothic Revival (3rd edn., London, 1962; repr. London, 1975), eh. 6. See, in general, 
M. Girouard, The Return to Camelot (London, 1981). 



The Court during the Wars of the Roses 45 

John Talbot, Earl of Shrewsbury presented Margaret of 
Anjou with a book of romances, in the presence of her 
husband, Henry VI, and his courtiers, who included the 
chamberlain with his staff of office, the queen's ladies, and 
various noblemen. Or witness the scene set in a more private 
royal room, where Anthony Woodville, Earl Rivers, presented 
to his brother-in-law, Edward IV, a book which Rivers had 
translated from French and which William Caxton published 
in 1477 as Dictes and Sayings of the Philosophers; the presentation 
took place in the presence of the queen, Prince Edward, a 
monk, a judge, a noble, and several other onlookers who 
represented a larger group hovering just outside the open 
door. 12 The striking, stylized court scenes in Laurence 
Olivier's films of Shakespeare's Richard III and Henry V spring 
readily to mind-especially the latter ( 1944), whose closing 
scene of peace and concord at the marriage of Henry V and 
Katherine of Valois was inspired by such brilliantly colourful 
illuminations as those in the Earl of Shrewsbury's book, 
compiled almost exactly 500 years before ( 1445) as a gift for 
the next French bride of an English king, on the occasion of 
her marriage to Henry VI. 

The trouble is that the fifteenth-century historian has 
nothing comparable with (for example) Walter Map's observa
tions-at once humorous and ironic-on the twelfth-century 
court in his Courtiers' Trifles. 13 The writings of Sir John 
Fortescue are mainly concerned with the institutional 
mechanisms ofLancastrian and Yorkist government and with 
the common law, and they generally lack informality and 
shrewd observations of human behaviour. Nor do we have a 
chronicle written, like Westminster Abbey's chronicle of 
Richard II's reign, close to the heart ofregal affairs-certainly 
none composed near Windsor Castle. 14' The author of the 
Crow land Chronicle of the 14 70s and 1480s is still not known 

12 B[ritish] L[ibrary], Royal MS 15 E VI; Lambeth Palace Library, MS 265 fo. vi. 
These pictures have been reproduced many times: e.g. respectively and in colour, 
J. Cannon and R. Griffiths, The Ox.ford Illustrated History qf the British Monarchy 
{Oxfcird, 1988), p. 237; H. Cole, The Wars of the Roses (London, 1973), p. 121. 

13 M. R. James (ed.), Walter Map: De Nugis Curialium: Courtiers' Trifles, rev. 
C. N. L. Brooke and R. A. B. Mynors (Oxford, 1983). 

14 L. C. Hector and B. F. Harvey (edd.), The Westminster Chronicle, 1381-1394 
(Oxford, 1982). 
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for certain, and he may have purposely concealed almost as 
much as he gave away in dangerous and unpredictable 
times. 15 

In marked contrast, a good deal of the routine administrative 
archive of the king's household has survived from the fifteenth 
century, most notably the financial accounts of the treasurer 
and controller of the household, supplemented by those of the 
keeper of the great wardrobe outside, but associated with, the 
household. 16 Yet these accounts are both narrow in scope and 
specific in purpose; they are the records of accountants, rather 
than descriptions of offices or analyses by informed observers. 
They record the expenditure and disposal of the income of the 
household: in short, the regular financial management of the 
organizational structures of the king and his entourage. 
Similarly, the several household ordinances which survive 
from this period outline the allowances and fees payable to 
officers of the king's household; they are less often concerned 
with detailing the duties which these officers performed about 
the court. 17 However, they record fees paid to ushers who take 
lords and ladies to their chambers in the king's house or 
palace, and they note the fees paid to esquires of the 
household who 'help occupy the court and accompany 
strangers' there, and help to entertain lords in their chambers 
'within courte' (as Edward IV's ordinances put it). 18 

The household was the institution which, to a degree, 
organized the court, but the court had no organizational 
aspect of its own and accordingly produced no administrative 
archive of its own. For this reason, it· has proved easier to 
describe the household and understand its workings than to 
comprehend the fifteenth-century court. However, between 
the lines of household accounts and ordinances, the footprints 
of the court can be detected; and from time to time they betray 

15 N. Pronay and J. Cox (edd.), The Crowland Chronicle Continuations, 145[rr486 
(London, 1986). For comment on the authorship, see Ross, Richard III, pp. xliii-xlvi, 
and D. Williams, 'The Crowland Chronicle, 616-1500', in idem (ed.), England in the 
Fifteenth Century (Woodbridge, Suffolk, 1987), pp. 371-go. 

16 The surviving accounts are briefly noted by D. A. L. Morgan in Starkey, English 
Court, pp. 30-1. 

17 Ibid. 27-30, with detailed commentary in Myers, Household of Edward IV, passim. 
18 A Collection of Ordinances and Regulations for the Government of the Royal Household 

(London, 1790), p.115 (1493); Myers, Household of Edward IV, p. 129 (1478). 
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the presence of the encompassing court by their references to 
traditional rules and customs 'of the court' ('the good, old, 
sad, worshupfull, and profitables rulez of the court used before 
tym'), usually dating back no further than the reign of 
Edward III. 19 

Footprints become substance in those rare documents 
which describe individual departments of the household. 
There survives such a description of the Royal Chapel, and 
there may once have been others in existence. To have an 
account of the Royal Chapel is particularly fortunate because 
the dean of the Chapel and his staff held the key to most of the 
ceremonies in which the king and his entourage participated; 
if entered in a king's diary, these ceremonies would have 
claimed a substantial part of his year. This is surely the reason 
why, in 1449, Count Alvaro Vaz d'Almada asked for an 
authoritative account of Henry Vl's Royal Chapel, rather 
than of any other department related to the court, for 
presentation to his master, King Alfons V of Portugal.20 The 
Count visited England in the summer of 1445: he was elected 
to the Order of the Garter on 11 July and was formally 
installed as a knight on 16 August.21 Whenever the request for 
the account was made, during Count Alvaro's visit or after he 
had returned to Portugal, it was William Say, dean of the 
Royal Chapel from February 1449 and a king's chaplain since 
1446, who authorized its compilation in the spring of 1449.22 

A number of royal ceremonies were special and highly 
formal, the dean of the Royal Chapel acting as their 
impresario. His authority extended infra curiam Regis, and he 
had direct access to the king as well as to the king's 
chamberlain.23 Among the ceremonies for which he was 
responsible were the funerals of kings and their consorts, the 

19 For the 'old rule ofcourte' (1445), see Myers, Household of Edward IV, p. 63; and 
for references in Edward IV's 'Black Book' to earlier ordinances, including those of 
Edward III, ibid. 84, go, 133, 182; and for the phrase quoted in the text, ibid. 147. 

20 W. Ullmann (ed.), Liber Regie Capelle (Henry Bradshaw Soc., 92, London, 
1961). For the suggestion that rules and regulations for other departments may have 
existed, ibid. 5. 

21 G. F. Belz, Memorials of the Most Noble Order of the Garter (London, 1841), p. clx. 
22 R. A. Griffiths, The Reign of King Henry VI (London, 1981 ), p. 304. For details of 

Say's career, see A. B. Emden, A Biographical Register of The Universiry of Oxford to 
A. D. 1500 (3 vols.; Oxford, 1957-g), iii. 164g-50. 

23 Ullman, Liber, pp. 56--7. 
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coronations of kings and queens, the baptism of their sons and 
daughters, the churching of queens as they recovered from 
childbirth, and the Garter celebrations. Other ceremonies 
took place more frequently and were more common sights at 
court: royal crown-wearings, which were held six or more 
times a year; ennoblements of peers which usually took place 
in royal residences rather than in parliament from the reign of 
Henry VI to that of Henry VIII; anniversaries of coronations; 
and royal observance of the year's religious festivals. And 
someone had to organize the plays and dramas at court, the 
tournaments, and the marriages of royal kinsfolk, nobles of the 
court, and their children, as well as the banquets held by the 
king or queen or both, with dancing, singing, gift-and
honours-giving, in the presence of privileged English and 
other observers.24 

This constant round of ceremonies and events required 
advice and regulations which, when they survive, reveal the 
fifteenth-century court to have been a ceremonious and defer
ential society. Their careful and precise stress on status and 
precedence underlines the formality of many such occasions 
and the central role of the nobility, both spiritual and 
temporal, in them. These records of precedence and ceremony, 
it might be thought, reflect the very essence of the court as a 
series of occasions, a noble environment of considerable 
formality. 25 

There are, too, the impressions left by several people who 
attended these ceremonies, or who were present at court at 
other times. These informal accounts were penned by 
foreigners and Englishmen alike, and they offer vignettes of 
the court's day from the inside. Of the foreigners who 
attended the English court, were admitted to the hall (in 
aulam), and waited on the king, several were granted a 
personal interview with His Majesty. Three Prussian envoys 
were invited in May I 386 to Windsor Castle where, they 

24 Ibid., passim; M. Letts (ed.), The Travels of Leo of Rozmital (Hakluyt Society, 2nd 
ser., rn8, Cambridge,. 1957), pp. 45, 47--8, 53, 63;A. Wagner and J.C. Sainty, 'The 
Origin of the Introduction of Peers in the House of Lords', Archaeologia, IOI (1967), 
I 1g-50, pp. 122-4. 

25 On precedence, sec Myers, Household ,if Edward IV, p. 32, n. 5 (rules of 
precedence c.1467); Collection of Ordinances and Regulations, pp. rng-33 ( 1493). 
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reported, the king and his lords were taking part in wedding 
festivities and the Garter celebrations.26 French envoys inJuly 
1445 were struck by the richness and formality of Henry VI's 
court at Westminster (though the king himself later relaxed), 
and also by the array of noblemen about him. Substantial 
bodies of bishops, magnates, knights, and esquires were 
assigned {presumably by the king) to conduct the envoys from 
place to place through the streets of the capital and by water 
to Westminster, where 

they found the king upon a high stool, without a bed stretched over 
it, of blue tapestry, diapered, of the livery of the late king, that is to 
say, Pods, and his motto 'Jamais', of gold, and a backpiece of 
tapestry representing some ladies who present to a lord the arms of 
France; and the whole was of gold, very rich, and a high chair under 
the said back-piece; and he himself was clothed in a rich robe down 
to the ground, of red cloth of gold.27 

Jörg von Ehingen, a German nobleman, could compare his 
impressions of Henry's court in 1458 with those he formed 
during his tour of other European courts, including that of 
Scotland.28 The companions of the queen of Bohemia's 
brother, Leo of Rozmital, who visited England in 1466, were 
quite bowled over by the opulence, regal splendour, and noble 
company characteristic of Edward IV's court more than four 
years before he visited Burgundy; they witnessed some of the 
very ceremonies-notably, the churching of Queen Elizabeth 

26 G. von der Ropp (ed.), Hanserecesse, vol. i, part 3, no. 198 (a reference I owe to 
Mr T. H. Lloyd). 

27 J. Stevenson (ed.), Letters and Papers illustrative of the Wars of the English in France 
during the Reign of Henry the Sixth, King of England, i (Rolls Ser., 1861), pp. 87-148, 153-
59, with the quotation p. 103. These are the envoys' own accounts of their reception 
in London, Westminster, and Fulham; at first they greeted the king on their knees, 
but later had less formal conversations in the king's presence. Cf. the reception of 
Louis of Bruges, lord of Gruuthuse, at Windsor Castle in 1472: 'The Record of 
Bluemantle Pursuivant', in C. L. Kingsford (ed.), English Historical Literature in the 
Fifteenth Century (Oxford 1913), pp. 37g-88, where nobles of the 'kinges owne courte' 
were among the reception party. 

28 M. Letts (ed.), The Diary of Jorg van Ehingen (London, 1929), pp. 3g--40. Von 
Ehingen's impression of Henry's court was so little different from that of other royal 
'courts', where he was usually shown honour in 'hunting', dancing, and feasting, that 
he wrote little about it, save that he met King Henry, who gave him his Order; this 
may refer to the Lancastrian SS collar rather than the Garter, since there is no record 
that he was admitted to the Order of the Garter. See Belz, Memorials of the Garter, 
pp. clxi--clxii. 
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after the birth of her first-born in February 1466---whose 
organization was the responsibility of the dean of the Royal 
Chapel, as outlined in the account given to the Portuguese in 
1449. .. The Bohemian delegation noted admiringly that 
Edward 'has the most splendid court that could be found in all 
Christendom. Some days later he invited my Lord Leo and his 
honourable company and· provided a most splendid banquet 
with fifty dishes according to their custom. Then the King 
admitted my lord and all his attendants to his fellowship. '2 

Things seemed hardly different to the Venetian envoy and his 
servant in the winter of 1496--7, except that the suspicious 
personality of Henry Tudor contrasted with that of the 
rumbustious Edward IV. Indeed, it was observed that Henry, 
though inclined to be personally frugal, 'does not change any 
of the ancient usages of England at his court, keeping a 
sumptuous table'. 30 

Dominic Mancini, the Italian who spent almost a year in 
England in 1482-3, did not stir from London and Westminster, 
and he seems to have had an entrée to the court, perhaps 
facilitated by influential Italians already living in London. At 
any rate, he saw (or learned) a good deal besides the jovial 
openness and magnificence of Edward IV' s court; he recog
nized that the king himself 'contrived many performances of 
actors amidst royal splendour, so as to mitigate or disguise 
this sorrow' (of the news of the Franco-Burgundian treaty 
sealed at Arras in December 1482). Mancini was also made 
aware of the intrigues and aristocratic factions 'who were the 
very powerful at court' ( in regiam, in aulam, even in regiam 
aulam) during the king's later years. Whereas Richard, duke of 
Gloucester, was rarely present at court (in regiam) after the 
execution of his brother George, duke of Clarence, the queen 
(said Mancini) 'ennobled many of her family. Besides she 
attracted to her party many strangers and introduced them to 
court [in regiam aulam], so that they alone should manage the 
public and private businesses of the crown, surround the king, 

29 Letts, Lea of Ro;:,,nital, with the quotation (from Gabriel Tetzel's report) at 
p. 45. The visitors noted how lords and ladies, as well as servants, knelt before the 
king and his queen. 

30 C. A. Sneyd (ed.), A Relation, or rather a TT1111 Account, of the Island of England ..• 
about the year 1500 (Camden Soc., 1847), with the quotation at p. 46. 
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and have clients, give or sell offices, and finally rule the very 
king himself.'31 

These interstices of formal court life--the flattery and 
faction, both personal and political, that were the darker side 
of a world of ceremony and deference--tend to dominate the 
impressions which Englishmen have left of the court. Such 
observers were perhaps less surprised and overwhelmed by 
the splendour of it all and most of them, in truth, were not 
honoured guests at court, as the foreign commentators 
generally were. One of the heralds who helped to ensure that 
ceremonies went as planned wrote an elaborate account of 
ceremonial at 'the king's own court' in 1471-2: how the king 
'kept his estate' at crown-wearings, religious festivals, the 
Garter ceremony, and at banquets. 2 Of the royal councillors, 
Sir John Fortescue has left but few words about the court, but 
these are at least concrete and direct: 

I praise highly the magnificence and grandeur of the king's house 
[domus], for within it is the supreme academy for the nobles of the 
realm, and a school of vigour, probity and manners by which the 
realm is honoured and will flourish, ... 33 

The same may be said of the author of the Crowland 
Chronicle. Casting his mind back to Edward IV's court which 
he knew well, he commented that 'you might have seen a royal 
court such as befitted a mighty kingdom, filled with riches and 
men from almost every nation and (surpassing all else) with 
the handsome and most delightful children' of the queen.34 He 
had witnessed crown-wearings and religious festivals at court; 
but he was, even more intimately than Mancini, alive to its 
seamier side as well. He was familiar with 'the royal 
familiarity' ( or circles). Of the time when the king quarrelled 
with his brother, the duke of Clarence, he recalled: 

31 C. A.J. Armstrong (ed.), The Usurpation of Richard The Third, by Dominic Mancini 
(2nd edn., Oxford, 196g), with the quotation at pp. 59, 65. For other hints of the 
relationship between the court, the great hall, and the chambers of the king and 
queen, see Ullmann (ed.), Liber, pp. 67-72 (1449). 

32 'Bluemantle Pursuivant', pp. 37g-88. At Westminster, the White Hall was most 
commonly the location for these events. 

33 Sir John Fortescue: De Laudibus Legum Anglia,, ed. and trans. S. B. Chrimes 
(Cambridge, 1942), p. 111. 

34 Crowland Chronicle Continuations, with the quotation at p. 149. 
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You might have seen (as such men are found in the courts of all 
princes) sycophants running to and from the one side and the other 
carrying the words of both brothers backwards and forwards even if 
they had been spoken in the most secret chamber.35 

To the inquisitive outsider, the court seemed an in
exhaustible storehouse of gossip about the great and the 
noble. Robert Fabyan, the prominent London draper and city 
politician who seems to have been the author of the so-called 
'Great Chronicle of London', had a good ear for rumours 
about the court and an eye for the humorous and ironic. He 
recalled an incident 'In the Court' in 1469 which illustrates 
both the entertainments and the political intrigue at Edward 
IV's court. On a hot, dry summer's day, a jester well known at 
court for the titillating undertones of his capers, entered the 
king's chamber. He was dressed in a short coat cut at the 
bottom in points, and he wore a pair of boots long enough to 
be tied to the points; in his hand he carried a pike. When 
Edward enquired why he was wearing such long boots and 
holding a pike, the jester replied with a veiled but scathing 
comment on the queen's father, Earl Rivers, and the influence 
which he and his family enjoyed in the kingdom. It was a jibe 
which would have been savoured by a number of those 
present. 

I have passyd thorwth many Cuntrees of your Realm, and In placys 
that I have passid the Ryvers been soo hieh that I coude hardly 
scape thorw theym, But as I was fayn to serch the depth wyth this 
long staff. 36 

Edward knew what he meant but took it in good part. Yet 
within a few months the realm had fallen into civil war, with 
dissident Y orkists who resented the prominence of Earl Rivers 
and his relatives sinking their differences with the exiled 
Lancastrians. 

Long ears, honied tongues, and capacious pockets were 
needed by those who, like the Paston family from the 
provinces, hoped to advance their personal causes by visiting 

35 Ibid. 147, 145. For Richard III's crown-wearing at Christmas in the great hall, 
ibid. 173. 

36 A. H. Thomas and I. D. Thornley (edd.), The Great Chronicle of London (London, 
1938), p. 208. 
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the court or ingratiating themselves with members of the 
king's household. Margaret Paston was proud of her eldest 
son John and urged him in May 1478 that he 'may do as 
meche wyth the K yng as ony knygth that ys longyng to the 
Corte'; she further exhorted him to continue his efforts there 
to 'mary rygth nygth of the Qwenys blood'.37 Much of the 
political news which the Pastons relayed home to East Anglia 
must surely have come from chatting at court. These and 
other comments enable us to penetrate the 'busy' world of 
personal relationships, politicking, and patronage which 
represented the penumbra, the informal underside, sometimes 
sordid and venal, of the king's court. 38 In its darker comers
so it seemed even to the king's officials-were 'the rascals and 
hangars uppon thys court', whom it was desirable to expel. 39 

What these differing sources reveal is that the court was 
something more than the household. The so-called Black Book 
compiled early in the 14 70s 'diffined throughely this royal 
court to stand after thies apoyntmentz that folowe after, of all 
the intermixtious peysed by wysedom, profyte, and by reason, 
answering to euery astate and degree, ... ' This too is clear: 
court politics and their impact on the realm at large were 
more than the life of the royal household and its staff and their 
relations with the king and his subjects. Apart from the 
servants and officials of the household and the sworn 
councillors on whom the king relied, and their entourages, 
'the intermixtious' at the court included numbers of English 
nobles and bishops who, along with the king and his family, 
more than any other social group set its tone. These were the 
people who made ceremonies ceremonious; they were the 
'nobles of the kinges owne courte', male and female.41 They 
included the households of the queen and (if any) of the king's 
young sons and daughters, of the king's brothers, and his 
mother. The description of Henry VI's Royal Chapel dis
tinguished lords from the rest of the court, and household 

37 N. Davis (ed.), Pasion Letters and Papers of the Fifteenth Century, part 1 (Oxford, 
1971), p. 381. 

sa H. Miller, Henry VIII and the English Nobili91 (Oxford, 1g86), p. 79. 
39 Myers, Household of Edward IV, p. 162 (1471-2). 40 Ibid. 47. 
41 'Bluemantle Pursuivant', p. 387, a common enough phrase. For the ranks of 

noblemen 'in the court', see Myers, Household of Edward IV, pp. 94-104, 197 (1471-2). 



54 RALPH A. GRIFFITHS 

officials from others of the court. 42 And when the Bohemian 
envoys were taken into the queen's apartments in 1466, they 
saw dukes dancing there.43 Some of the nobility had been 
familiar with the court since their youth, for wards of the king 
resided at court, were brought up there with members of the 
royal family, and were educated in what amounted to a royal 
school of noble virtues and accomplishments.44 

Strangers were constantly at court, too. If their presence 
was approved, they required lodging and meals according to 
their estate and degree, for court rules observed the social 
niceties and distinctions.45 A report of the arrival of the king of 
Armenia in England in 1385 suggests that he was received at 
Eltham by the court: 

he received a courteous welcome from him [Richard II] and was 
enriched by a quantity of truly splendid gifts and presents not only 
from the king but from the king and the nobles who were there.46 

Among more frequent visitors were foreign envoys, most of 
whom were invited by the king 'to lie within the courte'. They 
had their own chambers and attendants, provided by the 
officials of the household.47 Their initial reception was highly 
formal, arranged no doubt by those who organized court 
ceremonies. And, of course, there were the lowlier visitors to 
the court: the plaintiffs to whom Edward IV in particular was 
ready to lend 'a willing ear'; the parasites and hangers-on 
whom the household officials tried to remove; the sycophants 
who thrived in an atmosphere of intrigue and gossip; and the 
plain curious, before whom Edward loved to disport himself, 

even the least notable. Frequently [Edward IV] called to his side 
complete strangers, when he thought they had come with the 
intention of addressing or beholding him more closely. He was wont 

42 e.g. Ullmann (ed.), Liber, pp. 63, 56, 61-2. For royal kinsfolk and envoys at 
court, see also Collection of Ordinances and Regulations, pp. 117-18 (1493); Myers, 
Household of Edward IV, p. 92 (1471-2); Sneyd, Italian Relation, p. 46 (1496-7). 

43 Letts, Travels of Leo of Roqnital, p. 47. 
44 Above p. 51. For a comment, see Griffiths, Henry VI, p. 54, and, over a longer 

time-span, N. Orme, From Childhood ta Chivalry (London, 1984), pp. 48-55. 
45 Myers, Household of Edward IV, pp. 63 ( 1445), 87, 90 ( 1471--2), 214, 216 ( 1478). 
46 Hector and Harvey, Westminster Chronicle, pp. 154-5. The king 'held his court at 

Windsor', in Feb. 1386, the Armenian king still in his company: ibid. 158-g. 
47 Collection of Ordinances and Regulations, p. 118 ( 1493); Myers, Household of Edward 

IV, p. 229 (temp. Henry VII). 
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to show himself to those who wished to watch him, and he seized any 
opportunity that the occasion offered of revealing his fine stature 
more protractedly and more evidently to on-lookers.48 

There is even a suggestion in the reign of Henry VII that the 
court opened at eight o'clock in the morning, as did certain 
contemporary Italian courts. 49 

Like any large, varied, and fluid society, the court was 
sometimes a scene of disorder and law-breaking. The juris
diction of the judicial officers of the household, the so-called 
sovereigns, extended to all cases of debt and contempt, and to 
breaches of the peace (except homicide) committed within 
'the verge' of the king's residence, and it encompassed 
members of households other than the king's and the 
entourages of visitors such as the chancellor and the chief 
justices. 0 

Those who knew the court, whether they were observers 
from outside or, more especially, those who fully understood 
its formal and declaratory role from the inside, describe it 
variously as 'royal', 'splendid', 'noble', 'honourable', and 
'famous', and the king and queen at its centre as worthy of 
'courtly' and 'extraordinary' reverence. In the 'magnificence 
and state' of the royal palace, 'days of estate' were held, and 
'costly apartments' were to be found; there, too, 'silent 
spectacle' was staged; and 'sumptuous table' or 'splendid 
banquet' provided, all 'amidst royal splendour'.51 Gavin 
Douglas captured exactly the ethos of the neighbouring 
Scottish court when he described 'The Palice of Honour' 
(1500-1): Honour was the monarch, inhabiting an allegorical 

48 Armstrong (ed.), Mancini, p. 65, a lengthy illustration of how easy of access 
Edward IV was at court. 

49 Collection of Ordinances and Regulations, p. 109. A gentleman usher was required to 
be present 'within the court' each day by 8 o'clock in the morning. For the phrase 
'within the kinges yates', see Myers, Houselwld of Edward IV, pp. 220-1 (i478); cf. 
ibid. 105 (1471-2). 

50 W.R. Jones, 'The Court of the Verge: The Jurisdiction of the Steward and 
Marshal of the Household in Later-Medieval England', Journal of British Studies, 10 
(1970), pp. 1-29. For the sovereigns 'ofthys most hygh court temporall', who had the 
power to exclude persons (even those stricken with leprosy or pestilence) 'out of 
courte', see Myers, Household of Edward IV, pp. 124, 163, 216. By the early 14th-cent., 
their jurisdiction extended up to 12 miles from the king's presence. 

51 For such descriptions, see Myers, Houselwld of Edward IV, pp. 92, 101, 120, 144, 
151-2, 168, and the contemporary sources above. 
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palace in whose presence chamber he held the court. 52 There 
were more down-to-earth descriptions of what went on less 
formally at court, on the more personal level of politics, 
competition, and intrigue, even faction. In the 1530s it seemed 
a 'quesy' world, 'unstable', 'busy', 'a wily world'--descriptions 
of a kind which are commonly used of any hub of political 
power and which were certainly used of the English king's 
court in Walter Map's day and by several chroniclers in the 
centuries that followed. 53 

But it is the regal, noble, and chivalric adjectives which best 
convey the ethos of the late medieval court and reflect the 
ideals to which it aspired in the service of the king and his 
kingdom. This ethos and these ideals were those which 
fourteenth- and fifteenth-century English kings sought to 
project visually by magnificence and ceremony designed to 
impress and impose the king's majesty and power on subject 
and visitor alike, partly (it must be said) in imitation of 
French example. In this the nobility, especially its higher 
ranks, played a crucial part. The appearance of an institu
tionalized body of peers by the beginning of the fifteenth 
century, assembled in an exclusive house of peers; the creation 
of new ranks of nobility from the late fourteenth century, and 
the careful application of rules of precedence; and the 
emergence of the royal family as a distinct estate among the 
nobles during the latter part of the fourteenth and in the 
fifteenth centuries-all had a powerful impact on the court, 
just as (in Richard II's view) ennoblement and the elevation 
of the king's kinsmen shed lustre on the crown itsel£54 Thus 
the meaning of the fifteenth-century court was imparted to it 

52 P. Bawautt, Gavin Douglas (Edinburgh, 1976), eh. 3; for a comment, see 
M. R.James, Society, Politics and Culture (Cambridge, 1986), pp. 3rn ff. For references 
to 'the honour of thys court' in Edward IV's reign, see Myers, Household of Edward IV, 
pp. 92, 152. 

5:i Miller, Henry VIII and the English Nobility, p. 79; A. G. Dickens, 'Monarchy and 
Cultural Revival', in idem {ed.), Courts of Europe, pp. 8-31; and S. Anglo, 'The 
Courtiers', in Dickens, Courts of Europe, pp. 33-53. 

54 For the developments noted in this paragraph, see R. A. Griffiths, 'The Crown 
and the Royal Family in Later Medieval England', in idem andJ. Sherborne (edd.), 
Kings and Nobles in the Later Middle Ages: A Tribute to Charles Ross (Gloucester, 1986), 
pp. 15-26. For the treatment of visitors to the court 'after their astate', see Myers, 
Household of Edward IV, p. 101 (1471-2); and, for noble disputes over precedence 
earlier in the century, Griffiths, Reign of Henry VI, pp. 80-1, 353, 358--g. 
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pre-eminently by the king, his kinsfolk, and his nobility. John 
Blount, Lord Mountjoy, in the last days of his mortal illness in 
October 1485, might counsel his sons 'never to take the state 
of Baron upon them if they may leye it from nor to desire to be 
grete about princes, for it is daungeros'.55 But it was neverthe
less the nobility who helped to set the tone of the king's court, 
in both its formal and informal aspects: 'certain people, 
certain behaviour, certain attitudes', as Sir Geoffrey Elton put 
it. 56 And this suggests, in turn, that we should look to Richard 
II's reign, perhaps even to Edward III's, for major new 
departures in the court's evolution. 

The business of the court was the business of the king, and 
the nobility was central to it. Moreover, the formal and public 
and the informal and private aspects of court life were closely 
entwined. This can be illustrated, from among court cere
monies, by a study of court marriages; the implications of such 
marriages were carefully gauged behind the scenes. The 
Westminster chronicler, who was well informed about Richard 
II's court, knew that Richard at his own expense organized 
the marriage of several companions of his beloved queen, 
Anne of Bohemia, to men of rank whom he favoured. 57 We 
know even more about one court marriage of great diplomatic 
significance: that of Henry VI's aunt, Joan Beaufort, to the 
captive Scots king, James I, who had spent eighteen years in 
and out of the English court prior to his release in 1424. The 
marriage took place at the church of St Mary Overy, now 
Southwark Cathedral, and its preparation and the wooing are 
immortalized inJames's own words, in his poem, 'The Kingis 
Quair'.58 

Thirty years later, the sojourn of Henry VI, his queen, and 
his loyalist circle in the English midlands between 1456 and 
1460, on the threshold of civil war, allows us to see the court in 
high relief, settled in or around the loyal provincial towns and 
castles of Coventry, Kenilworth, and Leicester. Not only did 

55 P[ublic] R[ecord] O[ffice], PCC, 27 Legge, quoted in G. E. Cokayne, The 
Complete Peerage ... (12 vols. in 13; London, 1910-59), ix. 338 n. 

56 G. R. Elton, 'Tudor Government: The Points of Contact. III. The Court', 
Transactions of the Royal Historical Sociery, 5th ser. 26 ( 1976), 211-28, p. 2 I I. 

57 Hector and Harvey, Westminster Chronicle, pp. 160-1. 
58 E.W. M. Balfour-Melville,James I, King of Scots (London, 1936), chs. 2-5. 
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Henry rely on his court for administrative and military 
commanders at a time of growing tension, but its claustro
phobic noble atmosphere is vividly conveyed by a series of 
aristocratic marriages that were evidently arranged at court in 
these years. Queen Margaret and Humphrey Stafford, Duke 
of Buckingham, the most senior magnate loyal to the king and 
himself a descendant of Edward III, figured prominently in 
the arrangements; and three of the marriages were recorded in 
the episcopal register of the compliant bishop of Coventry and 
Lichfield, Reginald Boulers. 59 

The Queen, Margaret of Anjou, had the most intimate 
interest in the wedding in 1456 of her kinswoman, Marie, 
daughter of Charles, count of Maine, to Thomas Courtenay, 
the son and heir of the earl of Devon. That this was a court
contracted marriage is suggested by the fact that Marie's 
wedding gown was supplied in September 1456 by the king's 
great wardrobe.60 The Earl of Devon was anxious to 
ingratiate himself with the Lancastrian regime for reasons 
that concerned his power in Devon. From the court's point of 
view, the marriage brought the earl into the royal circle and 
an outlying part of the realm under firmer Lancastrian 
control. The ceremony, arranged by the queen and held at 
Coventry in the presence of the court, and presumably 
conducted by the loyal Bishop Boulers, had a political 
importance that transcended the personal and family links 
forged at the altar. 

The second notable marriage of 1457 to be arranged at 
court was that between the king's cousin, Margaret Beaufort, 
countess of Richmond, and her third husband, Henry 
Stafford, second son of the Duke of Buckingham. This 
additional bond among the King's blood relatives buttressed 
the Lancastrian regime and the royal family at a time when 
the survival of the dynasty rested on the young shoulders of 
Prince Edward, the only son and heir of King Henry VI and 
Queen Margaret. The arrangements for this marriage are 
recorded in the register of Bishop Boulers, and papal letters of 
dispensation were evidently requested by the court and 

59 Lichfield Record Office, B/ A/J /J 1. 
60 PRO, E101/4w/J9; Bodleian Library, MS eh. England 30 (the king's signed 

warrant sent from Lichfield on g Sept. 1456). · 
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delivered to the bishop at his Warwickshire palace of 
Beaudesert in the vicinity of the court.61 

Two further Stafford marriages-between the Duke of 
Buckingham's daughter and the Earl of Shrewsbury's heir, 
and between the Duke's younger son and the daughter of his 
landowning neighbour, Henry Green esquire-took place on 
the same day in July 1458 in the chapel of Buckingham's 
castle at Maxstoke in Warwickshire. Once again, the depend
able bishop of Coventry and Lichfield was involved and 
there can be little doubt that these matches too were arranged 
within the aristocratic circle at the Lancastrian court resident 
in the midlands.62 It is, indeed, a striking fact that no 
aristocratic marriages of comparable significance took place 
outside the court circle in these crucial years before the onset 
of civil war. Most-if not all-of those that did take place 
were probably discussed at court among magnates-Staffords, 
Courtenays, Beauforts, Talbots, Berkeleys, Butlers, Greys, 
and Percies-who were loyal to the house of Lancaster and 
prominent at King Henry's court.63 

In the next decade, Edward IV's marriage in 1464 to the 
English-born widow, Elizabeth Woodville, was the prelude to 
another series of court marriages. They involved the new 
Queen's numerous relatives in an expansion of the Yorkist 
royal family that bound several aristocratic families to the 
king and the new Yorkist dynasty. By 1467 seven such 
ceremonies had taken place between W oodvilles and the noble 
houses of Buckingham, Exeter, Norfolk, Arundel, Essex, 
Kent, and Herbert.64 In some cases, the King personally 

61 Lichfield RO, B/A/I/I 1, fo. 87v. 
62 Ibid., fo. 93v.; Griffiths, &ign of Henry VI, pp. 803, 841 n. 181. 
63 For detailed background to the marriages and the wider role of the court in these 

years, see Griffiths, Reign of Henry VI, pp. 797-804. 
64 These marriages have provoked much discussion: Ross, Edward IV, pp. 92-4; 

J. R. Lander, 'Marriage and Politics in the Fifteenth Century: The Nevilles and the 
· Wydevilles' (first published in 1963), in idem, Crown and Nobility, 1450-1509 (London, 

1976), 95-126, pp. no-14; M.A. Hicks, 'The Changing Role of the Wydevills in 
Yorkist Politics to 1483', in C. Ross (ed.), Patronage, Pedigree and Power in Later Medieval 
England (Gloucester, 1979), 6o-86, pp. 66-70; T. B. Pugh, 'The Magnates, Knights 
and Gentry', in S. B. Chrimes, C. D. Ross, and R. A. Griffiths (edd.), Fifteenth-Century 
England, 1399-1509 (Manchster, 1972), 86-128, pp. 87-g3, 111-12. According to 
Armstrong (ed.), Mancini, p. 75, the duke of Buckingham was forced to marry the 
queen's sister, Catherine Woodville, when he was in the king's wardship. 
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played a part, offering bribes to reluctant fathers. Other 
matches were arranged 'at the instance of our Souereyn Lord 
the king and his pleasure' or by the queen herself. Almost all 
of them took place at court, in one or other of the royal 
palaces-as Sir John Paston's correspondent suggested in a 
letter sent from the capital in February 1466.65 Marital policy 
had helped to make Edward's court a court of patronage and 
profit, 'the stock exchange of the day'.66 And Edwardian court 
matrimony lay even closer to the regal heart of the court than 
did Henry VI's, but for that very reason it was also more 
divisive as it gradually helped to alienate those who resented 
the consolidation of a royal faction. 

When it came to his own children, Edward IV behaved 
traditionally, after the manner of Henry IV and Edward III, 
preferring diplomatic matches with foreign royalty. So did 
Henry VII. But not one of Edward's children was in fatt 
married when the king died in April 1483. Mary and 
Margaret were already dead, Edward and Richard soon 
disappeared, and Bridget was shunted into a nunnery by 
Henry VII. It was Henry who arranged court marriages for 
the rest. Under his direction, Cecily married Viscount Welles, 
Henry's own uncle, as part of a bargain struck at court. In 
1495 Anne married Thomas, Lord Howard, later Earl of 
Surrey, and the wedding of Catherine and Sir William 
Courtenay, later the Earl of Devon, took place at Greenwich 
Palace. 67 These court festivities had carefully calculated 
political and dynastic purposes, formulated by the king 
himself. 

65 N. Davis (ed.), Paston Letters and Papers of the Fifteenth Century, part 2 ( Oxford, 
1976), p. 375 (following the marriage of the earl of Arundel's son to Margaret 
Woodville). Lord Herbert married Mary Woodville at Windsor Castle in Jan. 1467 
(C. L. Scofield, The Life and Reign of Edward the Fourth [2 vols.; London, 1923], 
i. 397 n.); and Buckingham was married to Catherine Woodville at Greenwich. See 
Hicks, 'Changing Role of the Wydevilles', pp. 67-70. 

66 Lander, Crown and Nobility, p. 108. 
67 E. B. Fryde, D. E. Greenway, S. Porter, and I. Roy (edd.), Handbook of British 

Chronology (3rd edn., London, 1986), pp. 41-2. For Edward IV's abortive marriage 
negotiations abroad on behalf of his children, see Ross, Edward IV, pp. 230, 233, 245-
56, 284. Only his second son, Richard, duke ofYork, had been provided with a bride 
in the person of Anne, heiress of the vast Mowbray inheritance of the dukes of 
Norfolk. This was a court marriage celebrated in St Stephen's Chapel, Westminster, 
in 1478, but Anne died less than 4 years later at Greenwich: ibid. 148. 
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The consequences of politicized matrimony were not 
universally approved. One of the Woodville matches-that 
between Sir John Woodville and Catherine Neville, dowager 
Duchess of Norfolk, in January 1465-was stigmatized as 
maritagium diabolicum by one observer because she was a three
times widow in her middle sixties while he was only tweilty.68 

A misalliance arranged at Henry VIl's court-that of William 
de la Pole, a younger brother ofEdmund, Earl of Suffolk, and the 
twice-widowed (and therefore healthy) Catherine Stourton
appears to have caused a visiting Italian's eyebrows to rise in 
the winter of 1496-7. 

I saw, one day that I was with your Magnificence [his Venetian 
master] at court, a very handsome young man of about 18 years of 
age, the brother of the Duke of Suffolk, who, as I understand, had 
been left very poor ... this youth ... was ogled by a widow of fifty, 
with a fortune ... of 50,000 crowns; and this old woman knew how 
to play her cards so well, that he was content to become her 
husband, and patiently to waste the flower of his beauty with her, 
hoping soon to enjoy her great wealth with some handsome young 
lady.69 

The de la Poles were Y orkist siblings on whose activities 
Henry Tudor kept a watchful eye, especially after the eldest of 
them, John, Earl of Lincoln, led the rebels at the battle of 
Stoke in 1487. Edmund de la Pole seems to have spent most of 
his time at the Tudor court, even after he succeeded to the 
dukedom of Norfolk in 1491 at the age of twenty. And so, it 
seems, did his younger brothers, William and Richard. King 
Henry's suspicion of this family could not prevent Edmund 
and Richard from fleeing the country in 1501 and plotting 
abroad; William was arrested and put in the Tower. Thus, 
William de la Pole's marriage in 1496 can hardly have been 
contracted without the king's approval, especially since 
Catherine Stourton was a wealthy widow, the disposal of 
whose estates and income was a matter of some importance. 70 

68 Lander, Crown and Nobility, pp. 110--11, quoting the chronicle attributed to 
William Worcester. 

69 Sneyd, Italian Relation, pp. 27-8 (for the quotation, though the editor wrongly 
supposed it referred to Wiliam's younger brother, Richard de la Pole). 

7° Complete Peerage, xii/1. 450--4, Appendix I (for the de la Poles); A. B. Emden, A 
Biographical Register of the University of Cambridge to 1500 (Cambridge, 1963), p. 181 
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More deeply shocking to English court-watchers in the 
months before the death of Richard III's sickly wife, Anne, in 
March 1485 was the rumour that Richard was scheming to 
marry his niece, Elizabeth of York. Looking back on the 
Christmas festivities at court in 1484, the Crowland chronicler 
noted ominously that 'too much attention was paid to singing 
and dancing and to vain exchanges of clothing between Queen 
Anne and Lady Elizabeth ... who were alike in complexion 
and figure. The people spoke against this and the magnates 
and prelates were greatly astonished .. .' When the queen 
died two and a half months later, the cavorting at court 
seemed, in retrospect, to have sinister implications, at least for 
one spectator. 71 

Such ceremonies are more than what they seem, and their 
backstage arrangements are as much the reality of court life as 
what went on before the footlights. That may be less true of 
the funerals of kings, which marked the dissolution of the 
court and usually attracted all among the prominent of the 
realm who were able to attend. We cannot say the same or 
different about the funerals of queens in the fifteenth century, 
either because, like Joan of Navarre or Katherine of Valois, 
they were living in seclusion and out of favour when they died, 
or else, like Margaret of Anjou, they died abroad forgotten. 72 

But one interment in the century does indeed reveal the 
complex character of the court at formal play: this was the re
burial in 1476 of Edward IV's father, Richard, duke of York, 
who had been killed in battle all of sixteen years before. He 

(William de la Pole). For Catherine Stourton's second marriage to Henry, Lord Grey 
ofCodnor, who died in 1496, see Complete Peerage, vi. 131-2. Her first husband, Sir 
William Berkeley of Beverston (Glos.), died in 1485: A. F. Sutton and 
P. W. Hammond (edd.), The Coronation of Richard Ill: The Extant Documents 
(Gloucester, 1983), p. 312. For marriages at Henry VII's court in 1494-5, see S. 
Bentley (ed.), Excerpta Historica, or Illustrations of English History (London, 1831), 
pp. 98, IOI. 

71 Crow/and Chronicle Continuations, p. 175; Ross, Richard Ill, pp. 145-6. The 
comment on the clothes of the queen and Elizabeth of York may have something to do 
with Richard's attempt to win the trust of the princess and her mother, Queen 
Elizabeth, at a time when Henry Tudor was known to be planning invasion and a 
marriage with Elizabeth of York. 

72 Griffiths, Reign of Henry VI, pp. 61-3, 892. 
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and his second son, Edmund, Earl of Rutland, fell at 
Wakefield on 30 December 1460 and were buried in Pontefract 
Priory in Yorkshire. 73 

InJuly 1476 Edward IV and his court travelled north to re
inter the two bodies at Fotheringhay in Northamptonshire, 
whose collegiate church was patronized by the house of York. 
The event was organized by the master of ceremonies of the 
fifteenth-century English court, the dean of the Royal Chapel, 
William Dudley. 74 The Y orkist court was in attendance 
almost to a man. The cortege was accompanied the seventy 
miles from Pontefract by a group of nobles and bishops 
headed by Richard, duke of Gloucester, and the king's recent 
nominee to the archbishopric of York, Lawrence Booth. It 
was met at Fotheringhay by King Edward and Queen 
Elizabeth, by George, duke of Clarence, and the king's two 
eldest children, his daughters Elizabeth and Mary; by the 
nobles who were married to the King's sister and to the 
Queen's sisters, by the Queen's brother, Earl Rivers, and the 
Marquess of Dorset, her son by her first husband-in other 
words, by almost all the adult senior magnates in England
and by half a dozen other lords and faithful friends who were 
members of one or other of the royal households. Present also 
were two envoys from King Louis XI of France, and one each 
from Denmark and Portugal. 75 The duke of York's personal 
accoutrements were brought into Fotheringhay church, in
cluding the old charger ridden by the duke's former retainer, 
Lord Ferrers. The noble, chivalric, and courtly character of 
this occasion is unmistakable. 

To judge by the 20,000 dinners ordered for the company, 
and paid for by the cofferer of the royal household, it was a 
court enlarged by numerous hangers-on and invaded by the 
general public. It was an assembly of the court for formal 
ceremony, diplomatic exchange, and political demonstration, 
for this macabre occasion, and the slow perambulation 

73 Ross, Edward IV, pp. 30, 271. 
74 Scofield, Life and Reign of Edward IV, ii. 167-70, based on BL, Harlcian MS 48 

fos. 78---g1, a contemporary description. For William Dudley, see Emden, Universi!JI of 
Oxford, i. 59g--600. See also BL, Add. MS 45131, fos. 236--42, an early 16th-cent. 
account of preparations for the journey, the dean taking a prominent role. 

75 C. L. Scofield (Life and Reign of Edward IV, ii. 169) erroneously says that 2 
Danish ambassadors were present. 
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through the English countryside, celebrated and publicized 
the restored Y orkist monarchy, seemingly stable after the 
return of Edward IV from exile in 1471, and underpinned by a 
network of loyalties focused on the houses of York and 
Woodville, and constructed at court. The network included 
almost all the aristocracy that then mattered in the land. 

Among the continuities of court life from one dynasty to the 
next, there were bound to be discontinuities, especially during 
the Wars of the Roses and in the aftermath of persistent 
foreign war. Above all, courts changed their complexion and 
their tone because they were a collection of individuals 
gathered in a regal environment largely created by the 
personality, abilities, and health of the king and the character 
of his family, as well as by courtly custom and tradition. In the 
last weeks of the tempestuous year 1450, during which the 
critics of Henry VI's rule were crowding in upon him, 
parliament presented the king with a hostile petition. The 
parliamentary commons demanded that he remove from his 
presence twenty-nine named individuals who were regarded 
as exerting undesirable influence on him. Twenty of the 
twenty-nine were either officers of Henry's household or in 
receipt of fees from his household. The others were closely 
associated with his regime in England and Lancastrian 
France, and intimates of either the king or his queen. What 
they all had in common in I 450 was their place at court. 
Henry VI responded to the demand with a stubbornness that 
enabled him to retain 

certein persones which shall be right fewe in nombre, the which have 
be accustomed contynuelly to waite uppon his persone, and knowen 
howe and in what wise they shall move beste serve hym to his 
pleasure . . . the remnaunte shall absente theym frome his high 
presence and from his court for the space of an hoole yere, ... 76 

Richard II, much earlier in his reign, had precipitated an 
even greater crisis at his court when he allowed a dangerous 
chasm to open between a section of his nobility and his 

76 Rotuli Parliamentorum (6 vols.; London, 1767; index vol., 1832), v. 2 16-17, repr. in 
S. B. Chrimcs and A. L. Brown (edd.), Select Documents of English Constitutional History, 
1307-1485 (London, 1961), pp. 292-4. For detailed comment, see Griffiths, Reign of 
Henry VI, pp. 308-10. 
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personal entourage, with the result that in the winter of 1387-
8 the opposing nobles insisted on pruning not only the number 
of officials in his household but also 'those who stood about 
the king, considering whether or not they deserved to remain 
with the king'. A substantial number were forthwith expelled 
'from the court' (curia) on I January 1388. 

These were illustrious names in the chivalry of the day, men of 
repute who were distinguished by many virtues. There were also 
three ladies who abjured the royal court at this time: ... On 2 

January they removed from the court all the king's familiars 
(familiares) and especially those who had been closest to the 
king, ... 77 

Even more dramatic dissolutions of the court occurred 
between 1399 and 1485, and with unprecedented frequency at 
each dynastic change. In the confusing circumstances of 
146g-7 1, kings and courts appeared to scuttle away with the 
speed and ignominy of the Bourbons leaving the Tuileries in 
1815. Dominic Mancini observed a not altogether different 
situation in 1483: the former intimates of the late king, 
Edward IV, meeting in one another's houses, the entourage of 
the boy king, Edward V, gradually barred from his presence, 
and Richard, duke of Gloucester, entertaining in his own 
house a growing number of well-wishers and attendants. 
Courts were dissolving while others were in the making.78 

During the minority of Henry VI, the central, essential 
element of a court was missing, except on the most formal of 
occasions, and during Henry's incapacitating illness the court 
was rudderless until it was taken in hand by Queen 
Margaret. 79 

Such circumstances as these influenced the way in which 
the court acted as a forum in which government was 
supervised and royal relationships with, and management of, 
the nobility were maintained. The four adult monarchs 

77 Hector and Harvey, Westminster Chronicle, pp. 228-33. Occasionally a slightly 
more precise trans. of the Latin has been preferred. 

78 Armstrong (ed.), Mancini, pp. 91, 93, 95· 
79 See above, p. 58. There are indications that the house of Humphrey, duke of 

Gloucester, perhaps also of Cardinal Beaufort, was the focus of political life and 
patronage when Henry VI was a child: Griffiths, Reign of Henry VI, p. 31. 
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between 1437 and 1509 were as different from one another as 
chalk is from cheese, and their personalities had a powerful 
effect on the inner workings and outward appearance of their 
courts.80 Few kings failed to dominate their household 
establishment or to use it to advance their interests in the 
realm; the wider court was often less amenable. The mature 
Henry VI's court successfully sustained a Lancastrian 
establishment, including a large section of the nobility, for 
more than a decade after 1437. But it failed to contain and 
resolve dissent and dissatisfaction, and, when the king himself 
became a cipher, the court grew too exclusive and relations 
between crown and nobility were fatally damaged.s1 

Edward IV was just as ready as Henry VI to give a ready 
ear to any who approached him, but unlike Henry he was not 
a generous man and was as likely to excuse complaints as to 
remedy them. He was easy of access, even to non-nobles, and 
more than once could be seen putting a friendly arm round 
someone who seemed in awe of him and had come to observe 
or plead with him. He would talk even to complete strangers 
and was eager to parade his physique to onlookers.s2 And for 
all his informality of bearing, he loved ceremonial. Yet, 
Edward was not successful in using his court to manage his 
nobility, as the consequences of his marriage and his early 
death demonstrate. As for Richard III, he had little oppor
tunity to create a stable court, not least because he spent so 
little time at Westminster.s3 The most fascinating question of 
all is whether Henry Tudor successfully restored royal control 
over government and nobility by developing his court along 
lines mainly laid down in the fourteenth century, emphasizing 
its public formality, the place of a loyal royal family in it, and 
strict management of the nobility through it. Henry laid great 
stress on ceremonial and public display, and his reticent, 
withdrawn, and suspicious nature, which made him an 

8° For the differences between Edward IV and Henry VII, as reflected in their 
courts, see above, p. 50. 

81 R. A. Griffiths, 'The Sense of Dynasty in the Reign of Henry VI', in Ross, 
Patronage, Pedigree and Power, 13-36, pp. 18-23 (with further e.g.s of court marriages). 

82 Armstrong (ed.), Mancini, p. 65; above, p. 54. 
83 Ross, Richard III, eh. 4; R. Edwards, The Itinerary King Richard III, 1483-1485 

(London, 1983). 
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observer at court entertainments rather than a participant
unlike Edward IV and Henry VIII-may have been an 
advantage. 84 

Having said that, however, the historian of the fifteenth
century English court can still feel a great deal of sympathy 
with Walter Map, who strove to understand the chameleon
like and ultimately elusive character of the court of his day in 
the late twelfth century: 

in the court I exist and of the court I speak, but what the court is, 
God knows, I know not. I do know however that the court is not 
time; but temporal it is, changeable and various, space-bound and 
wandering, never continuing in one state. When I leave it, I know it 
perfectly: when I come back to it I find nothing or but little of what I 
left there .... The court is the same, its members are changed ... 
today we are one number, tomorrow we shall be a different one: yet 
the court is not changed; it remains always the same ... a hundred
handed giant, ... a hydra of many heads, ... the court is constant 
only in inconsta1;1cy. 

And as for the king in this whirlpool of personal relationships, 

The king in his court is like a husband who is the last to learn of the 
unfaithfulness of his wife. 

In these respects, if not in others, things seem not to have 
changed much since the I r8os.85 

84 Chrimes, Henry VII, pp. 298 ff.; D. Starkey, 'Intimacy and Innovation: The Rise 
of the Privy Chamber, 1485-1547', in idem (ed.), English Court, 71-118, pp. 76 f. 

85 James, De Nugis Curialium, pp. 3, 511. This satire is thought to have been 
written between 1181 and 1193: ibid. xxix-xxx. 
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The Court of the Dukes of Burgundy 
A Model for Europe? 

WERNER PARAVICINI 

IT is generally accepted that the Burgundian court served as a 
model for the early modern courts ofEurope. 1 My research on 
the Burgundian court, in particular my work in editing the 
household ordinances, which have now reached the year 1433 
(not, therefore, very far) 2 suggests, however, that what is 
regarded as general knowledge is not founded upon fact. 
Comprehensive accounts of research on the Burgundian court 
will probably not be available for many years.3 One of the 

1 See L. Pfandl, 'Philipp II. und die Einfii.hrung des burgundischen Hof
zeremoniells in Spanien', Historisches Jahrbuch, 58 ( 1938), pp. 1-33, practically 
identical with the same author's Philipp II. (Munich, 1938), eh. 8, pp. 120-57. Cf. 
J. Huizinga, Herbst des Mittelalters (1919), ed. K. Koster (Stuttgart, 1961), pp. 51 ff.; 
M. Mollat, Genese midievale de la France moderne, xrv'-xv' siecle (Paris, 1977), p. 173. 
B. Guenee, L 'Occident aux xn" et xv' siecles. Les Etats (Nouvelle Clio, 22; 1st edn., Paris, 
1971; 3rd edn., 1987), pp. 148-50. 

2 W. Paravicini, 'Die Hofordnungen Herzog Philipps des Guten von Burgund'. 
Edition ( 1) 'Die Hofordnungen Herzog Johanns fii.r Philipp, Grafen von Charolais, 
von 1407, 1409 und 1415', Francia, JO (1982), pp. 131-66; (2) 'Die verlorene 
Hofordnung von 1419/1421. Die Hofordnung von 1426/1427', Francia, 11 (1983), 
pp. 257-301; (3): 'Die Hofordnung fur Herzogin Isabella von Portugal von 1430', 
Francia, 13 (1985), pp. 191-211; (4) 'Die verlorenen Hofordnungen von 1431/1432. 
Die Hofordnung von 1433', Francia, 15 (1987) [pub. 1989], pp. 183-231. Idem, 
'Soziale Schichtung und soziale Mobilitlit am Hof der Herzoge von Burgund', 
Francia, 5 (1977), pp. 127-82; idem, 'Expansion et integration. La noblesse des Pays
Bas a Ja cour de Philippe le Bon', Bijdragen en Mededelingen betre.ffende de Geschiedenis der 
Nederlanden, 95 (1980), pp. 298-314; idem,' "Ordonnances de l'Hotel" und "Escroes 
des gaiges". Wege zu einer prosopographischen Erforschung des burgundischen 
Staats im ftinfzehnten Jahrhundert', in N. Buist and J.-Ph. Genet (edd.), Medieval 
Lives and the Historian, Studies in Medieval Prosopography (Kalamazoo, 1986), pp. 243-66; 
idem, 'Die Residenzen der Herzoge von Burgund, 1363-1477', in H. Patze and W. 
Paravicini ( edd.), Fiirstliche Residenzen im spiitmittelalterlichen Europa (Vortrlige und 
Forschungen, 36; Sigmaringen, 1990), pp. 207-63. 

3 See the bibliographies in the articles cited in n. 2, especially the works of 
U. Schwarzkopf, C. A.J. Armstrong, and M.-A. Arnould. Peter Arnade, from the 
Department of History, State University of New York, Binghamton, is working on a 
Ph.D. thesis on the Burgundian court, supervised by Professor R. C. Trexler. 
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most intersting gaps in our knowledge of the Burgundian 
court is what happened after 1477, that is, after the death of 
Charles the Bold. While I cannot fill that gap here, I shall 
offer some initial observations. Above all, however, I shall 
raise a number of questions. 

This chapter is divided into three parts: first, a description 
of the structure and functions of the Burgundian court in the 
time of the great dukes, in particular, Philip the Good and 
Charles the Bold (1419-77); secondly, an analysis of what was 
specifically Burgundian about the Burgundian court (an 
extraordinarily difficult undertakings as will become clear); 
and finally, a discussion of the impact of the Burgundian model. 

First, however, a note on the sources. The series of 
Burgundian household ordinances that begins in 1426 is 
unique in European history and can be combined with the 
daily account records, approximately 5 per cent of which have 
survived, to make it possible to undertake a quantitative 
investigation (which has not yet been carried out) of the 
personnel of the ducal court in the various offices during this 
time.4 However, this extremely valuable material tells us 
nothing of the relations of power either within or outside the 
court, nor does it tell us very much about etiquette and 
ceremonies. The household ordinances detail who is entitled 
to receive salaries and provisions. They do not, however, tell 
us what all these people really did nor how they went about it. 
This situation changes under Charles the Bold, who succeeded 
as duke in 1469. From this date onwards descriptions of offices 
without the names of those who filled them appear alongside 
the usual household ordinances, which took the form of lists 
of offices.5 However, these descriptions do not constitute 
genuine records of ceremony either. 

Another Ph.D. thesis, on the duel in France and Burgundy in the 14th and 15th 
cent., is being prepared by Anette Lindner under the supervision of Professor A. 
Nitschke at the university of Stuttgart; cf. A. Reese and U. Uffelmann (edd.), 
Bewegungen in Mittelalter und Renaissance, Kiimpfe, Spiele, Tiinze, Zeremoniell und 
Umgangsformen (Historisches Seminar, 2; Diisseldorf, 1987). A projected thesis on the 
order of the Golden Fleece is mentioned below, no. 40; on the prosopographical side 
of Charles the Bold's rise to power, see below, n. 47. 

4 Paravicini, 'Ordonnances de !'Hotel', but see below, n. 47 and 59. 
5 These are (1) the general ordinance Bodleian Library, Oxford, MS Hatton 13: 

Ge sont Les ordonnances de l 'lwstel de monseigneur le due de Bourgoine en tous estas, dated 
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Two very important texts to some extent fill the gap that 
these principal sources leave in the historical record. The 
memoirs of Aliénor de Poitiers, whose mother had been lady
in-waiting to Isabella of Portugal, the wife of Philip the Good, 
consist of nothing but questions of rank, etiquette, and 
ceremony, most of which he directly experienced.6 In 1473 
Olivier de la Marche, master of the household and captain of 
the guard to Charles the Bold, gave an extensive, systematic 
description of the duke's household. 7 Further information 
regarding the reality of court life must be gleaned from a wide 
range of sources: from ambassadors reports and other letters 
from the court, the writings offoreign travellers, and chronicles, 
as well as financial accounts and bills. 

I 

Five functions performed by the court can be distinguished. 

1. 1. Organizing daily life 
Providing food and drink, accommodation, health care, 
entertainment, religious services, transport, and billeting for 
himself and his entourage were all basic responsibilities of the 

Brussels, 1 Jan. 1469 (n. st.); (2) the particular Ordonnance touchant la conduite du premier 
escuier d'escuerie de monseigneur le due de Bourgoingne faisant la despence, Osterrcichischc 
Nationalbibliothek, Vienna, cod. s.n. 2616, undated; and (3) the particular 
Ordonnances touchant la conduicte des quatre chambellans de monseigneur le due de Bourgoingne 
chiefs du terme de trois moys eulz estans en l'ostel d'icellui seigneur, followed by Autres 
ordonnances faictes par mondit seigneur le due touchant la guerre, ibid., cod. 14270, undated. 
The Vienna MSS are described by D. Thoss, Fliimische Buchmalerie. Handschriftenschiitze 
aus dem Burgunderreich. Ausstellung der Handschriften- und lnkunabelsammlung der Osterreich
ischen Nationalbibliothek (Graz, 1987), pp. 62-4 nn. 21-2. On (1) and (2) sc~ A. de 
Schryver, 'Nicolas Spierinc, calligraphe et enlumincur des Ordonnances des Etats de 
!'Hotel de Charles le Temeraire', Sciptorium, 23 (1969), pp. 434-58; (3) has not been 
mentioned yet in any study on the Burgundian court, but sec C. Hofmann, Das 
Spanische Hof,;,eremoniell von 1500-1700 (Erlanger Historische Studicn, 8; Frankfurt
on-Main, Berne and New York, 1985), p. 50 n. 3 (dating 1470). 

6 A. de Poitiers, 'Les Honneurs de la cour (1484/89), in J.-B. de la Curne de 
Sainte-Palaye, Memoires sur l'ancienne chevalerie, ii (Paris, 1781), pp. 169-282. The 
badly needed new edition is being prepared by Jacques Monfrin, of Paris. 

1 0. de la Marche, 'L'Estat et la maison du due Charles de Burgoingne, dit le 
Hardy', in H. Beaune andJ. d'Arbaumont (edd.), Memoires d'Olivier de la Marche, iv 
(Paris, 1888), pp. 1-94. A new critical and commented edition of this text would be 
welcome. 
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ruler who, even in the fifteenth century, was constantly on the 
move with his household. However, the provision of these 
functions was a subordinate activity. A gentleman of the 
chamber (chambellan) would never make his lord's bed; that 
was a job for the valet, or rather, for his subordinates. There 
was a tendency for the actual function of an office to be 
increasingly devalued, and to become distinct from the title. 
Olivier de la Marche notes that the great master of the 
household and the heads of the 'four offices' served the duke 
only at the four nativity festivals in the year, and whenever he 
held solemn court ( quant le prince tient estat solennel). 8 The 
principal services at the court were therefore made up of a 
noble and non-noble component: gentlemen of the chamber 
on the one hand, and valets on the other; panders (pannetiers), 
cup-bearers (echansons), carvers (écuyers tranchants), and 
equerries (écuyers d'ecurie) on the one hand and, on the other, 
the sommeliers and aides in these same services who performed 
the actual work. Even cooking was not controlled by the chief 
cook (who similarly was only involved on exceptional occa
sions); rather it was supervised by noble 'esquires of the 
kitchen' (écuyers de cuisine). 

None the less, a strong countervailing tendency existed. Its 
origin lay in the importance of direct contact with the prince: 
'In the prince's chamber, the chief pensionary or the (first) 
gentleman of the chamber must attend to putting the Prince's 
nightcap on his head; and the more intimate the service 
performed for the prince, the greater the honour', writes 
Olivier de la Marche.9 Intimacy with the prince was a sign of 
social status and for everyone, whether high or low ranking, it 
represented a source of informal power, which aroused 
jealousy and was constantly under threat. Even in the 
Burgundian court, there were cases of people rising to higher 
office from such positions of trust. The names of Jean 
Coustain, Jean le Tourneur, and Guillaume de Bisches may 
be cited as examples. 10 It appears that every type of court 

8 De la Marchc, L 'Estat, pp. 13, 25, 33; he does not mention the service of the first 
equerry. The 4 nativities arc Christmas, Easter, Whitsuntide, and All Saints' Day. 

9 Ibid. 40. 
10 J. Barticr, Ligistes et gens des finances au xv' siecle. Les conseillers des dues de Burgogne, 

Philippe le Ben et Charles le Timiraire (Brussels, 1955-7), passim (Tourneur). Paravicini, 
'Sozialc Schichtung' (above, n. 2), p. 169, no. 10 (Bisches). M.-Th. Caron, La 
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duty underwent a revaluation of this kind under Philip the 
Good and especially under Charles the Bold. The gap 
between offices and their functions began to close again, as the 
person of the prince became increasingly sacralized, to the 
extent that he could be approached only on bended knee and 
his subjects had to kiss respectfully everything he touched. 

Princely life derived its splendour from things which lay 
beyond the simple necessities of human existence; vivre 
noblement was defined by contrast with simple living. 11 It 
involved amusement of various sorts: playing draughts, 
reading, or conversation in the evening when the day's work 
was done, 12 badminton (for which specialized buildings were 
erected), hunting or tournaments, and great festivals, both 
religious and secular. There was even institutionalized enter
tainment, which the court jester (and there were several of 
both sexes at the Burgundian court) was called on to 
provide. 13 Another object of princely diversion was provided 
by the lands that were laid out as parks or zoological gardens, 
such as those in Brussels, Ghent, Quesnoy in Hainault 
(Artois), the latter the perfect example of a summer 
residence. 14 

1 .2. The prince's safety: access to his person 

Ensuring the security of the prince was one of the primary 
duties of the gentlemen of the privy chamber. Philippe de 
Commynes, who was then chambellan, was therefore at his 

Noblesse dans le duchi de Bourgogne, r3r6--r477 (Lille, 1987), pp. 155-60 (Coustain). Cf. 
in general H. Kellenbenz, 'Der Kammerdiener, ein Typus der hofischen Gesellschaft. 
Seine Rolle als U ntemehmer', Vierteljahrschrift far So;;ial- u. Wirtschajtsgeschichte, 72 
(1985), pp. 476-507. 

11 Cf. E. Dravasa, 'Vivre noblement'. Recherches sur la derogeance de noblesse du Xiv" au xvt' 
siecles (Bordeaux, 1965). 

12 0. de la Marche, Memoires, ii (1884), and W. Paravicini, Guy de Brimeu (Pariser 
Historische Studien, 12; Bonn, 1975), p. 89; de la Marche, L'Estat (above, n. 7), 
p. 16. G. Soldi Rondinini, 'Aspects de la vie des cours de France et de Bourgogne par 
Jes depeches des ambassadeurs milanais (seconde moitie du xv" siecle)', in Adelige 
Sachkultur des Spiitmittelalters. Internal. Kongress Krems a. d. Donau r980 (Vienna, 1982), 
195-214, p. 214. 13 I am preparing a paper on this subject. 

14 On Burgundian residences in general see Paravicini 'Die Residenzen' (above, 
n. 2), on Hesdin in particular Anne van Buren-Hagopian (who is preparing a book on 
this matter), 'Un jardin d'amour de Philipe le Bon au pare de Hesdin. Le role de 
Vann Eyck dans une commande ducalc', La Revue du Louvre et des Musies de France, 3 
(1985), pp. 185-g2; eadem, 'Reality and Literary Romance in the Park ofHesdin', in 
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master's side when 600 soldiers from the margravate of 
Franchimont carried out their heroic attack outside Liège, 
which, it is said, almost cost the lives of Charles the Bold and 
Louis XI: 
I was sleeping in the duke of Burgundy's room, which was very 
small, with two other gentlemen of his chamber. Below us there were 
only twelve fully equipped archers on guard who were playing dice. 
The duke's main watch was some distance away from him near the 
town gate. 15 

Whatever foreign observers may have written about its 
strength, 16 in the reign of Duke Philip, the ducal guard 
consisted only of 24 archers in peacetime. His son Charles, 
who was very security minded, raised the figure considerably. 
It had risen to 42 by 1469, and increased from 64 to 102 in the 
course of 1475. The guard properly speaking was instituted in 
1474: it consisted of 126 noblemen, the same number of 
archers, and 14 coustilliers. In the same year, the English 
guard was established: 12 squadrons of 60 archers each under 
the command of heavily armed captains-732 men in all. 
With 1,200 men in toto, this is, to my knowledge, the most 
powerful guard a European ruler of the fifteenth century ever 
mustered. 17 

Medieval Gardens (Dumbarton Oaks, 1986), pp. 117-34; eadem, 'La Roulotte de 
Philippe le Bon', Milanges Pierre Bougard (Arras, 1987), pp. 115-22. 

15 P. de Commynes, Memoires, ed. J. Calmette and G. Durville, ii (Les Classiques 
de l'histoire de France au moyen age, 5; Paris, 1925), p. 12, and Memoirs. The Reign rif 
Louis XI. 1461-83, trans. with an introd. by M. Jones (Harmondsworth, 1972), 
p. 156. 

16 M. Letts (ed.), The Travels rif Leo rif Roqnital .. . 1465-1467 (Hakluyt Society, 
2nd ser., rn8., Cambridge, 1957), Schaseck text, p. 36: 'He [the Duke] led them [the 
Count of Charolais and Leo of Rozmital] into his own chambre through nine other 
rooms [in the Palace in Brussels, 31 Jan. 1466]. In the vestibule of each some hundred 
men-at-arms were on guard. Whether this is always so I did not discover. But I was 
told, when I asked, that at no time of the night or day were there fewer guards. If this 
is so I can affirm that no other Christian king keeps such a splendid court.' Cf. 
B. Svatos, 'Un temoignage tcheque sur la Belgique a l'epoque des dues de 
Bourgogne', Universiti Libre de Bruxelles. Annuaire de ['Inst. de philol. et d'hist. orientates et 
slaves, 14 (1954-7), pp. 391-7; A. van Crugten, 'Un voyageur de Boheme a la cour de 
Bourgogne', Cahiers bruxellois, 21 (1976), pp. 6<H3. 

17 W. Paravicini, Karl der Kuhne. Das Ende des Hauses Burgund (Personlichkeit und 
Geschichte, 94/95; Gottingen 1976), p. 65. Household ordinance of 1469 (above, 
n. 5), fos. 45v-46v. De la Marche, L'Estat, pp. 71 ff., 88 f. Cf. Ph. Contamine, Guerre, 
itat et sociiti a la.fin du moyen age. Etudes sur les armies des rois de France 1337-1494 (Paris 
and The Hague, 1972), pp. 294-7; R. Hennell, The History of the King's Body Guard of 
the Yeomen of the Guard ... 1485 to 1904 (Westminster, 1904). 
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This was the origin of what later became known at the 
Burgundian court as the 'maison militaire'. There was, 
however, another aspect of this phenomenon. As early as 
1433, Duke Philip the Good issued a court ordinance ordering 
every member of his court to maintain a number of armed 
servants and archers, commensurate with the number of 
horses he kept (which were fed at the duke's expense). 18 This 
militarization advanced at an unprecedented pace under 
Charles the Bold. Eventually it led to duplication as the same 
persons belonged both to the 'maison civile' and the 'maison 
militaire'. Duke Charles also increased the complement of 
nobles in his immediate entourage, adding 16 esquires of the 
privy chamber, who were aptly named, since, to quote Olivier 
de la Marche, they 'slept near his chamber, to some extent as 
protection for his person' .19 

1.3. Impressing rivals and subjects 
The splendour and the inspired staging of grand entries, 
wedding ceremonies, tournaments, banquets, and funerals 
served no other purpose than to make a conspicuous display of 
the power and dignity of the ruler before the eyes of foreigners 
and the local population, his rivals, and his subjects.20 

Foreign ambassadors studied the machinery of this theatre of 
power very closely. The duke ofMilan's ambassador perceived 
Duke Philip's ceremonial gathering of the Order of the Golden 
Fleece in 1461 as a demonstration of religion, sublimity, and 
magnificence. 21 These ambassadors appraised and noted the 
value of the clothes and jewellery worn by the duke, of the 
gold and silver ware that was laid out on furniture designed 
specifically for the purpose. And they were forced to confess 
that their own lord could not afford such luxury. The 
Milanese ambassador, Panigarola, for example, informed his 
lord that the duke of Burgundy's throne was quite similar to 
his own 'cathedra', but was made not of wood, but of solid 

18 Paravicini, 'Hofordnungen', 4 (above, n. 2), no. 9, § 444. 
19 De la Marche, L'Estat, p. 16: 'par une maniere de seurete de sa personne'. 
2° Cf. A. van Nieuwenhuysen, Les Finances du due de Bourgogne Philippe le Hardi 

(1384-1404). Economie et politique (Brussels, 1984), part 2, eh. 4, pp. 385-403: 'Le luxe 
et ('ostentation'. 

21 Soldi Rondinini (above, n. 12), p. 210: 'religione, sublimita, apparati'. 
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gold-a point on which our observer was, by the way, quite 
mistaken ( or may, perhaps, have been deliberately deceived). 22 

The display of wealth is one of the classic ways of making an 
impression on others. It was for his purpose that the 
Nuremberg patrician Gabriel T etzel was shown the treasury 
of Duke Philip the Good in Brussels in 1466 as the companion 
of the Bohemian baron, Leo of Rozmital. He noted the value 
of the most important pieces and arrived at the conclusion 
that this treasure was more valuable by far than that of the 
Venetians, something which he as a Nuremberg merchant 
was surely well placed to judge. 23 At times, a display of wealth 
was also used directly as a means of exerting political 
influence. In order to prove his solvency to the people of 
Utrecht who were in revolt, Philip sent tapestries and 
tableware of precious metals there as well as two chests filled 
with gold coins which anyone was allowed to attempt to lift 
up.24 

What impressed foreigners even more was quite simply the 
number of people who lived at the court at the duke's expense. 
Thanks to the household ordinances, we know exactly who 
was entitled to such treatment; 234 office-holders in 1426, 
1,030 in 1474.25 Thanks to the daily account records, we know 
how many of those entitled to do so were actually resident at 
the court at any one time: for example, 308 persons on 1 1 

November 1450, 590 plus 294 men of the guard in 1474.26 

However, the real figures must have been many times larger 
than these since these servants would have their own servants, 
and other households lived under the duke's roof at his 
expense, as well as a whole host of people who served without 
payment, as deputies, in the hope of acquiring a permanent 
post. Pero Tafur, the Castilian nobleman and traveller, who 

22 Ibid. 212. Cf. F. Deuchler, Die Burgunderbeute (Bern, 1963), p. 117, no. 5, and 
fig. 9 on p. 28: Charles's folding-chair, made of gilt wood (with omements of solid gold 
and/or silver) was part of the booty of Grandson in 1476; the Swiss gave it to our 
Lady of Einsiedeln, where it was destroyed by fire in the 18th cent. 

23 The Travels of Leo of Rozmital (above, n. 16), Tetzel text, p. 28. 
24 G. Chastellain, CEuvres, ed. K. de Lettenhove, iii (Brussels, 1864), pp. 90--2. 
25 Paravicini, 'Hofordnungen', 2, no. 5. Household ordinance of 13 Feb. 1474 

(n.st.): Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris, MS franc;ais 3867 (copied at the beginning of 
the 16th cent.). 

26 Paravicini, 'Soziale Schichtung', app. 1, pp. 155-62 (1450). Ordinance of 1474. 
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saw the Brussels court in 1438 was fascinated by this host of 
people. Nowhere had he seen such 'bustle' as at the 
Burgundian court: 

Within the duke's household there lived the Count of Saint-Pol, a 
great lord, with his wife and his entire retinue, the Count ofEtampes 
with his retinue and the Princess of Navarre, his niece with her 
entire court. Also her brother, the duke of Cleves and the lords of 
Charny and Crequy, all with their wives and many other gentle
people of noble station. There are said to be always some 200 

noblewomen in the Countess's entourage [a great exaggeration, a tenth 
of this might be exact]. All these people sleep and eat within the Duke's 
court, along with the unmarried nobles, though these have no 
servants. 27 

The same amazement at the great number occurs in the 
account of the squire Schasek, another companion of Leo of 
Rozmital: no other king (sic) in Christendom, he wrote, held 
court so brilliantly, if, he added, he had really seen it on an 
ordinary day, and not on some special festival. 28 Olivier de la 
Marche writes with evident pride that when candles were 
distributed to the members of the court at Candlemas, they 
were counted not in hundreds but in thousands. 29 And the 
Englishman,John Paston, enthusiastically exclaimed: 'And as 
for the Dwyks coort, as of lords, ladys and gentylwomen, 
knyts, sqwyers and gentylmen, J hert never of non lyek to it, 
save kyng Artours cort. ' 30 

1.4. The court and the social élites 
The prince's power was undoubtedly growing, and the court 
was becoming the great distribution centre for the constantly 
growing revenues from extraordinary taxes. It would therefore 

27 Not having access to the edn. by M. Jimenez de la Espada, Adva11fas i viages de 
Pero Ta.fur (Madrid, 1874) or to the complete trans. by M. Letts, Pero Ta.fur. Travels and 
Adventures 1435.-1439 (London, 1926), I have used the trans. by K. Stehlin and 
R. Thommen, 'Aus der Reisebeschreibung des Pero Tafur, 1438 und 1439', Basler 
'Zeitschriftfor Geschichte und Altertumskunde, 25 (1926), 45-107, pp. 66 f.; cf. H. van der 
Linden, 'Le Voyage de P. Tafur en Brabant, en Flandre et en Artois (1438)', Revue du 
Nord, 19 (1914), 216--31, pp. 223 f. 28 Cited above, n. 16. 

29 De la Marche, L'Estat, pp. 56 f. 
30 John Paston the younger describing the wedding ceremonies at Bruges in a 

letter to his mother, dated 8July 1468 from Bruges; 0. Cartellieri, Am Hofe der Hm:,oge 
von Burgund. Kulturhistorische Bilder (Basle, 1926), pp. 143, 178, 297, citing The Paston 
Letters, ed.J. Gairdner, ii (Westminster, 1900), pp. 317 f. 
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seem normal to us, as twentieth-century observers, that the 
various social and regional elites would necessarily become 
socially and politically integrated at court especially as the 
rule of the dukes of Burgundy had developed rapidly and 
Burgundy's identity, situated as it was between France and 
the Empire, had still to be created. Attracting members of his 
family and the international nobility to his court; keeping 
them there and integrating them; binding the regional noble 
elites, as well as the prelates and patricians of the Flemish, 
Brabantian, and Dutch cities to the court; gaining the 
increasingly important expertise of jurists, financiers, theo
logians, and medical men for the dynasty; all these would 
seem to us to be the natural objectives of the prince. 

Within half a century, the size of the Burgundian court did 
actually increase fourfold. Service par terme had been introduced 
and systematized at a very early stage. The fact that the 
number of people at court increased constantly is directly 
attributable to this system of service par terme, that is, on a 
quarterly, four-monthly or half-yearly basis. In 1426-7, Duke 
Philip had g ( or possibly 1 2) gentlemen of the chamber sans 
ordonnance, that is to say, gentlemen who were only paid when 
they were at court, and 24 gentlemen à tour each serving him 
for three months, which makes a total of 36 persons. It is 
certain that at least g of them were present at court at any one 
time. By 1474, Charles the Bold had raised these figures to 44 
pensionaries including the first gentlemen of the chamber, 
who were paid when present; 20 gentlemen of the chamber 
who served for six months, 30 for four months, and 40 for 
three months. This amounts to a total of 1 75 people, of whom 
40 had to be present at any given time. 31 

This system was also applied to the noble 'four offices' and 
also, to a lesser degree, to the non-noble posts. It was 
probably not a Burgundian invention· for it can be seen 
operating in the household ordinances of King Charles VI of 
France as early as 1387. Yet the Burgundian court which at 
first was simply a copy of the French model, apparently 
developed this 'part-time' service to an exceptional degree 
and, in so doing, outstripped the French court. This latter did 

31 Above, n. 25. 
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not make up the ground it had lost until the end of the 
fifteenth century. This system was advantageous not only 
because it involved more people but also because it established 
an additional connection between court and country. Court 
nobles generally had administrative responsibilities in the 
provinces and regions, and this system made it possible for 
them to fulfil them. 32 

It goes without saying that the members of the prince's 
family and the highest nobility were not subject to this system 
and were not yet regarded as being in service at the court. 
Therefore there was not only a differentiation with the chambre, 
but special treatment for particularly high-ranking persons 
immediately below the princes and their children. Charles the 
Bold created the office of pensionnaire or chambellan pensionnaire 
for such people, who in fact received what was in some cases a 
considerable pension, though this was only paid, pro rata, for 
attendance at court. 33 Hence even the upper nobility was 
harnessed to a framework of relations which in turn began to 
exert pressure upon them, particularly under Charles the 
Bold, who dreamed only of 'ordre et règle' and demanded that 
account be given of any unexcused absences from his 
service.34 

32 C. A.J. Armstrong, 'Had the Burgundian Government a Policy for the 
Nobility?', in idem, England, France and Burgundy in the Fifteenth Century (London, 1983 
[first pub. in 1964]), 213-36, pp. 224 f. Cf. the valuable contribution by the same in 
A. G. Dickens (ed.), The Courts of Europe. Politics, Patronage and Royalty, 1400-1800 

(London, 1977), pp. 55-75, 329, entitled 'The Golden Age of Burgundy. Dukes that 
outdid Kings', p. 63. 

33 As far as I know, the concept occurs for the first time in the ordinance of 1474 
(above, n. 25), fo. 4, although the reality had been visible ever since the special 
treatment of the count ofFribourg and the greater Brabantian nobles in the ordinance 
of 1433 (Paravicini, 'Hofordnungen', 4, no. 9, §§ 14-23). De la Marche, L'Estat 
(above, n. 7), pp. 11 f., notes that the grans pencionnaires were paid not by escroes and 
the accountancy of the household, but by the argentier, the general accountant of ducal 
expenditure. Cf. P. S. Lewis, 'Les Pensionnaires de Louis XI', in B. Chevalier and 
Ph. Contamine (edd.), La France de la.fin du xv" siecle. Renouveau et apogee (Paris, 1985), 
pp. 167-81; these 75o--goo men were not integrated into the household as were the 44 
Burgundians of 1474. But the ducal accounts show that there were many other 
pensioners too. See B.-A. Pocquet du Haut-Jusse, 'Les Pensionnaires fieffes des dues 
de Bourgogne de 1352 a 1419', Memoires de la Soc. pour /'hist. du droit et des instil. des 
anciens pays burguignons, comtois et romands, 8 (1942), pp. 127-50, which should be 
continued for 1419-77, at least. 

· 34 Ordinance of 1469 (above, n. 5), fos. 26v, 30, 30v. On 'ordre et regle' cf. 
Paravicini, Karl der Kuhne (above, n. 17), pp. 49 f. 



So WERNER PARAVICINI 

The most spectacular example of the creation of new roles is 
that of the public audience, which Charles the Bold introduced 
in 1468, and which caused a considerable stir among his 
contemporaries. 'The lords of the prince's family, the 
pensionaries and gentlemen of the chamber, and the nobility 
of the four offices, together with the nobles of the guard who 
were on duty on that day'-a list which includes all the court 
nobility-were expected to attend at this ritual on pain ofloss 
of two days' wages. 35 'Not one individual would have dared to 
stay away,' remarked Olivier de la Marche, who goes on to 
describe the exact place that was allotted to each office-holder 
and group at this ceremony. 'And the duke then decides upon 
the petitions requesting his judgements, which are handed to 
him by kneeling secretaries, according to the circumstances of 
each case, and does not leave until every one of them has been 
settled. Throughout, everyone remains silent and keeps good 
order.' 36 Georges Chastellain, the official court historian 
(whose work was not, however, published in his lifetime) 
writes: 'it [the Audience] therefore went on for two or three 
hours, depending upon the number of petitions received and 
was often very tiresome for those present, though one had to 
endure it patiently.'37 Charles initially held such audiences 
three times a week, but this was reduced to twice and then, in 
1474, once a week, on Fridays.38 It was probably abandoned 
altogether towards the end of his reign, perhaps as a result of 
clandestine resistance from the nobility, but also because of 
the vast number of other tasks the duke had to perform.39 

:is Ordinance of 1469, fo. 70v. 
36 De la Marche, L'Estat (above, n. 7), pp. 4-7. 
37 Chastcllain, (Euvres (above, n. 24), v ( 1864), pp. 370 f. 
:ia For 3 times see ordinance of 1469, fos. 27v-28v, with the special ordinances of 

the same year (above, n. 5); Chastellain CEuvres (n. 37); P. Wielant, Recueil des 
antiquitis de Flandre, inj. H. de Smet (ed.), Recueil des chroniques de Flandre, iv (Brussels, 
1865), 1-441, p. 135. For 2 times see de la Marche, L'Estat, pp. 4-7. For once see 
ordinance of 1474 (above, n. 25) and the ordinance on the guard (undated, but 
visibly of the same date), L. van Lerberghe and J. Ronsse (edd.), Audenaerdsche 
Mengelingen, ii (Oudenaarde, 1846), p. 89. 

39 The dimunition and consequent disappearance of the audience were not 
mentioned by Huizinga, Herbst des Mittelalters, eh. 2, Cartellieri, Am Hofe, p. 69, and 
R. Vaughan, Charles the Bold (London, 1973), pp. 182 f., who were, however, fully 
aware of the importance of this institution. On the introduction of the audience in 
Milan sec below, p. 86 and n. 65. For the general background of political ideas see 
A.J. Vanderjagt, 'Qui sa vcrtu anoblist. The Concepts of noblesse and chose 
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It should be stressed that the dukes made great efforts to 
integrate the nobility. They were the principal benefactors of 
the expansion of the court. The Order of the Golden Fleece, 
created in 1430, was open only to nobles of ancient family. 40 It 
would be worth investigating whether a similar effort was 
made towards other élite groups, such as the clergy and 
patriciate. It appears that nothing qualitatively or quantit
atively comparable existed. The nobility's monopoly of power 
does not seem to have been undermined. 

This picture of almost unchallenged noble predominance 
appears rather different when we consider the recipients of 
gratuities which interested parties gave in order to advance 
their affairs at court, or to purchase protection for themselves 
for the future. In 1468, the town ofLille paid £420 to Antoine, 
Grand Bastard of Burgundy; £100 to Chancellor Pierre de 
Goux, adding a shawl costing £150 for his wife; the First 
Secretary, Jean Grosgot £84 and Jean le Tourneur, Charles 
the Bold's sommelier du corps, £42 - the last four people 
mentioned were all non-nobles.41 But other powers and 
institutions had different needs, and this was reflected in their 
pensions and contacts. The duke of Milan's ambassador, for 
instance, used code names for the most important and 
frequently mentioned individuals in his correspondence with 
the duke. The list contains only two commoners, one of whom 
is the chancellor, as against twelve princes and nobles of 
renown.42 Before we can fully establish who was important for 
whom, it will be necessary to look more carefully at the court 

publicque in Burgundian Political Thought' (Ph.D. thesis; Groningen, 1981), 
pp. 53 ff., 59. 

40 Paravicini, 'Soziale Schichtung', pp. 135 with n. 41, 153 with n. 121. Cf. 
D'A. J. D. Boulton, The Knights of the Crown. The Monarchical Orders of Knighthood in 
Later Medieval Europe, 1325-1620 (Woodbridge, 1987), 356--g6. A comprehensive 
history of the Burgundian epoch of the order is the subject of the projected Ph.D. 
thesis ofW. Ossoba (university of Kiel). 

41 A. Derville, 'Les Pots-de-vin clans le dernier tiers du xv0 siecle (d'apres Jes 
comptes de Lille et de Saint-Omer), Anciens Pays et Assemblies d'Etats, 80 ( 1985), 
45g-7 I, pp. 464 f. 

42 F. Tranchedino, Diplomatische Geheimschriften. Codex Vindobonensis 2398 der 
Osterreichischen Nationalbibliothek. Faksimileausgabe, ed. W. Hoflechner (Codices selecti, 
22; Graz, 1970), fo. 71v; cf. W. Paravicini, 'Sechs Neuerscheinungen zur burgund
ischfranzosischen Geschichte im 15. Jahrhundert', Francia, 2 (1974), 665--91, p.·681 
(el ducajulio = Julio Antonio Acquaviva, duke of Atri). 
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clergy, both in the chapel and the almonry, maitres des requêtes, 
and secretaries.43 

The state of research into the geographical origins of the 
people who made up the Burgundian court is also still very 
sketchy. We have reasonable information only for Philip the 
Good's court and nobility.44 In 1426-7, the nobility of the 
duchy and county of Burgundy and the surrounding territories 
possessed more than half the noble offices. In 1458, they still 
held 40 per cent, even though the Burgundian state had, in the 
meanwhile, rapidly expanded. Next in order came the nobles 
of Picardy with around a quarter of the offices throughout 
Burgundian territory. No regional group, with the exception 
ofBrabantine nobles, managed to break the hold these nobles 
had on both offices and prestige, and they only succeeded 
because the number of offices was increased. Philip the Good 
reserved a quarter of noble offices for them in return for their 
consent to his succession in their duchy.45 What little 
remained was shared between the other Burgundian provinces 
and a small number of foreigners. 

To arrive at a sense of what life was actually like at court, 
we have, however, to do more than simply calculate the level 
of noble participation, even if this is specified by region. We 
must get inside that world and, among other things, investigate 
its patterns of vertical solidarity; for example, which maître des 
requêtes, secretary, or gentleman usher was a client of a 
particular gentleman of the chamber, or master of the 
household.4 If this relationship is recognized, then our 
picture of the court suddenly changes and we are no longer 
dealing with an undifferentiated group of courtiers on the one 
hand and the duke on the _other, but with more or less 

43 On secretaries see P. Cockshaw, Le Personnel de la chancellerie de Bourgogne-Flandre 
sous Les dues de Bourgogne de la maison de Valois ( 1384-1477) (Anciens Pays et Assemblees 
d'Etats, 79; Kortrijk-Heule, 1982). This book is only a part of the author's Ph.D. 
thesis (Brussels, 1975), the prosopographical catalogue remaining unpublished. 

44 Paravicini, 'Expansion et integration' (above, n. 2). Caron, La Noblesse (above, 
n. 10), does not really consider this problem; the little she says, p. 165 and p. 187, 
n. 529, is based on a single household wage list of 30 May 1430. 

45 As early as 1431/32, immediately after his accession to the duchy in 1430; see 
Paravicini, 'Hofordnungen', 4, no. 7. 

46 Bartier, Ugistes et gens des finances (above, n. 10), pp. 106--13, gives many 
examples of this phenomenon, and cf. Paravicini, Guy de Brimeu (above, n. 12), p. 432 
and n. 148. 
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organized groups. Hardly any research has been done on this, 
although the rivalry between the de Croy clan and that of 
chancellor Nicolas Rolin is well known from the many pages 
devoted to it by Georges Chastellain. It was this rivalry that 
lay behind the quarrel between Duke Philip and his son 
Charles over who should fill a certain post of gentleman of the 
privy chamber.47 The problem is that here the court is 
observed not when functioning normally, but under extra
ordinary and divisive circumstances. Thanks to the research 
of Alain Derville,48 we are now at least beginning to identify 
some of the relationships of protection which existed between 
many towns or cities and certain prominent noble courtiers: 
between Saint-Omer and Croy, and later, Antoine, Grand 
Bastard of Burgundy; between Lille and Baudouin d'Oingnies, 
and later the Lannoys; between Arras and the lord of 
Contay.49 We should continue and extend the analysis of town 
and city accounts and council minutes to discover more such 
relationships. 

The discipline that was imposed on the audience became a 
part of all public functions. 50 Further refinements and degrees 

47 Chastellain, CEuvres, iii. 232 (1457). On the Croy family see W. Paravicini, 
'Moers, Croy, Burgund, Eine Studie iiber den Niedergang des Hauses Moers in der 
zweiten Halfte des 15. Jahrhunderts', Annalen des Historischen Vereins far den Niederrhein, 
179 (1978), 7-113, pp. 21 ff. R. Boron's richly illustrated book Les Croy ... 
1390-1612 (Brussels, 1981), has no academic pretensions. H. Kruse (Kiel university) 
is working on a Ph.D. thesis on the men around the young Charles the Bold whose 
support enabled him to seize power in 1465. There are several books on Nicolas 
Rolin, the latest being R. Berger, Nicolas Rolin, Kanzler der Zeitwende im Burgundisch
Franzosischen Konflikt 1422-1461 (Fribourg, 1971), but none of them is completely satis
factory. M. Kamp ofMiinster is writing a thesis supervised by J. Wollasch on Nicolas 
Rolin's religious foundations. But there is no monograph on the Rolins as a group. 

48 A. Derville, 'Pots-de-vin, cadeaux, racket, patronage. Essai sur Jes mecanismes 
de decision dans l'etat burguignon', Revue du nord, 56 (1974), pp. 341-64; idem, 'Les 
Pots-de-vin' (above,-n. 41). Cf. M.-A. Arnould, 'L'Origine historique des pots-de
vin', Bulletin de l'Academie royal. de Belgique. Classe des lettres, 5/62 (1976), pp. 216-67. 

45 For Arras and Contay see the letters printed by A. Guesnon, lnventaire 
chronologique des chartes de la ville d'Arras. Documents (unpub. proofs, c. 1862, in the 
municipal archives of Arras). 

so Thus, thefeste auxfol:r. was forbidden by the ordinance of 1469 (above, n. 5, fol. 
15). The rape of women, already the ruin of the count ofTonnerre (see Armstrong, 
'Burgundian Government', p. 218; M.-Th. Caron, 'Vie et mort d'une grande dame: 
Jeanne de Chalon, Comtesse de Tonnerre (vers 1388-vers 1450)', Francia, 8 (1980), 
147-go, pp. 151 f. [1406]) was severely penalized. Cf. W. Prevenier, 'Vrouwenroofals 
middel tot sociale mobiliteit in het 15e-eeuwse Zeeland', in D. E. H. de Boer and 
J. W. Marsilje (edd.), De Nederlanden in de late middeleeulJien (Utrecht, 1987), 
pp. 410-24 .. 
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of hierarchization were introduced: not only were various 
colours and materials laid down for the robes of the various 
ranks of nobility and courtly office on ceremonial occasions, 
but individuals were also assigned to different ante-chambers 
arranged one after another. Direct access to the prince, whose 
public and private persona were now becoming more clearly 
differentiated than before, came to be reserved for the highest 
ranks.51 The simple nobleman now saw himself treated as a 
lowly servant: 

After their midday meal, the gentlemen of the privy chamber and 
nobles already mentioned above will come each day to the duke in 
the hall or chamber, where he will eat; they are each headed and 
accompanied by the chief of their particular briefs, and there they 
will comport themselves respectfully, without making any sound or 
disorderly noise. If any noise is made, the duke requests and orders 
that at the first cry and first word of the gentlemen ushers silence 
shall immediately be restored.52 

Advantages were offered in exchange for this discipline, 
which Charles the Bold elevated into a principle of state. They 
included material wealth, marriage, and other opportunities, 
such as wages, pensions, and gifts.53 Even the protection 
payments and bribes which are a natural consequence of any 
exercise of power, should be classed as material advantages.54 

The dukes, besieged as they were by the 'importunite de 
requerrants' and endless petitions at all times of the day,55 

sought to make the distribution and the unregulated accumu
lation of these rewards dependent upon the rank of the 
recipient. 56 The familiaritas of the prince, which he bestowed 

51 Ordinance of 1469 (above, n. 5), fos. 29, 44v-45; Chastellain, CEuvres, v (1864), 
p. 371. For the livery see e.g. Vaughan, Charles the Bold, pp. 141-4 (Trier, 1473). De la 
Marche, L'Estat, pp. 32 and 47, differentiates between the prince's mangerpubliquement 
and manger en sa chambre privi. 52 Ordinance of 1469 (above, n. 5), fo. 27v. 

53 On the court as a marriage market see Armstrong, 'Burgundian Government' 
(above, n. 32), pp. 234 f.; idem, 'The Golden Age', p. 61. 54 Above, n. 48. 

55 Cf. W. Paravicini, 'Administrateurs professionnels et princes dilettantes', in 
idem and K. F. Werner (edd.), Histoire comparie de ['administration (Beihefte der 
Francia, 9; Munich, 1980), pp. 168--81. · 

56 The history of the ducal gift policy is yet to be written. Cf. the ordinances of 
1426/27 (Paravicini, 'Hofordnungen', 2, n. 5, §§ 404-14) and 1433 (ibid. 4, no. 9 §§ 
44-59) which limit the gifts to court officials to a certain amount once a year: 'nul es 
menuz officiers de son hostel no soit sy ose de faire requeste a mondit seigneur de 
quelque choses que ce ne soit present les maistres d'ostel' (no. 9, §§ 451 ). In the 
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either as a simple title or through fictive court office, 57 

brought prestige and honour. Belonging to the Order of the 
Golden Fleece gave its members special prestige. Foreign 
observers always distinguished between simple nobles and the 
Knights of the Fleece. 58 A favourable marriage, or relations of 
various other kinds, could also be expected from the prince's 
favour. For the pages, children of the nobility who grew up at 
court and thus were integrated into that world in the most 
natural of ways, there was an education of the highest order, 
in accordance with their rank, and the prospect of advance
ment to higher offices laid down for them in the household 
ordinances. 59 

1.5. Government and administration 

The court was and remained the centre of political decision
making. The duke had progressively relinquished those 
functions which demanded continuous work and specialist 
expertise, such as the control of finances, and later the 
everyday administration ofjustice.60 He did, however, remain 
the source of all law, and particularly of that royal favour 
whose force could not be countermanded or even limited by 
any written decree or even by personal obligation.61 Charles 
the Bold was a modern ruler to the extent that he himself, to 
everyone's general amazement, counted his income and 
expenditure, 2 and began, as already reported, to pronounce 

ordinance of 1469 (above, n. 5), fo. 30v, there is to be a gift of one month's wages at 
the end ofa terme, but only if fully served, otherwise pro rata. On Charles the Bold's 
relative parsimony see Chastellain (above, n. 24), v. 369. 

57 E:,camples in Paravicini, 'Hofordnungen', 1, p. 135 n. 29. 
58 Cf. Rozmital and Tafur, above, nn. 16 and 27. 
59 General ordinance of 1469 (above, n. 5), fos. 5v, 33v. De la Marche, L'Estat 

(above, n. 7), pp. 25 f., 63 f. Cf. Paravidni, Guy de Brimeu, pp. 86--8, and M. Somme, 
'LeJeunesse de Charles le Temeraire d'apres les comptes de la cour de Bourgogne', 
Revue du nord, 64 ( I 982), pp. 731-50, for children gentilshommes of young Charles the 
Bold. 

60 Paravicini, 'Administrateurs' (above, n. 55), and J. van Rompaey, De Grote 
Raad van de hertogen vn Boergondie en het parlement van Mechelen (Brussels, 
1973). 

61 Paravicini, 'Administrateurs'. The executory mandates of the household 
ordinances regularly contain this kind of self-imposed obligation by the prince and 
the order to disobey him in case of orders given contrary to the present ordinance. 

62 Paravicini, Karl der Kuhne, pp. 38 f.: 'Charles le Travaillant'. M.-A. Arnould, 'Le 
Sejour bruxellois de Charles le Temeraire pendant l'hiver de 1467-1468', Annales de la 
Societe royal d'archeologie de Bruxelles, 58 (, 981) [Melanges Mina Martens], pp. 27-50. 



86 WERNER PARAVICINI 

justice himself in his audiences. The chambres de compte, the 
supreme court of justice, and later the parliament of Malines, 
may have left the court, but it was laid down in the household 
ordinances from 1433 onwards that the aulic council (conseil 
ordinaire) was to remain the centre of political decision
making. Of its thirteen members, only three were not nobles, 
and one of these was its president, the future bishop of 
Tournai.63 Similarly, the ducal secretaries and maitres des 
requetes,64 who were men of the law, also belonged to the 
household and were included in its ordinances. The basic 
tendency was certainly towards the dissociation of adminis
trative institutions from the court, but substitute institutions 
evolved nearer to the ruler. The nucleus of power, political 
rule, thus remained in the hands of the court. 

2 

What is it that is specifically Burgundian in all this? It is well 
known that almost everything I have said is to be seen at other 
courts in the same period or even earlier. An 'audience' like 
Charles the Bold's had been introduced by Galeazzo Maria 
Sforza in Milan, upon his accession to the throne, that is, two 
years before Charles. In Milan it was even held on a daily 
basis and fared just as badly there as later in Burgundy.65 

Expensive and extravagantly decorative banquets and tourna
ments, which surprised guests with various entremets, were also 
held at the courts of Anjou and of the dukes of Savoy, to 
mention but two.66 Perhaps we may conclude that the 
Burgundian court was merely an important vehicle of 
tradition, that it linked the brilliant age of Charles VI of 

63 Jean Chevrot. Paravicini, 'Hofordnungen' (above, n. 2), 4, §§ 465-83. Cf. 
Rompaey, De Grote Raad, pp. 16 f. 

64 Cf. Bartier, Ugistes, and Cockshaw, Le personnel. 
65 G. Lubkin, 'Strutture, funzioni e funzionamenti della carte milanese nel 

quattrocentro', in Publications du centre europeen d'etudes bourguignonnes, 28 (1988), 
pp. 75-83. 

66 R. Vaughan, Philip the Good (London, 1970), p. 143 (Savoy), pp. 347 f. (Foix). 
F. Piponnier, Costume et vie sociale. La Gour d'Anjou, xrv'-xv' siecle (Paris and the Hague, 
1970); F. Robin, La Gour d'Anjou-Provence. La vie artistique sous le regne de Rene (Paris, 
1985). 
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France and Richard II of England with the Renaissance 
under Charles VIII and Henry VII, during a time when 
monarchy underwent a crisis in both lands, without ever 
being truly original or creative. The fact that Louis XI, a 
particularly powerful king, cared little for court ceremony and 
pomp67 certainly made Charles the Bold's splendid courtly 
household seem particularly Burgundian. We cannot, however, 
speak of an essentially Burgundian character, but only of 
degrees of difference from what was the general rule-with 
certain special features, which I shall attempt to specify here. 

2.1. Preponderance of knights and nobility 

It is a very striking fact, and one therefore requiring 
elucidation, that in the Burgundian household ordinancs 
many positions were not only reserved de facto ( though not 
expressly de Jure) for noblemen, but were kept specifically for 
knights. A man who had been made a knight could serve only 
as a gentleman of the chamber (and had, consequently, to 
wait until a post was free). 68 It was also the case that there 
were very few such gentlemen who were not knights. Likewise; 
the Order of the Golden Fleece was reserved for knights, 
though this was by no means necessarily the case with royal 
orders of this kind.69 Neither at the court of Anjou nor at the 
Milanese court were there similarly reserved rights for 
knights. 70 It is therefore quite correct to draw a close 
connection between Burgundy and knights, though we do not 
know why this was so. 

2.2. Part-time service 

We have already discussed this peculiar form of'job-sharing'. 
Here we need simply to re-emphasize that it does not appear 
to have existed anywhere else in the same form or with the 
same frequency-at least not in the fifteenth century. 

67 The contrast is very obvious in the differing descriptions of the Milanese 
envoys. See Soldi Rondinini, 'Aspects' (above, n. 12), pp. 202, 204, 207, 210, 212 f. 

68 Paravicini, 'Soziale Schichtung', pp. 138 f., 164-7. 
69 See above, n. 40. 
70 See above, n. 65 (Milan); Piponnier, Costume et vie sociale (above, n. 66) (Anjou). 
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2.3. Accountability and control 

Other courts also produced household ordinances, most 
notably the French royal court. 71 But I know ofno other court 
in the fifteenth century which produced such systematic and 
comprehensive texts as did the Burgundian court. Those of 
Charles the Bold seem to be unique for their period; and his 
army ordinances 72 are also distinguished by a fullness of detail 
and a desire to anticipate and regulate everything. Even a 
system like the Burgundian daily account records for wages 
and payments in kind with a strip of parchment for each day is 
something I have not found elsewhere. 73 

2.4. Sacralization, distance, discipline 

Only future research will be able to determine whether there 
was anything special about the practice of expressing reverence 
to the duke before he would condescend to acknowledge the 
presence of a visitor-even if that visitor were his own son74-

or about Charles the Bold's habit of attending religious 
services in his own oratory, separated from the rest of the 
congregation by black silk curtains. 75 Certainly the level of 
civilization was higher at the Burgundian court than, for 
example, in the German Empire. Charles's commissaries, in 
whose honour Archduke Sigismund of Tyrol gave a banquet, 
were amazed to find that the great lord dirtied the table with 

71 Until the records up to 1350 have been published by R.-H. Bautier and E. Lalu 
in Paris, there is no scholarly edition or even repertory of the French ordinances. 

72 Cf. Vaughan, Charles the Bold, pp. 205-11. 
73 The 'Kiichen-, Reise- und Lagerbiicher' of the house of Wettin (Saxony), 

preserved in fragments of 1389 and 1422-3, and in a series 1442-86 (and further on), 
permit the reconstruction of complete itineraries, as do the accounts of the 
Burgundian Maitre de la Chambre aux deniers and the escroes ( on these see Paravicini, 
'Ordonnances de )'Hotels, above, n. 2); but they are not as systematic and they do 
not give details of daily wages, i.e. the daily list of court officials. B. Knoke, 
'Wcttinischc Residenzen im Spatmittelaltcr', Jahrbuch der Coburger Landesstiftung 
( 1986), pp. 371--80 (summary of her Ph.D. at the university of Gottingen, to be 
completed soon), and information kindly given by letter. 

74 The Travels of Leo of Rozmital (Schaseck), pp. 35 f. 
75 Soldi Rondinini, 'Aspects' (above, n. 12), p. 212 (siege ofNeuB, 1475). There 

arc parallels, sec F. Robin, 'Les Chapelles seigneurialcs et royales frarn;aises au 
temps de Louis XI', La France de la.fin du xv' siecle. Renouveau et apogee, ed. B. Chevalier 
and Ph. Contamine (Paris, 1985), 237-52, pp. 247 ff. and fig. 25 (already Philip the 
Good in a black 'chapel'). 
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baked ground ivy, and they noted: 'Item. As soon as the dish 
was set on the table, everyone reached for it with his hand, 
and the humblest were sometimes the first.' 76 Such testimonies 
of cultural disparities will have to be carefully collected. I am 
not convinced that the same thing would actually be found in 
France and Italy at this time. The obligation to kneel before 
the prince, the transformation of the formal meal into a 
ritual, 77 the suite of rooms one had to pass through before 
reaching the ruler,78 the separation of the court into different 
chambers according to rank, and the strong tendency towards 
the levelling of all members of the court, in spite of the 
hierarchy, so that they all stood in a subservient relation to the 
prince: all these things can be observed at the Burgundian 
court. But probably not only there. And yet the court of Philip 
the Good and Charles the Bold aroused that enthusiastic 
amazement to which the comments of contemporaries 
mentioned above testify. Why was this? 

2.5. The size and splendour of the court 
The specific source of amazement was, first and foremost, the 
tremendous luxury that was to be seen at the Burgundian 
court. There were more people, more courses at the banquets, 
more festivals, more regulations-a quantitative difference 
which ultimately produced a qualitative one. It must first be 
established whether the dukes of Burgundy really spent more 
money proportionately on their household then did other 
courts. Perhaps they established new standards ofluxury, but, 
because of the sheer size of their wealth, they did not have to 
spend proportionately more than others. Charles the Bold's 
wedding in 1468 was such a lavish affair that an explanatory 
programme booklet was distributed; an official account was 
disseminated and copies were requested from as far away as 

76 This episode is mentioned by Huizinga, Herbst des Mittelalters, eh. 2, p. 53 and 
p. 4-83, n. 21. Cf. W. Maleczek, 'Die Sachkultur am Hofe Herzog Sigismunds von 
Tirol ( t 1496)', in Adelige Sachkultur des _ Spiitmittelalters (Veroffentlichungen des 
Instituts fur mittelalterl. Realienkunde Osterreichs, s; Vienna, 1982), 133--67, 
p. 142. The source is published by E. Droz, 'Relation du souper offert par le due 
Sigismond d'Autriche aux commissaires bourguignons (Thann, 1469)', Milanges 
Antoine Thomas (Paris, 1927), pp. 45-8. 

77 Huizinga, Herbst des Mittelalters, pp. 53 f., following de la Marche's L'Estat. 
78 The Travels of Leo of Ro,:,mital (Schaseck), p. 34 (3 rooms), p. 36 (9 rooms). 



90 WERNER PARA VICINI 

Lubeck. 79 We have to take account not only of a new 
quantitative level then, but also of a new awareness of how 
effective investments of this kind could be for increasing one's 
prestige over a wide area. 

3 

Although this leaves us somewhat uncertain as to exactly 
what constituted the unique character of the Burgundian 
court, we must now investigate its influence. Ten years ago, 
Michel Mollat cautiously summed up the generally accepted 
view as following: 

It is said that the etiquette of modern royal courts developed in the 
milieu of the dukes of Burgundy. Inherited by Charles V and 
transmitted by Philip II to the Escorial, it returned from there to 
France and the Versailles of Louis XIV.80 

Alongside Versailles, Vienna, Europe's other leading 
court,81 is also mentioned. It is said that all other courts, both 
great and small, followed this model. In addition to this, as it 
were, posthumous influence, there was also a contemporary 
one. I should now like to investigate both of these influences 
within the restricted space available. The question how such 
influence was actually mediated-through visits and direct 
contact, letters and personal relations, handwritten accounts, 
copies of household ordinances, and conscious propaganda
can only be briefly raised here. 

3 .1. Germany 
The dukes of Burgundy had close family ties with two German 
dynasties, those of Wittelsbach and Cleves.82 There are no 

79 Vaughan, Charles the Bold, p. 49. De la Marche, one of the organizers of this 
memorable feast, composed a 'Traictie des nopces de monseigneur le due de 
Bourgoigne et de Brabant', which seems to have· been sent to the court of Savoy, see 
the edition of his Memoires (above, n. 7), i (1883), pp. cxx-xcci, and the text, ed. 
A. Dufour and F. Rabut, 'Description inedite des fetes celebrees a Bruges en 1468 a 
)'occasion du mariage du due Charles-le-Temeraire avec Marguerite d'York', Memoirs 
de la Commission des antiquites de la Cote-d'Or, 9 (1877), pp. 311-53. 

80 Mollat, Genese medievale, p. 173. Cf. Huizinga, Herbst des Mittelalters, p. 51, and 
Guenee, L'Occident, pp. 148--50. 

81 Pfandl, 'Einftihrung des burgundischen Hofzeremoniells' (above, n. 1), p. 3. 
82 Cf. Y. Lacaze, 'Philippe le Bon et )'Empire: bilan d'un regne', Francia, 9 (1981), 

pp. 133-75; 10 (1982), pp. 167-227, with bibliography. 
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German household ordinances in the Burgundian style from 
the fifteenth-century,83 but there are none the less signs of 
imitation. Duke Ludwig der Bärtige (the Bearded) of Bayern
lngolstadt adopted the Franco-Burgundian custom of manual 
sign and badge.84 However, the relations of the Wittelsbach 
family with France (Ludwig's sister had married Charles VI) 
and the Netherlands (the Straubing branch of the family were 
the rulers of Holland and Hainault until 1433) were at the 
same time so close that we must not necessarily assume direct 
Burgundian influence. The Palatine branch of the family 
(Frederick I) was from time to time very close to Charles the 
Bold and the Palatine nobleman Friedrich von Florsheim 
entered his service.85 

Duke Philip the Good and Duke John I of Cl eves were on 
extraordinarily good terms with one another, as their corres
pondence reveals.86 A cadet branch of the family lived at the 
Burgundian court, before settling in the Nether lands and 
becoming completely French.87 Against this background, the 
foundation in Cleves of its own Antonius Order of Knights 
some time before 1441 looks like an imitation of the Order of 

83 A repertory of German household ordinances from the 13th cent. to 1618, 
compiled by K.-H. Ahrens and M. Reinbold, is one of the projects of the 
'Residenzen-Kommission' of the Academy of Sciences at Gottingen; cf. K.-H. 
Ahrens, 'Die Entstehung der landesherrlichen Residenzen im spatmittelalterlichen 
Reich', Jahrbuch der historischen Forschung in der Bundesrepublik Deutsch/and ( 1984), 
pp. 2g-36. The edition of some texts of the 16th and 17th cents. by A. Kern is 
mentioned below, n. 125. On German courts of the late Middle Ages and early 
modern times see, with good general background, K. Plodeck, Hofstruktur und 
Hofzeremoniell in Brandenburg-Ansbach vom 16. bis :;:,um 18. jahrhundert (Ansbach, 1972 
andjahrbuch des Historischen Vereinsfar Mittelfranken, 86 [1971-2], 1-260), pp. 34 ff., 
and see Moraw (eh. 4), Press (eh. 11), and Stievermann (eh. 6), in this vol. 

84 T. Straub, Herzog Ludwig der Biirtige von Bayern-lngolstadt und seine Beziehungen zu 
Frankreich in der Zeit von 1391 bis 1415 (Kallmiinz, 1965); idem, 'Der Wappenstein 
Ludwigs des Bartigen in Aichach', in Die Wittelsbacher im Aichacher Land (Aichach, 
1980), pp. 242-50: radiating sun and raven of St Oswald. Manual sign: General
direktion der staatlichen Archive Bayerns (ed.), Die Fiirstenkan:;:,lei im Mittelalter. 
Anfange weltlicher und geistlicher Zentralverwaltung in Bayern. Ausstellung (Munich, 1983), 
pp. 81-5, n. 85-g. 85 Paravicini, Guy de Brimeu, pp. 335 f. n. 372. 

86 A. Grunzweig, 'Quatre Lettres autographes de Philippe le Bon', Revue beige de 
philogoie et d'histoire, 4 (1925), pp. 431-7. 

87 H.-P. Hilger, 'Kleve und Burgund', in Land im Mittelpunkt der Miichte. Die 
Herzogtiimer Jii.lich, Kleve, Berg (exhibition, Stadtisches Museum Haus Koekkoek 
Kleve and Stadtmuseum Diisseldorf; Kleve, 1984), pp. 2og-33. A. Glezerman and 
M. Harsgor, Cleve, ein unerfalltes Schicksal. Aufstieg, Riick:;:,ug und Veifall eines Territorial
staates (Berlin and Munich, 1985), with bibliography. 
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the Golden Fleece. This seems even more likely to be the case 
with the Ansbach-Brandenburgian Order of the Swan, 
established in 1440, and the Order of St Hubert in Jiilich, 
dating from 1444.88 

Burgundy's prestige in the south of the Empire was 
revealed when Duke Philip journeyed to the imperial diet at 
Regensburg (Ratisbon) in 1454.89 His journey consisted of a 
series of presentations, receptions, and banquets, which 
secured his ties to the houses of Habsburg, Wittelsbach, and 
Wiirttemberg90 even more firmly. Young noblemen who came 
to the Burgundian court to finish their education included 
Adrian von Bubenberg and Ludwig von Diesbach from 
Berne,91 Wiwolt von Schaumburg from Franconia, whose 
memoirs included a description of the organization of the 

88 L. Peters, 'Der jiilichsche Hubertus- und klevische Antonius-Ritterorden', in 
Land im Mittelpunkt der Miichte (above, n. 87), pp. 125-32. Boulton, Knights of the Crown 
(above, n. 40), p. 397 nn. 2, 3, who considers (p. 398 n. 5), also the Saxonian Order 
of St Jerome (1450), as possibly inspired by Burgundy. More on all these in H. 
Kruse, A. Ranft, and W. Paravicini (edd.), Ritterorden und Adelsgese/lschaften im 
spiitmittela/terlichen Deutsch/and. Ein kritisches Verzeichnis (forthcoming). It is worth 
mentioning, that as early as 1416 Franco-Burgundian craftsmen were working at the 
ducal residence of Liegnitz in Silesia see A. Karlowska-Kamzowa, 'Zu den 
Residenzen Ludwigs I., Ruprechts und Ludwigs II. von Liegnitz und Brieg', in 
Patze and Paravicini (edd.}, Residen,cen. 

89 Deutsche Reichstagsakten, Altere Reihe, xix 1, ed. H. Weigel and H. Griineisen 
(Gottingen, 1969), pp. 141-93, 211-20, 339-415. R. Vaughan, Philip the Good 
(London, 1973), pp. 299-302. B. Schwinekoper, 'Das "GroBe Fest" zu Freiburg (3.-
8. Juli 1454)', in E. Hassinger (ed.), Geschichte, Wirtschaft, Gesel/schaft. Festschrift far 
Clemens.Bauer zum 75. Geburtstsag (Berlin, 1974), pp. 73-91. 

9° Cf. Vaughan, Charles the Bold, p. 287. A letter written by Philip the Good to 
Countess Margrete, 16 July 1462, is reproduced in Wiirttemberg im Spiitmittelalter 
(exhibition catalogue; Stuttgart, 1984), p. 47 n. 37. Letters patent of Charles the 
Bold, 14 Jan. 1472 (n.st.), taking Count Eberhard into his service, are also to be 
found in the Haupststaatsarchiv Stuttgart, A 602 WR no. 428; cf. ibid., n. 426 a 
passport, dated 17 Dec. 1473 (material of vol. 23 of the Deutsche Reichstagsakten, Altere 
Reihe, compiled by the late Henny Griineisen and preserved in the Historisches 
Seminar of the university of Cologne). The break came in 1474; for the possession of 
Mompelgard/Montbeliard, see Vaughan, Charles the Bold, pp. 287 f., and Paravicini, 
Guy de Brimeu (above, n. 12), p. 378 n. 536. 

91 A. Ziegler, 'Adrian von Bubenberg' (Ph.D. thesis; Zurich, 1887), Archiv des 
Historischen Vereins des Kantons Bern, 12 (1889), 1-130, pp.g-11 (very sceptical about 
Bubenberg's stay at the Burgundian court). Cf. Vaughan, Charles the Bold, pp. 265 
and 360 n. 2; F. de Capitani, Adel, Bii.rger und Zii.nfte im Bern des 15. Jahrhunderts (Bern, 
1982), pp. 36-g. U. M. Zahnd, Die autobiographischen Aufzeichnungen Ludwigs von 
Diesbachs (Bern, 1986), pp. 37-43, 153-6; Diesbach then went over to Louis XI. 
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Burgundian royal household at the time of Charles the Bold,92 

and even Otto von Dolen from distant Livonia.93 All this 
makes it probable that there was a Burgundian influence on 
the courts of Germany, though we do not yet possess any real 
proof. It is interesting to note that the first great German 
princely wedding, at Bayem-Landshut in 1475, followed only 
a few years upon Charles the Bold's wedding ceremony in 
Bruges in 1468; and that Charles's meeting with Emperor 
Frederick III in Trier in 1473 had set a new standard of public 
display.94 

3.2. Italy 
In speaking of the Burgundian court and Italy, it must first be 
regretted that Richard Walsh's thesis on 'Charles the Bold 
and Italy' has remained unpublished. Were it to be published, 
more would be known of this subject.95 At one time, Italians 

92 A. v. Keller (ed.), Die Geschichten und Taten Wilwolts von Schaumburg (Bibliothek 
des Literarischen Vereins zu Stuttgart, 50; Tiibingen, 1859), pp. 17 f. (trans. in 
Vaughan, Charles the Bold, p. 191). 

93 W. Paravicini, Die Preuflenreisen des europiiischen Adels, i (Beihefte der Francia, 17/ 
1; Sigmaringen, 1988), eh. 2 n. 150. 

94 S. Hiereth, 'Die Landshuter Hochzeit als Organisationsproblem', in Landshut 
1475-1975 (Osterreichische Osthefte, 18; Vienna, 1976), pp. 229-35. F. Machilek, 
'Niirnberg und die Landshuter Fiirstenhochzeit, desJahres 1475', in U. Bestmann et 
al. (edd.), Hochfinanz, Wirtschaftsraume, lnnovationen. Festschrift far Wolfgang von Stromer 
(Trier, 1987), ii. 641-77. On Bruges 1468 and Trier 1473 cf. Vaughan, Charles the 
Bold, pp. 48-53, 138-55. The idea of establishing a relationship between these events 
and Landshut in 1475 was suggested to me by H. Koller (Salzburg university). 

95 R. Walsh, 'Charles the Bold, last Valois Duke of Burgundy 1467-1477, and 
Italy' (Ph.D. thesis; Hull, 1977). Cf. R. Walsh, 'The Coming of Humanism to the 
Low Countries. Some Italian Influences at the Court of Charles the Bold', 
Humanistica Lovaniensia, Journal of Neo-Latin Studies, 25 (1976), pp. 46--g7; idem, 
'Charles the Bold and the Crusade: Politics and Propaganda', Journal of Medieval 
History, 3 (1977), pp. 53-86; idem, 'Music and Quattrocento Diplomacy: The Singer 
J can Cordier between Milan, Na pies and Burgundy in 14 7 5', Archiv far Kulturgeschichte, 
6o (1978), pp. 439-442; idem, 'Vespasiano da Bisticci, Francesco Bertini and 
Charles the Bold: An Examination of an Episode in the Vite as an illustration of 
Charles the Bold's Relations with Italy', European Studies Review, 10 (1980), pp. 401-
27; idem, 'Une citation inexacte de Lucain par Charles le Temeraire et Louis XI', Le 
Moyen Age, 86 (1980), pp. 439-51; idem, 'Relations between Milan and Burgundy in 
the Period 1450-1476', in Gli Sforza a Milano e in Lombardia e i loro raporti con gli stati 
italiani ed europei (1450--1536) (Milan, 1982), pp. 369-96. Cf. T. Zambarbieri, 'Milan 
e la Borgogna tra ii 1474 e ii 1477: le loro relazioni diplomatiche nel contesto 
dell'Europa mediana', Libri et documenti, 8/I (1982), pp. 33-69, and 8/2 (1982), pp. 1-
36 (with, p. 12 n. 139, a substantial correction to Walsh's paper in Le Moyen Age), 
and E. Sestan (ed.), Carteggi diplomaticifra Milano sforzesca e la Borgogna, i. 1453-1475 
(Rome, 1985), ii (Rome, 1987). 
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were present at the Burgundian court in considerable 
numbers, forming an important element at court, particularly 
during Charles's reign. There were Italian secretaries, doctors, 
and condottieri. Colleoni was almost certainly among them. In 
addition, Italian princes, including an Este, a Gonzaga, and 
Ferrante of Aragon-Naples, spent quite some time at the 
court. The accounts of court life Rudolfo Gonzaga sent to his 
mother in Mantua are still extant.96 And lastly, there were the 
ambassadors from Milan, Venice, and Naples. On the other 
hand, there were also merchants from Italy or of Italian 
extraction in Bruges, such as Dino Rapondi, 97 Giovanni 
Arnolfini, Angelo Tani,· Tommaso Portinari, and Anselm 
Adornes, a scion of the Adorno family of Genoa, 98 who were 
close to, or even belonged to, the court. Pictures, manuscripts, 
and tapestries all came from the Netherlands to Florence, 
Naples, Milan, and Urbino, as indeed did painters and 
musicians. The courts of Ferrara and Mantua seem to have 
been particularly strongly influenced by Burgundy: the 
Schifanoia palace in Ferrara was decorated with frescos in 
1458-60, depicting ladies in Burgundian costume. In Milan, 
too, at certain periods, Charles's splendour was greatly 
admired.99 There existed, then, something of a fashion for 
things Burgundian, though perhaps it was no more than that. 

3.3. England 

So far as the English court is concerned, we are on firmer 
ground in asserting a contemporary Burgundian influence 
than is the case either for Germany or Italy. Charles the Bold 

96 Vaughan, Charles the Bold, pp. 59 n. 1, 65 n. 1, 75 n. 1, 192 n. 1, 213 n. 1, 238 
n. 2, and see pp. 164-6 on the general Italianate element at the Burgundian court. 
Walsh, 'The Coming of Humanism', pp. 158 f. 

97 Nieuwenhuysen, Les Finances (above, n. 20), pp. 342-4. 
98 N. Geirnaert and A. Vandewalle (edd.), Adornes enjerw:;alem. lnternationaal !even 

in het 15de- en 16de-eeuwse Brugge, (exhibition catalogue; Bruges, 1983); N. Geirnaert, 
Het archief van de familie Adornes ende Jeruzalemstichting le Brugge, 2 vol. (Bniges, 
1987--89). 

99 See in addition to Walsh, 'The Coming of Humanism', S. Bertelli, F. Cardini, 
and E. Garbero Zorzi (edd.), Italian Renaissance Courts (London, 1986), pp. 37, 55, 65, 
66, 67; G. Cerboni Baiardi, G. Chittolini, and P. Floriani (edd.), Federico di Montefeltro 
(3 vols.; Rome, 1986). W. Buist, 'Hercules-Arbeiten. Untersuchungen zu den 
Darstellungen der Taten des Heiden in der bildenden Kunst des 15. und 16. 
Jahrhunderts' (Ph.D. thesis; Heidelberg, 1974, forthcoming). 
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was Edward IV's brother-in-law. When Edward of York was 
banished by his Lancastrian rival, he fled to Bruges and there, 
at the centre of Burgundian art and culture, spent a period of 
exile as the guest of the celebrated bibliophile Louis ofBruges, 
lord of Gruuthuse. 100 After he had regained power in 1471, he 
had a great memorial compiled on the royal household of 
England, The Black Book of the Household of Edward IV, which is 
comparable both in scope and ambition with Charles the 
Bold's household ordinances of 1468-9, though there are no 
direct borrowings from that source and its organization is 
quite different. The editor of this text, Alec Reginald Myers, 
was of the opinion that 'The desire to vie with the court of 
Burgundy ... may well have been one of the reasons which 
prompted the compilation of the Black Book.' 101 In this case, 
the influence would have consisted in the transmission of a 
higher standard of luxury. Remarkably, the only known 
manuscript of Charles's general household ordinance of 1469 
is to be found in the Bodleian Library of Oxford. 102 I do not 
know how it reached England. 

We do, however, know from his own testimony that in 
November 1474 Olivier de la Marche had a copy made of his 
description of the court and military forces of Charles the Bold 
at the request of William Ross, 'victualler of Calais'. It was 
commissioned by William, Lord Hastings, who wished to 
possess a copy of that text to assist in the preparation of his 

100 Cf.J. Huizinga, 'Koning Eduard IV van Engeland in ballingschap', Melanges 
Henri Pirenne (Brussels, 1926), i. 245-56. C. A. J. Armstrong, 'L'Echange culturcl 
entre Jes cours d'Angleterre et de Bourgogne a l'epoque de Charles le Temeraire', in 
idem, England, France and Burgundy in the Fifteenth Century (London, 1983), pp. 403-'7 
(1st pub. 1977). 

101 A. R. Myers (ed.), The Household of Edward IV, the Black Book and the Ordinance of 
1478 (Manchester, 1959), pp. 3 f., 33. Cf. A. R. Myers's collected studies, Crown, 
Household and Parliament in Fifteenth-Century England (London, 1985), and K. Mertes, 
'The Liber Niger of Edward IV: A New Version', Bulletin of the Institute of Historical 
Research, 54 (1981), pp. 2g-39. On the king's court during the Wars of the Roses see 
Griffiths (eh. 1 ), in this vol., and V. J. Scattergood and J. W. Sherbornc (cdd.), 
English Court Culture in the Late Middle Ages (London, 1981); K. Mertes, The English 
Noble Household 1250--16oo (London, 1987). 

102 Above, n. 5. On the other side, the only medieval account of the English royal 
chapel, written by its dean, William Say, for presentation to the king of Portugal in 
the middle of the 15th cent. survives at the Public Library of Evra: W. Ullmann 
(ed.), Liber Regie Cape/le (Henry Bradshaw Society, 92; Cambridge, 1961). 
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king's expedition against France in 1475.103 Thus it is certain 
that a manuscript went abroad during Charles's lifetime, but 
this English copy does not seem to have been preserved. 

It was not, however, until a generation later under the 
Tudor king Henry VII, that 'Burgundian culture' reached its 
high point in England, as Gordon Kipling has shown so 
impressively. 104 At that stage it contributed, alongside Italian 
influences, to that 'learned chivalry' which marks the English 
Renaissance. Certainly Kipling still owes us proof that the 
English adopted from the Burgundians not only bibliophilism 
and a taste for Flemish art, literature, and architecture, but 
also the organization and regulation of court life. All the same, 
'The Triumph of Honour', the wedding ceremony of Prince 
Arthur and Catherine of Aragon in 1501, was the first of a 
series of court celebrations and tournaments in the Burgundian 
tradition, one of which, 'The Field of Cloth of Gold', held in 
1520 to mark the meeting between Henry VIII and Francis I 
of France near Calais, is still remembered today. 105 Another 
event of this kind, the meeting between Henry VIII and 
Maximilian I near Tournai in 1513, was, incidentally, a 
rather embarrassing affair for the emperor, on account of his 
relative poverty. 106 The prayer book which James IV of 
Scotland had produced for him in Flanders on the occasion of 
his marriage with Margaret Tudor in 1503 shows that this 
Anglo-Burgundian culture also reached Scotland. 107 

103 Armstrong, 'L'cchange culturel' (above, n. rno), p. 515; idem, 'The Golden 
Age' (above, n. 32), p. 56, both without indication of sources. Cf. D. H. Turner (ed.), 
The Hasting Hours. A XVth-century Flemish Book of Hours made for William, Lord Hastings, 
now in the British Library, London (London, 1983). 

104 G. Kipling, The Triumph of Honour: Burgundian Origins of the Elizabethan 
Renaissance (Leiden, 1977), and see A. B. Ferguson, The Chivalric Tradition in 
Renaissance England (Washington, DC, 1986); D. Starkey (ed.), The English Court from 
the Wars of the Roses to the Civil War (London, 1987). 

105 S. Anglo, Spectacle, Pageantry, and Early Tudor Policy (Oxford, 1969). Cf. idem, 
'Anglo-Burgundian Feats of Arms; Smithfield, June 1467', Guildhall Miscellany, 217 
(1965), pp. 271-83. On the meeting of 1520 see L.J. G. Russel, The Field of Cloth of 
Gold, Men and Manners in 1520 (London, 1969), and R. Marks and A. Payne (edd.), 
British Heraldry from its Origins to c.1800 (exhibition catalogue; London, 1978), n. 67 
and colour-plate. 

106 H. Wiesflecker, Kaiser Maximilian I. (5 vols.; Munich, 1971-86), iv (1981), 
pp. 125 f., 546 n. 65; V (1986), p. 399. 

107 Thoss, Buchmalerei (above, n. 5), no 74. F. Unterkirchner (ed.), Gebetbuchjakobs 
IV. von Schottland (Codices selecti, 85; Graz, 1987). 
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3.4. The Netherlands and Austria 

It has been shown that the Burgundian court was already 
being imitated in Germany, Italy, and England at the time of 
the Valois dukes. It was in the lands of the house ofHabsburg, 
however, that it exerted its greatest influence. 

Did the death of Charles the Bold in 1477 signify the end of 
the Burgundian court? Certainly it was the end of the 
ostentation and excessive splendour prevailing under the last 
duke. Militarization receded, and the court became normal 
again in size, scope, and pretensions. It was, however, in other 
respects still the Burgundian court with the specific features 
described above. Mary of Burgundy's court had the same 
structure as Charles V's before he become Holy Roman 
Emperor. 108 In order to create new household ordinances, the 
old ones were copied out, catalogued, and consulted. 109 The 
fact that the new rulers were from the house of Habsburg 
made no difference as long as they remained simply rulers of 
the Netherlands. Maximilian, however, never reconciled 
himself to remaining within that framework and Philip the 
Fair did so only until he became king of Spain. The same goes 
for Charles V. Maximilian became king of the Romans as 
early as 1486 and Charles V succeeded him in 1519. Did the 
Habsburg court therefore adopt Burgundian ceremonial? 

At this point, I must again emphasize how little research 
has been done on this subject. Useful comparisons can only be 

108 E.g. ordinances of Mary of Burgundy, 26 Mar. 1477 (RijksarchiefGent, Raad 
van Vlaanderen, F no. 45, and Arch. dep. Nord, Lille, B 19.445, fos. 240--304v, 
unpub.). Of Maximilian, Sept. 1477, ed. L.-P. Gachard, Bulletin de la Commission 
royale d'histoire, 2/9 (1857), pp. 117-27, no. 163. Of Philip the Fair, 1494, ed. J. 
Chmel, Urkunden, Briefe und Actenstiicke 1 ;;,ur Geschichte Maximilans I. (Bibliothek des 
literarischen Vereins zu Stuttgart, 10; Tiibingen, 1845), pp. 537-44, no. 373; 1497, 
ed. F. de Reiffenberg, Bulletin de la Commission royale d'histoire, 11 (1846), pp. 677-718; 
1501, ed. L.-P. Gachard, Collection des voyages des souverains des Pays-Bas, i (Brussels, 
1876), pp. 345-72. Of Charles V, 1515, ed. Gachard, Collection des voyages, ii 
(Brussels, 1876/ 82), pp. 451-501; cf. K. Brandi, Kaiser Karl V. (2 vols.; Munich, 
1937, 1941), ii. 80 f., 409-15. 

109 See e.g. Paravicini, 'Hofordnungen', 1 (above, n. 2), p. 145, no. 2 (1409), MS D 
(1515), and p. 149, no. 3 (1415), MS F (1515); 2, no. 5 (1426/27), p. 261, MS D 1 

(Inventory of 1520); 4, no. 7, preliminary n. 1 (idem), no. 9, MS D 1 (beginning of the 
16th cent.). The only surviving copy of the 1474 ordinance (above, n. 25) is from the 
same week. 
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made on the basis of a precise and thorough knowledge of 
what is to be compared. Furthermore, only strictly con
temporaneous features can be compared, avoiding the trap of 
taking general practice for something specific. Research of this 
type has not-and to some extent, it cannot-yet be done, 
given that the great household ordinances of Philip the Good, 
Charles the Bold, and their successors are still unpublished, to 
mention only the richest sources for one of the courts 
concerned. As a result, the following remarks can only be 
tentative. As German king and emperor, Maximilian I 
adopted none of the essential elements of Dutch-Burgundian 
court organization, which he knew so well from his years as 
regent. It is probable, however, that his love of mummery, 
tournaments, and music went back to that period. 110 His son 
Philip and grandson Charles ( the names speak for themselves), 
who had grown up in the Netherlands, and their heirs, did, 
however, live according to pure Burgundian tradition. 
Maximilian's generally more modest court never attained the 
magnitude of their court, nor even of that of Sigismund of 
Tirol in lnnsbruck. 111 

It is generally believed that things were different in the case 
of the German king, Ferdinand I, brother of Charles V. He 
had grown up in Spain and had lived in the Netherlands 
between 1518 and 1521. His household ordinances of 1527 
and 1537, which remained basic texts for generations, are 
regularly cited as proof of Burgundian influence on the 
Austrian court. 112 This has not, however, been solidly 

110 Wiesflecker, Maximilian I., v. 380 f., 393--g. 
111 M. Ortwein, 'Der Innsbrucker Hof zur Zeit Erzherzogs Sigmunds des 

Miinzreichen. Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte der materiellen Kultur', (Ph.D. thesis, 
Innsbruck, 1936). W. Malcczek, 'Die Sachkultur am Hofe Herzog Sigismunds von 
Tirol (t1496)', in Adelige Sachkultur d~! Spiitmittelalters (Veroffentlichungen des 
Instituts ftir mittelalterl. Realienkunde Osterreichs, 5; Vienna, 1982), pp. 133-67. 
W. Baum, Sigmund der Munzreiche (Bozen, 1987). But, as Moraw points out (eh. 4 in 
this vol.), the court of Maximilian gained much by Sigismund's inheritance. 

112 N. Castrillo-Benito, 'Tradition und Wandel im ftirstlichen Hofstaat Ferdinands 
von Osterreich, 1503-1564', in J. Engel (ed.), Mittel und Wegefriiher Verfassungspolitik 
(Spatmittelalter und Friihe Neuzeit, 9; Stuttgart, 1979), pp. 406-55. Cf. H. C. Ehalt, 
Ausdrucksformen absolutistischer Hemchaft: der Wiener Hof im 17. und 18. Jahrhundert 
(Munich, 1980), pp. 34-6; V. Press, 'The Habsburg Court as Center of Imperial 
Government',Journa/ of Modern History, 58 (1986), suppl., S23-S45, p. S28. For what 
follows cf. A. Walther, Die burgundischen Zentralbehorden unter Maximilian I. und Karl V. 
(Leipzig, 1909), app. 6 (pp. 168--g2): 'Osterreich und Burgund', esp. p. 179; 
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established. The elevated position of the great master of the 
household in that system has its origin not in Burgundy 
(where the highest rank belonged to the premier chambellan), 
but in Spain. It is to that country that we shall now turn in 
conclusion. 

3.5. Spain 
In 1337 in Spain, at a minor Aragonese court, the first 
household ordinance of the new type appeared; it is among the 
most extensive to be found anywhere. I refer to the Leges 
Palatinae of King James II of Mallorca, which deal not with 
money and provisions, but the dignity and grandeur of the 
king, as well as questions of rank and ceremonial. This 
ordinance, which was adopted by Aragon in 1344 and spread 
to Castile in 1386, 113 contained everything that was to be the 
practice at the court of Philip II two hundred years later. The 
move from the patriarchal to the 'absolutist' court had already 
occurred. A household ordinance published at about the same 
time, in 1336 and in 1340 by an equally minor prince, the 
Dauphin Humbert II, is similarly detailed and ambitious. 114 

These texts, neither of which originated at great courts, 
question what the more or less general practice must have 
been in those cases where nothing was written down. The 
original manuscript of the Leges Palatinae, or at least the only 
contemporary illuminated copy, came into the possession of 
King Philip VI of France, whose son John II presented it as a 

Hofmann, Hofz:.eremoniell, p. 294: 'die bisherige Annahme einer vollstlindigen 
Ubernahme des spanischen Hofzeremoniells am Kaiserhofin Wien [ist] schlechthin 
in Frage zu stellen'; and see below, n. 125. 

113 Hofmann, Hofz:,eremoniell, pp. 30 f., 48---50, with bibliography; in particular 
K. Schwarz, Aragonische Hofordnungen im 13. und 14. Jahrhundert (Abhandlungen zur 
Mittleren u. Neueren Geschichte, 54; Berlin, 1914) and C. A. Willemsen, 'Zur 
Genesis der mittelalterlichen Hofordnungen. Mit besonderer Be'tiicksichtigung der 
Leges Palatinae Jakobs II v. Mallorka', Staatliche Akademie Braunsberg. Personal- und 
Vorlesungsverz:,eichnis. 2. Trimester (Gumbinnen, 1940), pp. 1-40. See further M. 
Durliat, 'La Cour de Jacques II de Majorque (1324-1340) d'apres les "Lois 
palatines"', (These complem. lettres; Paris, 1962). P. Bohigas, 'La Illuminaci6n de 
Jes "Leges Palatinae" de Mallorca', Scriptorium, 23 (1969), pp. 94-100. 0. Shena, Le 
Leggi palatine di Pietro IV d'Aragona (Cagliari, 1983). See also below, n. 115. 

114 Archive departement Isere, Grenoble, B 3019, printed by Valbonnais, 
Memoires pour servira l'histoire de Dauphini (Paris, 1711), pp. 326--34, 407-25, and idem, 
Histoire de Dauphini (Paris, 1722), ii. 311-18, 391-405. 
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gift to the first Valois duke of Burgundy. The manuscript 
remained in the possession of the house of Burgundy until 
Charles's second wife, Isabella of Bourbon, gave it to her 
'Chevalier d'Honneurs', Guillaume de la Baume. 115 It was 
therefore no longer in his library when Duke Charles prepared 
his great court ordinances. It would be missing the point to 
argue that this manuscript had influenced Burgundian 
thinking on court ceremonial. It is evidence merely of a 
general interest in texts of this type, followed by the decline of 
this interest, astonishingly enough, in the reign of Charles the 
Bold. 

For want of adequate evidence, I shall leave aside the 
question what influence Burgundy had on the court of 
Aragon, which is traditionally associated with it, and later on 
the court of Aragon-Castile which was united in 1474, 116 and 
come directly to the one phenomenon that is proven beyond 
doubt and seems unambiguous. On 15 August 1548, on the 
feast of the Assumption, a new form of ceremonial came into 
force at the court of Philip II in Valladolid after six months of 
preparation. His father, Charles V, had sent the duke of Alba 
from Augsburg with instructions for this. All contemporary 
observers are clearly agreed that what occurred was the 
introduction of Burgundian court ceremonial. 117 Such explicit 
testimony can hardly be doubted. Lack of comparable texts 
and comparative studies, 118 however, makes it impossible to 

115 Bibi. ray., Brussels, MS 9169. Cf. La Librairie de Philippe le Bon (exhibition 
catalogue; Brussels, 1967), no. 80; Manuscrits et imprimis anciens enfac-simili de 1600 a 
1984 (exhibition catalogue; Brussels, 1984), no. 3 a-b (repr. in the Acta Sanctorum 
Junii, Antwerp, 1701); L'Hiraldique dans Les manuscrits antirieurs a 1600 (exhibition 
catalogue; Brussels, 1985), no. 49. Cf. Hofmann, Hof;:.eremoniell, pp. 48--50. 

116 Hofmann is rather sceptical about this influence. 
117 Hofmann, Hofeeremoniell, pp. 45, 71-3, and passim. Cf. K. Brandi, Karl V., i. 25, 

492; ii. 66,506; Pfandl, Einfahrung (above, n. 81). M. de Fernandy, 'Die theatralische 
Bedeutung des spanischen Hofzeremoniells Kaiser Karls V. ', Archiv far Kulturgeschichte, 
47 (1965), pp. 306-20. Castrillo-Benito, 'Tradition' (above, n. 112), pp. 454 f. The 
Castilian element did not disappear altogether, but was limited to the external guard 
and hunting offices; in fact, there were now 2 households, the inner Casa de Borgofia, 
and the outer, very aristocratic, Casa de Castilla (Hofmann, Hof;:.eremoniell, p. 206). 
On the court of Philip II see Rodrieguez-Salgado, eh. 8, in this vol. 

118 Hofmann, Hof;:.eremoniell, is an attempt in this direction, but comparison is 
difficult when there is no comprehensive study on the Burgundian court as there is 
none on the Spanish; the author is fully aware of this fact: 'Man kann also ohne 
weiteres feststellen, da8 iiber das spezifische Burgundische Hofzeremoniell nur sehr 
wenig bekannt ist' (p. 46). 
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verify this assertion or to arrive at a more differentiated 
understanding of it. Which Burgundy is being referred to? 
That of Philip the Good, Charles the Bold, Philip the Fair, or 
Charles V?119 Olivier de la Marche's Livre des conseils touchant 
Les usags et manières de la cour120 is lost, as is that Livre des estats de 
la France mentioned by Alienor de Poitiers. 121 All that is 
certain is that Olivier de la Marche's description of Charles 
the Bold's court was circulating in several Spanish translations 
during the sixteenth century, 122 and that it was said that 
Emperor Charles's court conformed to this description in 1545 
'and at present'. 123 I do not, however, know of copies or 
originals of Burgundian household ordinances from the Valois 
period in Spain.124 On the one hand, the changes of 1547-8 
show that Burgundian influences in Spain cannot previously 
have been so strong; otherwise their appearance would not 
have caused such a stir. On the other hand, however, they 
raise the question just what was 'Burgundian': what made the 
new ways so different from the old? What I have outlined 

119 Hofmann, Hofeeremoniell, suggests, pp. 63 f., that Charles (V) stressed the 
importance of the chapel, which took the first place in his ordinances, thus expressing 
a further sacralization of the court; and that governmental institutions (the councils) 
ceased to be a part of the household, thus diminishing in fact the political importance 
of the -household and the court in general. Both developments are already 
Burgundian. The general ordinance of 146g (above, n. 2) opens with the chapel, as 
does the ordinance of 1474 (above, n. 25), and see above, nn. 6o-4. Cf. the interesting 
aP,rfU of p; Chaunu, L'Espagne de Charles Quint, i (Paris, 1973), p. 58: ' ... l'Espagne 
dominante du xvi", ... l'Espagne tardive du siecle d'Or, est une Espagne 
reinterpretee a travers l'heritage bourguignon qu'elle a incorporee et dont elle a 
mieux conserve Jes traits que la Bourgogne elle-meme.' 

120 Mentioned in the edition of his Memoires (above, n. 7), i (1883), p. cxxviii. 
121 De Poitiers, Les Honneurs (above, n. 6), pp. 195 f., 237; cf. Paravicini, 'Soziale 

Schichtung', p. 136 n. 45. 
122 For these trans. see the edition of his Memoires, ( 1883), pp. cxviii-cxix; 

L.-P. Gachard, Les Bibliotheques de Madrid et de l'EsC1Jrial (Brussels, 1875), pp.5-11 
(nos. 6-8), and (partly French text) M. van Durme, Les Archives generates de Simancas et 
l'histoire de la Belgique, i (Brussels, 1g64), pp. 145, 156; iii (1968), pp. 157, 1g6. 

123 J. de Sigoney, &lacion, pub. in his French trans. by A. de Ridder, 'Les 
Reglements de la cour de Charles-Quint', Messager des sciences histo,jques, 61 (1893), 
pp. 292-418; 62 (1894), pp. 36-52, 108-201, 28o-g1. Cf. Hofmann, Hofteremoniell, 
pp. 58-63, 77, no. 3, pp. 2og-13. Sigoney remarks that Charles's court was quite 
different from the Burgundian court, and that this was so by Charles's deliberate 
choice. (I was not able to consult A. de Ridder's book La Cour de Charles Qµint, Bruges, 
1889.) 

124 Hofmann, Hofteremoniell, p. 50 n. 2, has found a 'copy' of the 1458 ordinance of 
Philip the Good in the library of the Real Academia de la Historia, Madrid,, Coll. de 
Salazar, K 58. It is, in matter of fact, a Spanish translation of the mid-seventeenth 
century (fol. 66r-114v). 
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above as specifically Burgundian features could be taken as a 
starting-point for further investigation. In 1941 Karl Brandi 
wrote: 'It would be worth making a thorough re-examination 
of all the historical material that is available.' 125 This is still 
true today. 

125 Brandi, Kaiser Karl V. ii. 80, speaking of the German court ordinances, ed. 
A. Kern, Deutsche Hofordnungen des 16. und 17. Jahrhunderts (2 vols.; Berlin, 1905-7): 
' ... geben wohl allerlei Vergleichsmoglichkeiten, zeigen im einzelnen jedoch wenig 
Beriihrungen mit den burgundischen. Die ganze Materie wiirde eine durchgreifende 
Neubehandlung wohl lohnen.' Cf. Hofmann, Hoft,eremoniell, p. 2g6: 'So kanri ingesamt 
festgestellt werden, daB hinsichtlich der Tradierung und der Auspriigung des 
Spanischen Hofzeremoniells am Wiener Kaiserhofnoch lauter Unbekannte zu setzen 
sind-eine griindliche Untersuchung dieses Problemkomplexes also faktisch aussteht.' 
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The Court of the German Kings and of 
the Emperor at the end of the Middle Ages 

1440-1519 

PETER MORAW

In the age of the Kings and Emperors Frederick 1111 and 
Maximilian 12 the court of the German ruler3 was both the 
subject and the object of various long-term historical processes, 
and was affected by a remarkable chain of events and 
individual occurrences. It has been, and remains, the subject 
of diverging interpretations on the part of historians. 

The long-term historical processes included: 
1. Increasing homogeneity between well- and less well

developed parts of the Reich, the largest and perhaps the most 
complex political community in Europe; at the same time, 
disparities persisted to a considerable extent between north 
and south and between east and west.4 Taking Germany as a 

1 P. Mo raw, Von off ener Verf assung .;u gestalteter Verdichtung, Deutsch land im spiiten 
Mittelalter 1250 bis 1490 (Propyliien Geschichte Deutschlands, $ Berlin, 1985). A 
satisfactory work on Frederick III has yet to be written. 

2 H. Lutz, Das Ringen um deutsche Einheit und kirchliche Emeuerung. Von Maximilian I. 
bis .;um Westflilischen Friedeu 1490 bis 1648 (Propyliien Geschichte Deutschlands, 4; 
Berlin, 1983); H. Wiesflecker, Kaiser Maximilian I. (5 vols.; Munich, 1971--86); 
F. Seibt and W. Eberhard (edd.), Europa 1500 (Stuttgart, 1986). 

3 There are no works on the court of the German king in the Middle Ages or in the 
16th cent. Readers are referred to I. von Zolger, Der Hofstaat des Hauses Osterreich 
(Vienna and Leipzig, 1917); R.J. W. Evans, 'The Austrian Habsburgs: The 
Dynasty as a Political Institution', in A. G. Dickens (ed.), The Courts of Europe. 
Politics, Patronage and Royalty 1400--1800 (London, 1977), pp. 121-45; R.J. W. Evans, , 
The Making of the Habsburg Monarchy (Oxford, 1979); K. G. A. Jeserich, H. Pohl, and 
G.-C. von Unruh (edd.), Deutsche Verwaltungsgeschichte, i (Stuttgart, 1983), pp. 21-65; 
V. Press, 'The Habsburg Court as Center of the Imperial Government', Journal of 
Modem History, 58 (1986), Suppl., pp. S23-S45. 

4 R. Schaffer, 'Zur Geschwindigkeit des "staatlichen" Nachrichtenverkehrs im 
Spiitmittelal!er', Zeitschrift des historischen Vereinsfor Steiermark, 76 (1985), pp. 101-19; 
P. Moraw, 'Uber Entwicklungsunterschiede und Entwicklungsausgleich im deutschen 
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whole, the average level of development lay somewhere 
between that of southern and western Europe, which was 
more advanced, and that of the less advanced northern and 
eastern parts of the Continent. 

2. Changing economic trends in the widest sense. Stagnation 
turned to boom around 1470 (beginning west of the Rhine 
c.1450, ending in eastern Germany c.1480). 

3. Massive expansion of the educated classes, and within 
them of canon and civil lawyers, and 'men of letters'. 

4. Likewise, from c.1470 onwards, increasing co-operation 
between the ruling powers (king, 5 electors, princes, counts, 
and lords, prelates, free cities, and imperial cities) in response 
to serious external threats in the shape of Turks, Hungarians, 
Burgundians, and the French, which exposed the surprised 
and unprepared Empire to the kind of fierce, competitive 
political struggle to which western Europe had long been 
accustomed.6 

5. The appearance of new media (printed books after 1453/ 
4, printed illustrations, 'newspapers'), the first forms of mass 
media in history, and the concomitant emergence of writers 
and a reading public. 

6. From around 1475 onwards, the growth of patriotic 
thought among larger sections of the nobility and those 
sections of the wealthy urban élite (Burgertum) who had well
established links with the king and his court. 

Among the significant events, some of them isolated 
incidents, others linked in a sequence, we may cite the 
following: 

1. The rise of the Habsburgs to become a dynasty of 
European importance (after succeeding the house of Luxem
burg in 1437, and particularly after the acquisition of 
Burgundy in 14 77, followed by the Spanish kingdoms and 

und europaischen Mittelalter', in Hochjinan.(,, Wirtschaftsriiume, Innovationen. Festschrift 
.for W. v. Stromer. ii (Trier, 1987), pp. 583--622. 

5 It was in his capacity as king (Kiinig) that the sovereign enjoyed the most rights, 
even though he bore the title of emperor (Kaiser) after being crowned emperor in 
Rome (as was the case with Frederick III in 1452) or after accepting that title 
(Maximilian I in 1508). 

6 J. R. Hale, War and Sociery in Renaissance Europe 1450-1620 (London, 1985). 
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overseas colonies in 1516, and after the claims they had staked 
on Bohemian and Hungarian lands were realized in 1526). 

2. The rise of a group of powerful princes in the Reich, who, 
more capable than their predecessors, managed to establish 
hegemony over whole regions at the expense of smaller rulers. 

3. With the establishment of the imperial diet (Reichstag) 
the competition· between the king and the estates of the Reich 
was institutionalized. The earlier, merely factual competition 
between and juxtaposition of the two was replaced by a 
constitutional dualism. 7 This development found its first 
clear expression at the imperial diet in Worms, in 1495. 

Largely as a consequence of pro- and anti-Habsburgian 
conceptions of history, which are only now slowly beginning 
to find some common ground, historians have hitherto held 
conflicting opinions of Frederick III and Maximilian I. 
Differences have also arisen depending on whether the 
observer has been looking forward from the Middle Ages into 
the modem period or backwards from the modem era to the 
medieval. The range of opinions on the importance of 
historical phenomena such as the state and the Empire, or of 
individual actors in relation to the social process, has also 
prompted a diversity of conclusions. My position is that of a 
medievalist looking at the closing stages of a long period of 
development. From the point of view of research into the 
German Middle Ages, the fifteenth century is the darkest 
century because it is the least well documented. The court is 
shrouded in even greater obscurity. Consequently, I am 
primarily concerned with basic questions-for example, by 
contrast with previous views of the period, the emphasis here 
is on the cohesive nature of the half-century between 1470 and 
1520. From a medievalist's perspective, two new factors 
constituted the unity of these years, particularly with regard 
to the court: challenges facing the Empire, the like of which 
had not been witnessed for centuries; and the surfacing of very 
important historical processes. The conclusiqn will be that the 
court and its courtiers were far more at the mercy of these 
processes than able to control them. 

7 Jeserich, Pohl, and Unruh (edd.), Venoaltungsgeschichte (above, n. 3), i. 21-65. 
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1. The constitutional framework 
The king's court c.1500 can only be understood in the context 
of the complex constitution of the Empire.8 

1. Of all the political and social centres in the Empire, the 
court of the king and emperor enjoyed a definite primacy. It 
was most clearly defined in terms of personnel: the court was a 
group whose members were united by close personal ties. It 
was least well defined in spatial terms, and was never confined 
to one location. The court's major and most important 
function was to serve as the patriarchal and patrimonial 
household of the sovereign. Personal service for the sovereign 
and duty to the state went hand in hand; government and 
household administration formed a single system. The court 
was the principal medium of the sovereign's rule vis-a-vis the 
Empire, an instrument of political control, an arena of power 
struggles. The foundations of central 'administrative institu
tions' were laid within the framework of the court and it was a 
centre for display and a meeting-place for visitors, drawn 
there by the irresistible magnetism of monarchy. In principle, 
the court was mobile, but some residences were clearly 
favoured, often for considerable lengtli,s of time. 9 In any case, 
the court was a third factor in its own right alongside the 
king's Erblande, or hereditary lands, and the rest of the 
Empire; it was important precisely because it revolved round 
the king. The role of the monarch was decisive in the court, in 
the hereditary lands, and indeed throughout the Empire. 
Only his person provided the Erblande with some sort of legal 
unity; it was to him that the princes and lords swore their oath 
of fealty and the imperial cities their oath of allegiance. The 
court's administrative institutions-Hofrat (aulic council), 
Hojkammer (imperial chamber), Hofkanzlei (imperial chancel
lery), Hofgericht (court tribunal), Kammergericht (chamber 
court) and so forth-acted in his name and drew their 

8 V. Press, 'Das Romisch-Deutsche Reich-Ein politisches System in verfassungs
und sozialgeschichtlicher Fragestellung', in G. Klingenstein and H. Lutz (edd.), 
Spe:i:_ialforschung und 'Gesamtgeschichte' (Wiener Beitrage zur Geschichte der Neuzeit, 8; 
Vienna, 1981), pp. 221-42; R. Schneider (ed.), Das spatmittelalterliche Konigtum im 
europaischen Vergleich (Vortrige und Forschungen, 32; Sigmaringen, 1987). 

9 A. M. Drabek, Reisen und Reise:i:_eremoniell der romisch-deutschen Hemcher im Spat
mittelalter (Wiener Dissertationen aus dem Gebiet der Geschichte, g; Vienna, 1964). 
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authority from his person. The primary, essentially uncondi
tional duty of courtiers and officials was to serve the king as 
their lord; their duty to carry out their well-defined official 
functions came second. 

2. Although the king's court undeniably enjoyed this high 
status, it suffered from serious weaknesses which were never 
resolved and which were perhaps insoluble. A comparison 
with royal courts in Western Europe is instructive: the court of 
the German king was smaller and less differentiated; it worked 
in a less 'modem' manner and any display of pomp and 
splendour was more modest. Besides the different conditions 
of historical development already mentioned, two factors were 
crucial. 

The first was that the king was scarcely able to build up the 
essential instruments of power, financial, administrative, and 
military. It was only in the hereditary lands-which changed 
from dynasty to dynasty-and not in the Empire as a whole, 
that the king's court possessed a more or less up-to-date 
system of centrally controlled local administration. It is 
estimated that when Maximilian I died in 1519, the travelling 
court comprised 350 persons, its Innsbruck-based remainder 
some 1 70. We may compare these figures with an Empire of 
more than a hundred princes, fifty bishoprics, fifteen million 
inhabitants, and between three and four thousand towns. This 
disproportion alone shows that any ruler who wished to 
govern his Empire effectively too often had to make bricks 
without straw. 

In addition, there were adverse 'geopolitical' conditions. 
After the Staufen era, with two exceptions in 1378 and 1493, 
each new king meant a new dynasty, or at least a new line of a 
dynasty, and, with one exception in 1378, a relocation of the 
centre of activity. As a result, the court never came to rest for 
any substantial period in the kind of favourable location that 
would have been best provided by a central and well
developed territory. Just how disadvantageous the location of 
Frederick III's court was, far away in the south-east of the 
Empire in Wiener Neustadt, Graz, and Linz, is illustrated by 
the comparison with Emperor Charles IV ( 1 346--78) who had 
ruled quite effectively from the central cities of Prague and 
Nuremberg. Maximilian chose Innsbruck and Augsburg in 
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the south. Even when there was a degree of continuity of 
dynasty after 1519, these periodic changes continued for about 
a hundred years, because the dynasty had grown so large that 
different rulers (often coming from different branches) opted 
to establish their power bases in different places. This is what 
fundamentally distinguishes the history of the German court, 
and German history in this period in general, from other 
'national' histories. Within the Erblande, the territory that 
housed the court experienced difficulties in its relations with 
other territories. There was not, as a rule, any steady flow to 
the court of members of the economically and culturally 
powerful noble or near-noble urban elites because, wherever it 
was located, the court usually had medium-sized and not 
large towns around it; indeed there were no towns in the Reich 
north of the Alps which can be considered very large in 
European terms. 

3. The history of the king's court can thus be told as a 
history of continued crisis. The crisis was at its most intense in 
1470 and 1493-5, when two major changes occurred. What 
had been latent before these dates became manifest after: 
above all, the partial failure of the court at first made 
possible-and then inevitable-the emergence of the imperial 
diet (Reichstag) from the core of the electoral college. The diet 
grew into a second centre of power in competition with the 
king's court, a development which could not be reversed. The 
German king, like other European monarchs, had long sought 
to reinforce his power by summoning more or less represent
ative councils. Their characteristic form was the Hoftag 
('Great Council') which met occasionally at the king's 
residence. But these Hoftage had never attracted more than a 
limited number of princes, supplemented by a few politically 
insignificant lords and administrative experts. This traditional 
practice of governing the Empire now proved to be inadequate 
as the princes who dominated the Reichstag were the only 
group capable of revitalizing the Empire. But the acquisition 
of the Reichstag as a new political forum made the princes more 
unwilling than ever to co-operate with the king-save on their 
own terms, which required the king to forgo a major portion of 
his power. The impact of this change was also felt beyond the 
princely milieu. The separation of royal household and 
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Kammergerickt (chamber court) in 1495, and the gradual 
opening up of this court to the influence of the estates-which 
the princes insisted upon-created yet another centre (in this 
case of legal expertise) that was independent of the court. 

4. Despite these obstacles, there was throughout the late 
Middle Ages and the early modern period a considerable 
degree of continuity in court life and personnel even during 
very difficult times. Here, then, lies an element of cohesion in 
German history. It was based on the fact that, for all the 
centrifugal tendencies, there remained a solid core of mutual 
self-interest between the king and the Empire: respect and 
esteem for the king's legitimating and, in matters of law, 
decisive role never waned; and to work with the ruler was in 
many respects an honourable and rewarding thing to do. 
Within the monarch's hereditary lands, if the crown remained 
in the hands of a single dynasty, similar continuities can also 
be traced. 

5. Continuity of service was above all apparent among the 
non-princely nobility and among the upper- and middle
ranking urban elites. Powerful princes only fell into this 
category in rare cases (on grounds of personal loyalty), but 
'lesser' princes--often those who had been deprived of their 
room for political manreuvre--frequently did. This established 
a marked contrast between the comparatively modest 
personnel of the court and the exalted status of the members of 
the imperial diet, dominated as it was by electors and princes. 
At the same time service at court became 'modern': it was less 
the service of a feudatory, more the discharge of the duties of 
a 'modern' official. This reduced the status of the king's 
entourage even further and, as their status declined, that of 
the king was correspondingly elevated. The person of the 
monarch became increasingly important. Indeed, in examining 
the court it is impossible to leave out of account the personal 
'styles' of Frederick and Maximilian. 

6. 'Reform of the Reick' ('Reichsreform') was the phrase used 
by some at the time and by more historians since to convey 
both the awareness ofliving in a time of change and the desire 
to help bring about change. 10 The phrase conceals, however, 

10 H. Angermeier, Die luichsreform 1410-1555 (Munich, 1984). 
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the sectional interests that the various parties had. Moreover, 
this 'reform' was characterized less by long-term strategies 
than by actions· decided on the spur of the moment. The level 
of political analysis in the period was not high, and much of 
what happened can be interpreted as the barely intended 
consequences of other events. The court in particular seems to 
have drifted around within the framework set for it instead of 
setting a definite and deliberate course and seeking to change 
that framework; there is no evidence of any particular group 
or party with a clear sense of direction. The unity of German 
history was maintained more by the existence than the 
efficacy of the court. A further element of the country's unity 
was rooted in an as yet ill-defined, yet durable under
lying consensus. Caution is also called for in judging the 
significance ofindividual administrative institutions (Behörden) 
as instruments of the king's rule. For there is no correlation 
between institutional development and the actual importance 
of an institution's activites. On the contrary: the most 
sophisticated institutions often dealt with the most trivial 
matters, while the major decisions were still being made 
'informally' and 'in the old style' by the king and a few of his 
confidants. In Germany at least, these things, and many more 
besides, were still very medieval around 1500 and even later. 

7. The progress of any country from the Middle Ages to the 
modern period was affected by a whole range of factors; but 
the royal court influenced the course of history less in 
Germany than it did in other countries. This should not tempt 
us to conclude hastily that the process in Germany was less 
intense or successful, or that the Empire was less of a 'state' 
than others. We need only recall the special dignity and 
legitimacy the emperor enjoyed; he would have had much less 
political weight if he had been forced to put his best efforts 
into compensating for a lack of legitimacy. It was not 
Frederick III who met with failure, but Charles the Bold with 
his magnificent court; Georg von Podiebrad and Matthias 
Corvinus. The main requirements for a state's existenc(}-the 
ability to adapt and survive - were often more dependent on 
other factors than the court {though we cannot go into this 
question here). In any case, given the difficult framework 
within which the Empire operated, with or without the 
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leadership of the court, it achieved the greatest degree of 
cohesion as a state that was possible in the dynamic decades 
after 1470--and certainly more than it ever had before. The 
Swiss set out on a different road in the sixteenth century, 
not because they were more modern than the Reich, but 
because they were less so. 

2. The social framework of the court 
The social framework of the court and its environment should 
be analysed just as carefully as its constitutional form. 

1. The size and complexity of the Empire meant that the 
princes (Furstenstand) were the only social group which gradu
ally became capable of representing the Empire as a whole. 11 

Disparities in the power of the various princes constantly 
increased, even though their legal/constitutional status re
mained the same. Apart from the occasional visit, the more 
important princes stayed away from the king's court. They 
were too busy with their duties as local rulers and there was 
also fierce competition between them. Given this situation, 
their incorporation into the evolving imperial diet was very 
significant, for this body, which they had initially perceived as 
yet another arena of competition, in fact turned out to exert 
integrating pressures upon them. All other leading social 
groups 12 were regional in character. Accordingly, the groups 
making up the king's court inhabited a world that was also 
essentially regional, any supraregional traits being acquired at 
best secondarily as a result of experiences gained outside the 
normal course of their lives. The resultant supraregional 
perspective was not necessarily limited to the areas of the 
Empire north of the Alps; parts of southern and western 
Europe could also form part of what they regarded as their 
homeland. 

2. The various regions of the Empire were very unequally 
represented at the court. The most prominent were the king's 
Erblande, or hereditary lands, or even simply his own favourite 

11 W. Heinemeyer (ed.), Vom Reichsfarstenstande (Cologne and Ulm, .!987). 
12 V. Press, 'Fiihrungsgruppen in der deutschen Gesellschaft im Ubergang zur 

Neuzeit (um 1500)', in H. H. Hofmann and G. Franz (edd.), Deutsche Fiihrungsschichten 
in der New:,eit. Eine Zwischenbil~ (Boppard, 198o), pp. 29-77-
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territory-Styria in the case of Frederick III and the Tyrol in 
that of Maximilian I. Next came the königsnahe Landsckaften, 
those areas of the Empire in which the king traditionally 
exerted some direct influence (in particular middle Rhine, 
Franconia, and Swabia). Often these were divided among a 
number of smaller rulers. Finally, the northern third of the 
Empire and the French-speaking parts in the west, where the 
king had little influence, were also socially the most distant 
from the court. The same was true of areas ruled by the king's 
fiercest dynastic competitors. The court's sphere of influence 
was therefore determined from the very outset by conditions 
which were practically impossible to alter. The court of 
Frederick III was far less able to integrate the Empire's elites 
than was that of Charles IV ( 1346-78, the most magnetic of 
emperors, and the one who enjoyed the most favourable 
geographical location (in Prague). Maximilian fared better; 
but even his courtiers, most of whom hailed from the 'triangle' 
of Erhlande. and areas traditionally sympathetic to the king 
between Innsbruck, Strasburg, and Nuremberg, represented 
less than one-tenth of the whole Empire. This situation was 
less harmful than might appear. Only when the königsnahe 
lands were totally eclipsed by the hereditary lands, as 
temporarily happened under Frederick III, was there a crisis 
of legitimacy. In other words, crises did not ensue merely 
because large areas of the Empire were practically never 
represented at the court. The court of the king cannot 
therefore simply be counterposed to the whole of the German 
nobility and the whole of the German urban elites; nor did the 
king try to control them in their entirety, as perhaps would 
have been the case under a system of courtly absolutism. 

3. The king's court was in the first instance a meeting
place for counts, barons, and knights. For a long time 
members of the nobility continued to make up the only ruling 
stratum in the Empire; all offices and positions, whatever their 
importance, fell exclusively to them by right of birth. This 
meant that the nobility was involved at all levels of royal and 
princely administration, right down to the local position of 
bailiff (Amtmann or Pfleger). But the by now well-established 
need for literacy, together with the equally requisite expertise 
in the fields of finance, economic management, and law, led to 
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the emergence of new social groups at the court. 13 By the 
fifteenth century, university scholars and other members of 
the non-noble classes, mainly from the upper- and middle
ranking Burgertum, had begun to rise to junior, and sometimes 
more senior, offices in royal and princely administrations 
throughout the Empire, though this did not happen to the 
same degree everywhere. This route up the social ladder now 
displaced the Church, which had been the main avenue for 
advancement for these new groups in the thirteenth and 
fourteenth centuries: now even a layman and commoner could 
become the emperor's court chancellor (Hofkanzler). Here 
indeed the emperor led the way and the first university
trained lawyers to take up politics as a profession were 
appointed to positions at the imperial court before they began 
to appear at the courts of most German princes. 14 Their 
professional activities in a sense anticipated a relatively 
unified political system before one actually emerged in the 
Empire during the sixteenth century. The last stratum to rise, 
shortly before I 500, was comprised of humanists, men of 
letters and publicists, whose backgrounds were in the world of 
arts and letters. They too provided for the court's growing 
needs. 15 

4. In the king's eyes, the gap between his own person and 
that of all his servants, whatever their social origin, must have 
been so vast that any differentiation within courtly society 
seemed insignificant by comparison. Similarly from the point 
of view of a historian looking at the period around 1500, there 
seems little separating the lower ranks of the aristocracy from 
the upper ranks of the non-noble élite. Closer examination of 
court life reveals, however, that there were sufficient social 
disparities between the old nobility, the new nobility, and the 

13 It was precisely around and after 1500 that the arrival of these new groups 
provoked varied and contradictory responses from the aristocracy. L. Boehm, 
'Erziehungs- und Bildungswesen. Westliches Europa', in Lexikon des Mittelalters, iii 
(Munich and Zurich, 1986), cols. 219&-2203, esp. col. 2200. 

14 P. Moraw, 'Gelehrte Juristen im Dienst der deutschen Konige des spiiten 
Mittelalters (1273-1493)', in R. Schnur (ed.), Die Rolle der Juristen bei der Entstehung des 
modernen Staates (Berlin, 1g86), pp. 77-147. · 

15 E. Meuthen, 'Charakter und Tendenzen des deutschen Humanismus', in 
H. Angermeier (ed.), Salculare Aspekte der Refarmationsi.eit (Schriften des Historischen 
Kollegs, Kolloquien 5; Munich, 1g83), pp. 217--66. 
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urban élite to create constant tension. The transformation of 
household retainers into a 'bureaucratic' hierarchy of sworn, 
salaried (and dismissable) office-holders by no means solved 
these problems. Hence the various testimonies that a man of 
higher (noble) birth had shown resistance to a 'superior' of 
less noble birth. All this brought about a 'call to order' 
( Ordnungsruf) from Maximilian. Attempts to prevent 'foreign 
interference' were, however, also clearly involved here. Other 
examples of modern administrative practices are equally 
questionable: it may have been the case, for instance, that 
after 1500 noblemen and commoners had an equal vote in 
administrative councils and boards, but the evidence for this 
is scarce and much contested. In short, though the court did 
have traits that can possibly be seen as 'modern', the overall 
tone was probably set by a multiplicity of 'archaic' practices 
from a pre-bureaucratic world. As in the rest of European 
aristocratic society, German court life was characterized by 
patronage and favouritism; 16 family connection was at least as 
important as merit; public power was used for private profit; 
and the king's personal relations with a select few were more 
important than the official administrative hierarchy. 

3. Emperor Frederick 11117 

The history of Frederick IIl's court can be subdivided into 
stages. 18 With regard to relations between the court and the 

.. 16 Very little is known about this in detail. For a general account see P. Moraw, 
'Uber Patrone ·und Klienten im Heiligen Romischen Reich des spiiten Mittelalters 
und derfriihen Neuzeit', in A. Miczak (ed.), Klientelsysteme im Europa der Jriihen Neuzeit 
(Schriften des Historischen Kollegs, Kolloquien 9; Munich 1g88), pp. 1-18. 

17 Sources: J. Chmel (ed.), Regesta chrorwlogico-diplomatica Friderici IV. Romarwrum 
regis (Vienna, 1838-40); Deutsche Reichstagsakten (Altere Reihe), xv-xvii; xix/I; xxii/I 
(Stuttgart, Gotha, and Gottingen, 1914--73); Deutsche Reichstagsakten (Mittlere Reihe} iii 
(Gottingen, 1972-3); R. Wolkan (ed.), Der Briefwechsel des Eneas Silvius Piccolomini 
(Fontes rerum Austriacarum, II/61, 62, 67, 68; Vienna, 1909--18); B. Seuffert (ed.}, 
Drei Register aus den Jahren 1478-1519 (Innsbruck, 1934}; H. Koller (ed.}, Regesten 
Kaiser Friedrichs Ill. (1440-1493) (6 vols.; Vienna, Cologne, and Graz, i982-go). I 
am grateful to Dr P.-J. Heinig for his advice on Frederick's court. 

18 See n. 1 and 3 above, and H. Koller, 'Der St. Georgs-Ritterorden Kaiser 
Friedrichs 111.', inJ. Fleckenstein and M. Hellmann (edd.}, Die geistlichen Ritterorden 
Europas (Vortriige und Forschungen, 26; Sigmaringen, 1980), pp. 417-29; 
P.-J. Heinig, 'Kaiser Friedrich III. und Hessen', Hessischesjahrbuch.fii.r Landesgeschichte, 
32 (1982), pp. 63 rn,; idem, Reichsstiidte, Freie Stiidte und Konigtum 1385r1450 
(Wiesbaden, 1983); idem, 'Zur Kanzleipraxis unter Kaiser Friedrich III. 
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Empire outside Frederick's hereditary lands, three phases 
become apparent: 

1. 1440 until 1444-5, or perhaps 1450, when relations 
between the two parties were relatively close. In other words, 
neither had 'declared' their interests. Although this arrange
ment was in conformity with tradition and of mutual benefit, 
it was incompatible with the new reality of a marginal 
kingship and an ill-prepared king. 

2. 1444-5/1450 until 1470-1, when relations deteriorated 
appreciably. 

3. 1470-1 until 1493, years of rapprochement. 
Two things can be said about these dates. First, the history 

of Frederick's court must be regarded as part of a long phase 
of general decline for the king's court which began shortly 
after the death of Charles IV and the collapse of his system in 
1383-4; indeed the middle part of Frederick's reign can be 
seen as the nadir of this entire period. Historians will perhaps 
always be struck by the enormous discrepancy that existed 
between this state of affairs and the generally recognized claim 
of the emperor to be the secular head of the Roman-Christian 
world (under papal obedience). This situation gave the 
emperor such a bedrock of status and prestige that, as we have 
mentioned, a whole series of 'modern' dynasties came to grief 
upon it. The legal position of the Habsburg ruler, as well as 
the future fortunes of his dynasty, were anchored in his very 
person. The qualities with which his court was endowed were 
immaterial, and rarely had much significant impact on his 
ambitions. Secondly, there is little correlation between the 
history of Frederick's court and German history in general. 
The great, dynamic forces at work from about 1470 onwards 
appeared in the middle of his fifty-year reign. In any case, all 
the shifts that occurred under Maximilian had first begun to 
emerge during the second half of the Frederican era, albeit on 
a small scale and with far less consequence in most instances. 
This notwithstanding, we should always be aware of change, 
sometimes below the surface of a seemingly static court. 

(144-0--1493)', Archivfar Diplomatik, 31 (1985), pp. 393-442; K. F. Krieger, 'Die Reise 
des Speyerer Domvikars Bernhard Russ an den Kaiserhofnach Wien (1482)', Archiv 
far mittelrheinische Kirchengeschichte, 38 (1986), pp. 175-223. 
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In geopolitical terms, it is possible to divide the members 
of Frederick's court into two main groups: those who came 
from the Erhlande, the king's hereditary lands, 19 and those who 
came from the königsnahe Landschaften, the regions· which, 
though non-hereditary, traditionally had close ties with the 
monarch. 20 In order to assess the role and influence of 
courtiers, it is necessary to examine the composition of the 
leading circle in some detail, and to analyse how it changed 
over time. At any given point, only a small number of 
individuals-half a dozen or a dozen at the most-were 
seriously consulted and closely involved in making major 
decisions. We can distinguish the depth of their involvement 
in terms of two ideal-typical groups: those who invested their 
power or money in a decision and its implementation, and 
those-mainly experts-who had to do without such resources. 
The first group was undoubtedly the more important. It 
follows from this that the serious intra-dynastic conflicts and 
changes which reverberated through the house of Habsburg 
and the Erhlande in the fifteenth century, and which continually 
forced the emperor on to the defensive, were very keenly felt 
by the more powerful of the local nobles at the court. The 
Styrian and Carinthian nobles were able to stand firm, and 
were therefore the most influential in the long run, while their 

19 F. Hausmann, 'Georg von Neudegg', Mitteilungen des lnstituts for osterreichische 
Geschichtsforschung, 71 (1g63), pp. 333-53; W. Brauneder and F. Lachmeyer, 
Osterreichische Verfassungsgeschichte (Vienna, 1976); V. Press, 'Die Erblande und das 
Reich von Albrecht II. bis Karl VI. (1438--1740)', in R. A. Kann and F. Prinz 
(edd.), Deutschland und Osterreich (Vienna, 1980), pp. 44--88; H. Dopsch, 'Der 
i:isterreichische Adel', in E. Zollner (ed.), Osterreichs So<'.ia/strukturen in historischer Sicht 
(Schriften des Instituts fiir Osterreichkunde, 36; Vienna, 1980), pp. 25-43; W. Sittig, 
Landstiinde und Landeifurstentum (Veri:iffentlichungen des Steiermiirkischen Landes
archivs, 13; Graz, 1982); E. Webernig, Landeshauptmannscha.ft und Vkedomamt in Kiimten 
bis ,tum Beginn der Neu.teil (Klagenfurt, 1983); Andreas Baumkircher und seine Zeit 
(Eisenstadt, 1g83). 

20 W. Hollweg, Dr. Georg HeJJler (Leipzig, 1907); K. Gro8mann 'Die Friihzeit des 
Humanismus in Wien bis zu Celtis' Berufung 1497', jahrbuch far Landeskunde von 
Niederosterreich, ns 22 (1929), pp. 150-325; H.J. Hallauer, 'Der Pentalogus des 
Aeneas Silvius Pi<:_colomini' (Ph.D. thesis; Cologne, 1951); V. Press, 'Schwaben 
zwischen Bayem, Osterreich und dem Reich 1486-1805', in P. Fried (ed.), Probleme 
der Integration Ostschwabens in den bayerischen Staat (Sigmaringen, 1982), pp. 17-78; 
P. F. Kramm!, Kaiser Friedrich Ill. und die Reichsstadt Konsl<ln<; (Sigmaringen, 1985); 
V. Press, 'Die territoriale Welt Siidwestdeutschlands 1450-1650', in Die Renaissance 
im deutschen Siidwesten, i (Karlsruhe, 1986), pp. 17--61; A. Niederstiitter, Kaiser Friedrich 
III. und Lindau (Sigmaringen, 1986). 
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counterparts from lower and upper Austria found themselves 
in a more vulnerable position. 

The second stage in the history ofFrederick's court, during 
which the king did not venture into non-hereditary parts of 
the Empire for seventeen years, was dominated mainly by the 
lords and knights of Styria and Carinthia. They were barely 
known outside the Erblande, however, and were thus accorded 
little recognition in the rest of the Empire. 

Besides service at the court, there was also service in the 
administration of the hereditary lands. Then there was 
involvement in the assemblies of the estates. This was always 
confined to one particular territory and-as was true through
out the Empire--became more intense when external threats 
loomed on the horizon. All three areas of activity were 
becoming more extensive; they were still loosely defined, and 
overlapped with respect to the individuals who participated in 
them. The significance of this situation for political develop
ment was that the success of imperial policy could be 
guaranteed only as long as the hereditary lands were 
consolidated-if, in other words, the nobility in the hereditary 
lands were kept happy. As regards social change, there were, 
by this stage, signs of upward mobility (from commoner to 
knight, from knight to baron or lord}, which made service at 
the court profitable for all concerned. Educational standards 
in southern Germany were relatively high compared with 
Germany as a whole, with the universities at Vienna (founded 
in 1365) and Freiburg im Breisgau ( 1457) making the Erblande 
part of this advanced cultural milieu. Consequently, there was 
a crop of indigenous, learned men skilled in law and letters 
who sought their fortune at the court through the normal 
channels. They came up against competition, however, from 
the non-hereditary regions of the königsnahe Landschaften, 
especially Swabia, where urbanization had progressed further. 

These latter regions produced, most importantly, canon 
and civil lawyers, most of whom were clergymen. Some rose to 
the position of bishop somewhere in southern Germany; their 
careers thus culminated in becoming princes of the Empire. 
There were even some who, with the help of the papacy, 
which viewed an alliance with the emperor favourably, 
climbed to the rank of cardinal. A post in the curia could also 
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be a stage on a career route, as had been the case in the late 
fourteenth century. Similar opportunities were open to clerics 
from the hereditary lands. Initially, most of the clergy had 
their roots in the rural nobility rather than the upper urban 
élite, who only became important later. The fact that many 
also came from Bavaria indicates that even a large territory 
ruled by a rival dynasty could not simply be sealed off. 
Available evidence suggests that regional administrative 
institutions and the urban middle classes in the Erblande, or in 
the imperial cities, provided many of those who served in the 
lower echelons of the court hierarchy. These individuals could 
also be blessed with the king's favour, and, like their more 
senior colleagues, rise through the ranks. (Earlier, Emperor 
Sigismund, 1410-37, had pursued a similar policy of promo
tion.) Some offices in the hereditary lands were held by men 
from other areas of the Empire, who countered indigenous 
opposition with the help of the monarch. After 1470 the court 
had been opened up to the rest of the Empire to such an extent 
that out of approximately 250 councillors advising Frederick 
III, almost 40 per cent had their origins outside the Erblande. 21 

Making this statement we should of course bear in mind the 
question of resources, _mentioned above: even if he was 
relatively powerful, a councillor from outside the Erblande was 
still weak in court terms. A case in point is the Swabian Count 
Haug von Werdenberg, the main exponent of the emperor's 
imperial policy in localities beyond the hereditary lands, and 
architect of the important 'Imperial Swabian League' (Kaiser
licher Bund in Schwaben) of 1488.22 

Viewed from a distance, many of the features of the 
Frederican court were typical of the court of the German kings 
throughout the Middle Ages: continuity of servants from one 
ruler to the next, continuity on the whole (if not in detail) of 
forms of indentures and letters patent; the comparatively 
limited ability of the court to mould social and cultural affairs; 
the court lagging behind the major changes taking place on 
the contemporary historical stage; the fact that the king 

21 The figures are based on the research of P.~. Heinig. Cf. below, eh. 5. 
22 For Werdenberg's career see Allgemeine Deutsche Biographie (56 vols.; Leipzig, 

1875-1912), xii. 755--66. 
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personally led council sessions and dealt with even the pettiest 
of details, with human memory apparently playing a far 
greater role than written documents; the extensive involvement 
of the king, at least for a time, in the issuing of patents ( acting 
almost as his own chancellor), and the employment of a rather 
unsatisfactory system of numerous ad hoe commissions staffed 
by servants of all ranks from outside the court, from Reichsforst 
(imperial prince) down to burgomaster, instead of a compre
hensive administrative apparatus. Under these circumstances 
it is hardly surprising that the king did not yet seem to 
appreciate the political usefulness of propaganda or pageantry. 

Frederick III's court, however, was also characterized by a 
number of special features. As the Erblande and other 
territories gradually evolved into states in the true sense of the 
word, it became more difficult to have indigenous and 
'foreign' royal servants working alongside each other. After 
1442 the single court chancellery (Hofkanzlei), which had 
taken care of the whole Empire, was replaced by an Austrian 
chancellery for the Erblande and a Roman or imperial 
chancellery (Reichshofkanzlei) for the remainder of the Empire 
( though because they both served the same king their 
spheres of activity constantly overlapped). Midway through 
Frederick's rule, in particular, there was a deterioration, at 
times to an alarming degree, in the traditional ties between 
the court and the high nobility and the urban elites of imperial 
cities in those areas which were historically sympathetic to the 
king. The Rhenish electors often benefited from this deteriora
tion. This may have been the reason why the two-hundred
year-old royal court tribunal (konigliches Hofgericht) dis
appeared in 145 1 . Canon and civil lawyers became increasingly 
prominent in the residual body, the chamber court (Kammer
gericht), which came to replace the court tribunal. The 
presence of those numerous university-trained lawyers 
became a hallmark of the age of Frederick III. Parity between 
learned and noble members had been officially established at 
Worms in 1495, but was already a reality in the 1480s. Ifwe 
can talk of an expansion of the number of posts at the court, 
then it took place here. And, by German standards, there was 
a strong hint of Roman law in this development. Apparently, 
the best way for the king to maintain or even improve his 
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standing in the Empire was through his position at the head of 
the legal system. 

Changes in the legal sphere were accompanied by a growth 
in the fiscal activities of the court, as a result of which it took 
on the appearance of a large enterprise 'dealing' in privileges 
and favours. This approach to the law is perhaps the only 
aspect of court life which can be described as a new element of 
specialization and differentiation, and hence as evidence of 
modernization on a largish scale. There seem to have been 
fewer pressures on the chancellery, which, apart from a rapid 
increase in the volume of correspondence and the attendant 
'rationalization' of its operations, retained its old ways. In any 
case there is no trace of the court generally breaking new 
ground. That the fiscal situation led to the imperial chancellery 
(Reichskofkanzlei) being farmed out before 1464, between 1464 
and 1470, and then again in 1471-5-this time to the 
archbishop of Mainz-did not apparently present real 
problems; nor was there strong concern that the king's control 
over his administrative apparatus would slacken as a result. 
The development of humanist thought among the intellectuals 
at the court was initially a matter for the individual, and, 
despite the occasional celebration of a poet, lay beyond the 
realms of official policy. 

4. Emperor Maximilian 123 

The fundamental changes that occurred in the Reick from 
around 1470 onwards had a far more direct impact on the new 
court and policies that evolved under Maximilian I than upon 
that of his father. For the Erblande, the rest of the Empire, and 
Europe as a whole, the court did remain centre-stage, but 
Maximilian's reforms were a far from adequate response to 
the political and constitutional changes that were sweeping 
the country. Equally, external developments-the surge in the 
power of the mighty Austro-Burgundian dynasty, and nascent 

23 The m~jor sources, including excerpts from royal charters and letters patent, 
arc analysed in Wicsflcckcr, Maximilian I. (above, n. 2). See also Deutsche Reichstagsakten 
{Mittlere Reihe), v. 6 (Giittingcn, 197g--81); T. Fellner and H. Kretschmayr (edd.}, 
Die osterreichische Zentralverwaltung, i/r (Geschichtlicher Uberblick) (Vienna, 1907); 

· idem (cdd.}, Die osterreichische Zentralverwaltung, i/2 (Aktenstiicke, 1491-1681) 
(Vienna, 1907). I was unable to obtain A. Gatt, 'Der Innsbruckcr Hofzur Zcit Kaiser 
Maximilians I. 1493-1519', (Ph.D. thesis; Innsbruck, 1943). 
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Europe-wide competition-dwarfed the scale of the new 
emperor's modifications. At least this is how things appear to 
the historian. And the historian is in a much better position 
than observers at the time to recognize the evolving tensions 
between the great dynasty and the emergent nation, which 
became manifest more strongly than ever before during the 
reigns of Maximilian and Charles V. At the time their 
respective principles had had equal status; only the modern 
age began to subordinate the dynasty to the nation. That the 
court was unable to rise to the challenges of the day was 
demonstrated principally by the establishment of the imperial 
diet (Reichstag), which changed the structure of politics for 
good. This does not mean that Maximilian's court was 
irrelevant; it simply means that the court was no match for 
those challenges; perhaps, indeed, that those challenges could 
not be met. In the same way that historical research has failed 
accurately to identify the specific characteristics of the 
Frederican court, it has also failed to make a proper appraisal 
of Maximilian's household. It has paid more attention to the 
interesting things happening on the sidelines than to the hard 
facts of constitution and politics; in other words, questions of 
decisive importance have been ignored. Hitherto, the break
throughs made by the court and its hangers-on in culture, 
writing, and humanism have enjoyed the limelight; but 
although they are indeed remarkable in their own right, they 
were the work of 'lightweights' who were little able to 
influence the mainstream of events. Or put differently, 
'lightweights' could bring about change in their own spheres 
without much disturbing the basically conservative and 
archaic tenor of the court as a whole. And if the conclusions of 
recent literary studies ofMaximilian's incomparable 'works of 
glory', Weißkunig, Freydal, Theuerdank, Triumpk<,ug, and Ehren
pforte are correct, 24 then they corroborate our present findings. 
For they are now seen as hymns to the somewhat solitary 
person of the prince, splendid by virtue of his very isolation, 
rather than as testaments to the more broadly-based splendour 
of a mature court. This interpretation also makes us sceptical 

24 J .• D. Muller, Gedechtnus. Literatur und Hofgesellschaft um Maximilian 1. (Munich, 
1982). 
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about the existence-or at least the importance-of 'court 
culture' itself. Some have seen Maximilian as presiding over a 
vigorous, and well based courtly culture which had its roots 
in a comparatively broad and homogeneous 'knightly' society 
within the court itself. There have also been direct comparisons 
with courts in southern and western Europe, and claims that 
these cultural developments reflected a significant growth in 
regal power. Our scepticism about such claims does not deny 
the cohesion of the court per se - under Maximilian, indeed, 
court 'ideology' was more stable than ever before. It 
emphasizes, rather, how far, on the one hand, the monarch's 
perspectives transcended the concerns and ideals of the court, 
and how, on the other, court society remained at the mercy of 
the larger world. It was unable to escape the pressures of his 
circumstances, especially of his dire financial situation, and it 
remained a pawn in his great military ventures. 

In any case, this was a period of change in German history. 
At the very point when the basic nature of court-Empire 
relations was changing from coexistence to interdependence 
and interlocking, the imperial diet and the chamber court 
(Kammergericht) established irrevocably autonomous functions 
for themselves. This meant that institutionalized dualism 
became a fundamental principle of the political order, and the 
court lost its political and social monopoly. 

The age had begun in which a single dynasty would unite 
under one ruler lands greater in number and value than ever 
before in the history of the Empire and, not long after, in the 
history of Europe too. It is thus all the more remarkable that 
so many aspects ofMaximilian's court did not change. In the 
first instance, the absence of change was due to the funda
mental bond of continuity between Maximilian and his father. 
This bond, crucial for the cohesion of German history, was 
soon to be relegated to a subplot in the history of their 
dynasty. Again, too, the principal members of the court were 
divided into two main groups by social status and geographical 
origin. With regard to the Erblande, however, the predominance 
of 'Inner Austria' (Kärnten, Steiermark, and Krain-Carinthia, 
Styria, and Carniola) and (at various times) of 'Danubian 
Austria', came to an end when the 'Tyrol/Vorlande' (Habsburg 
territories in Swabia) rose to prominence following 
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Maximilian's fortunate acquisitions in 1490. Innsbruck, a 
town which, with fewer than 5,000 inhabitants, could contri
bute little to the court, became the king's major residence, and 
he erected buildings to represent his rule as far as his means 
allowed. The change of the king's main residence created 
another continuity problem, though this time it concerned the 
hereditary lands. Yet without the Tyrol's advantageous 
geographical position and enormous financial power, 
Maximilian could never have proceeded in the way he did. 
Geography led the neighbouring region of Swabia, which had 
been königsnah (open to the king's influence) since the high 
Middle Ages, together with Alsace, to come sharply to the 
fore. Swabia represented a major source of continuity for the 
Empire's political interests, not least with respect to the 
emperor's determined attempt to maintain his position in 
Italy. For this policy Maximilian found a firm basis in Swabia 
at a time when a number of princes from the central regions of 
the Empire seemed to be less eager to put up resistance 
against French encroachments in the south. Swabia became 
the focal point of the emperor's policies. Wealthy Augsburg 
took over from powerful Nuremberg which had been the 
king's 'capital' imperial city since the fourteenth century. 
Most of the important events that occurred under Maximilian 
did so in the area mapped out by the triangle of Innsbruck, 
Strasburg, and Nuremberg, with Augsburg at its centre. This 
triangle was also relatively modern in terms of historical 
development. Here, old Habsburgian hegemony was seldom 
opposed by more than the fragments of small dominions and 
territories and found knights and imperial cities in need of 
patronage and protection. Both provided a large pool of 
willing servants. The consequences of this extended long 
beyond 1519. After 1494 the Burgundian-Dutoh entourage 
that had exerted such a formative influence on Maximilian 
between 1477 and 1493 refocused its attentions almost entirely 
on Philip the Fair, Maximilian's son and legitimate heir to 
Burgundy, and was later to turn to Charles V. At first glance, 
one may be tempted to agree with earlier researchers and 
conclude that, on the one hand, this reorientation un
fortunately robbed Maximilian's courtly world of modernizing 
impulses, and, on the other, fortunately spared it from any 
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real tests. Compared with other similar situations, however, it 
seems that all this is unnecessary speculation. The position of 
influential groups at the court was clearly so deeply rooted in 
their own local substratum that when there was a change of 
sovereign they had no alternative but to opt for the man who 
ruled their homelands. Hence they sided with Philip instead of 
Maximilian. 

Historians and contemporary observers alike seem to have 
been unaware of the fact that Maximilian's court was as 
strongly affected by regional factors as was Frederick's. This is 
because Maximilian was blessed with a more advantageous 
geopolitical situation, and, even more, because there was 
better communication and a livelier flow of new ideas in 
Swabia. Emphasis has rightly been laid on the integrative 
power of Maximilian's new court-which in numerical terms 
was not much larger than his predecessor's-on its ability to 
assert itself vis-a-vis the imperial diet, the imperial council of 
regency (Reichsregiment), and the estates of the territories, and 
on the fact that it posed a challenge itself to the Empire (see 
Press, below, eh. 11). The court's power, however, was 
limited by the fact that the imperial diet and the estates could 
not be overridden; the emperor here ran up against historically 
determined limits to the accumulation of the instruments of 
power. Similar limitations are reflected by the fact that the 
emperor on the one hand organized increasingly costly 
celebrations at court (e.g. Vienna in 1515) and on the other 
hand was constantly trying to evade his creditors. 

As was the case with Frederick III and later with Charles 
V, Maximilian was not only an indispensable representative 
of law and legitimacy; he was also personally at the heart of 
practical politics and administration. Like his predecessors he 
took all major decisions himself, seeking only the advice of a 
few confidants. There is nothing to suggest that a well
established privy council existed (as it did under Ferdinand 
I). The chancellery operated in a similarly traditional 
manner.25 Household ordinances,26 which did not begin to be 

25 H. Moser, Die KaTl:(.lei Kaiser Maximilians I. (2 vols.; Innsbruck, 1977); F. 
Merzbacher, 'Reichskanzlei und Reichskanzleiorganisation in der Regierungszeit 
Maximilians I.' in Arbeiten ;;.ur Rechtsgeschichte. Festschrift for G. K. Schmel;;.eisen 
(Stuttgart, 1980), pp. 236--51. 

26 Die iisterreichische Zentralvnwaltung (above, n. 23), i. 2-3. 



The Court of the German King 

properly recorded until 1497/8, should be regarded more as 
individual responses to the challenge of 'reforming the 
Empire' than as a series of long-term plans designed to make 
royal rule more efficient. Maximilian travelled his lands more 
than almost all his predecessors, and this very mobility 
therefore created more obstacles to 'bureaucratic' procedures 
at the top than ever before. In contrast administrative 
institutions lower down the hierarchy tended more often to be 
located in one place than they had been in the past. There was 
also a rise in the number of positions within the bureaucracy 
and certainly many more new positions were created here 
than at the mobile court. Functional division became more 
common throughout the administrative structure. Before 
Maximilian, the figure of the noble representative of the king 
(a typical example was Count Haug von Werdenberg under 
Frederick III) was involved in almost every office; his reign 
saw the rise of increasingly specialized personnel (such as the 
secretary Matthaus Lang),2 who were better equipped to 
cope with the new kinds of 'international' and financial 
problems the court was facing. In social terms, the court did 
not have a large number of high-ranking noble members when 
viewed in terms of the Empire as a whole, even by comparison 
with the situation under Charles IV in the fourteenth century. 
Indeed, during his reign Maximilian was increasingly unable 
to persuade even less important princes and their sons to 
attend his court regularly. A number of new factors had come 
into play, in particular, competition from the imperial diet, 
and the emperor's military effort, which kept the princes busy 
away from the court. In addition, the political system in the 
Empire was more formalized and complex than it had been 
before 1470, and this made it possible for the king to build up 
useful networks of allies which were not centred on the court. 
The fact is that the court did remain indispensable but it was 
no longer the exclusive channel through which the emperor 
acted. Previously, the question had been whether the court 

27 Matthiius Lang (1486-,1540) was for many years Maximilian's secretary and 
served repeatedly as diplomatic envoy. He later became cardinal archbishop of 
Salzburg (see Wiesflecker, Maximilian, v. 23o-6). Count Haug or Hugo ofWerdenberg, 
c.1440-1508, belonged to one of the leading noble families of southern Swabia (see 
above, n. 22). 
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could influence a territory by royal/imperial patronage. This 
was now superseded by a new situation which we may term 
'modern'. And yet it is impossible to understand the new 
without the old. The counts and princes who were the 
emperor's military aides, for example, did not serve him on 
any 'rational' grounds. On the contrary, rational calculations 
indicated that they would be paid only irregularly and might 
even ruin themselves. But the prestige of serving a sovereign of 
the emperor's dignity and status outweighed such prudent 
considerations. 

What was new in the age of Maximilian-and historical 
research has often registered that there was a new dimension 
but has failed to illuminate it convincingly-and what was 
new in his court, can perhaps be traced back to two different 
pressures, and Habsburg reactions to them. These were, first, 
the military and political challenges in the south, west, and 
east, which had reached unprecedented dimensions; and, 
secondly, the surfacing of long-term processes affecting the 
economy, technology, and social and cultural life. They had 
two major consequences: a massive rise in the demand for 
money compared with the time of Frederick III, and a new 
degree of human mobility. The leadership of a policy which 
was institutionally entirely unprepared for these changes 
found itself beset by a multiplicity of interests, a flood of new 
information, and conflicting demands for action. The Empire 
nevertheless survived the challenge and would shortly after
wards go on to survive the next, no less important challenge
the Reformation. Solutions were, in other words, found to 
every problem; or rather the problems resolved themselves. 

Although our interest here is focused on the court, the 
position of the court cannot be understood unless we look at 
the wider reality. What we discover is that the older, more 
traditional elements-those which had changed the least
had become less important for the world of action, but were 
still as necessary as ever where legitimation was concerned. 
Two sets of phenomena give this period its new dimension: 
first, the circle of persons and institutions only loosely 
connected with the king's household which nevertheless might 
be considered part of the court-the Umkreis des Hofes; secondly, 
the imperial diet. The wider court and the diet helped bear the 
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brunt of the new challenges, and were in turn caught up in 
new developments; they also had an impact upon the court, 
especially through the many personal ties that existed. 
Neither of these two new elements was created by design; they 
were not the products of long-term planning; they emerged 
gradually, step by step. 

This is not the place to discuss the imperial diet in detail, 28 

but the extended court, outside the ruler's residence, must 
receive more attention. This wider court is, however, difficult 
to delineate precisely because it was connected to the court in 
the strict sense of the word in numerous ways at a number of 
levels, and because at points it also merged with non-courtly 
society. It is best approached in these ways: it was a royal 
'affinity', based in the king's territories, rather than a 
household, attendant on his person; it was a network of 
bureaucratic or quasi-bureaucratic institutions in the localities, 
and it was a congeries of hangers-on-intellectuals, writers, 
and artists-whose connections with the court itself ranged 
from the sentimental to the financial. In short, men belonged 
to this wider court rather by virtue of their attitudes, their 
loyalties, and their interests than because of any personal 
contact with the king/emperor. Such a circle of institutions 
and persons had of course existed in the past, but its size and 
the major role it now played were new. Some of the new 
functions now required were more efficiently executed by 
bodies which remained flexible and rather ill defined. For this 
reason, and because the new situation engendered a process of 
general realignment, the Empire was confronted primarily by 
institutions and persons at the periphery of the royal court, 
which had a stronger impact on events than the immediate 
royal entourage alone could ever have done. It is thus not 
surprising that earlier historical research found itself over
estimating the linguistic and cultural influence that emanated 

28 R. Aulinger, Das Bild des Reichstags im 16.Jahrhundert (Schriften der Historischen 
Kommission bei der Bayerischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 18; Gottingen, 
198o); P. Moraw, 'Versuch iiber die Entstehung des Reichstags', in H. Weber (ed.), 
Politische Ordnungen und so(.iale Krii,fte im Allen Reich (Wiesbaden, 1980), pp. 1-36; 
P. Moraw, 'Reichstag, liltere Zeit', Handwiirterbuch zur deutschen Rechtsgeschichte (28th 
instalment; Berlin, 1986), cols. 781-6. 
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from the household and entourage of rulers such as Charles 
IV. 

The traditional core ofMaximilian's court did not therefore 
change as much as it might have done since the new 
challenges it faced had already been dealt with to some extent. 
The changes that did take place in the court itself might be 
described as an adaptation, or an attempt at adaptation to 
'international' standards. Leading office-holders in the 
chancellery, for example, were renamed 'secretaries' instead 
of 'protonotaries' (probably in an imitation of the curia). And 
if the emperor's representatives abroad failed to meet the 
standards set in southern Europe, this was noted. Not only in 
rivalry between humanists, but also in competition between 
the courts and their diplomats, the whole of Europe was now 
the stage. 

Let us briefly examine the components that made up the 
extended court, bearing in mind that it is only with hindsight 
that we can look at it as a whole. The enormous extra financial 
burdens were borne primarily by the Erblande, for which 
purpose new administrative bodies were created or older 
bodies restructured, especially in the Tyrol, in the Habsburg 
lands in Swabia, and in the territories of lower Austria. 29 The 
finer details of this have been a subject of controversy, but 
they need not concern us here. We do, however, need to give 
more prominence to the problem of raising finances than is 
normally the case in a long-term analysis of government, for, if 
we do so, the major fluctuations in policy and the 'un
bureaucratic' solutions that frequently occurred seem far less 
bizarre (for example, the periods when a territory's revenues 
were leased or mortgaged to a financier). The fact is that the 
ends were more important than the means; whatever method 
was chosen, the honour of the king remained unaffected. For 

29 S. Kreuzwirth, 'Konig Maximilian I. und die Verwaltung der osterreichischen 
Erblande in den Jahren 1490-1502' (Ph.D. thesis; Graz, 1964); F. Jankovits, 
'Maximilian I. und die Verwaltung der osterreichischen Erblande von 1502-1510' 
(Ph.D. thesis; Graz, 1968); G. Ganser, 'Die rechtliche, wirtschaftliche, soziale und 
kulturclle Stellung der osterreichischen Beamten unter Maximilian I.' (Ph.D. thesis; 
Graz, 1976); K. v. Moltke, Siegmund von Dietrichstein (Veroffentlichungen des Max
Planck-Instituts fur Geschichte, 29; Gottingen, 1980); C. Link, 'Die habsburgischen 
Erblande, die bohmischen Lander und Salzburg', in Jeserich, Pohl, and Unruh 
(edd.), Deutsche Verwaltungsgeschichte (see above, n. 3), i. 46g-552. 
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his subjects it was equally as objectionable to have to bear the 
costs as it was to be exposed to 'rationalization'-in the form 
of the spread of an administrative apparatus to covet several 
territorial units-or to the appointment of 'foreign' royal 
servants-Tyroleans in lower Austria for example. Protests 
were registered with the emperor if such office-holders 
appeared to treat anyone badly, and they too should therefore 
be seen as part of the extended court. Moreover, the court and 
the provincial administration were linked directly by a 
multitude of personal contacts; since the Tyrol had been 
acquired at an early stage, and Maximilian was frequently in 
his capital, this particularly applies to relations with the 
administration in Innsbruck. 

Examination of the administrative bodies and councils in 
the Erhlande involves questions of rank and power. This is not 
the case with that humanist thought which, together with the 
writers, scholars, and artists within the court itself, is the 
aspect of the courtly milieu to which scholars have devoted 
most attention. 30 Whether at the periphery or the centre, 
literary circles, and the legal circles with which they were still 
connected, were made up of political and social lightweights, 
as has already been mentioned. If they were motivated only 
by their convictions, moreover, these lightweights cost the 
court little, and sometimes nothing. Swabia, Franconia, and 
Alsace, for example, had men such as Konrad Peutinger, 

30 F. J. Worstbrock, 'Uber das geschichtliche Selbstverstandnis des deutschen 
Humanismus', in W. Millier-Seidel (ed.), Historn:,itiit in Sprach- und Liuraturwissenschaft 
(Munich, 1974), pp. 499-519; V. Press, 'Ulrich von Hutten, Reichsritter und 
Humanist 1488-1523', Nassauische Annalen, 85 (1974), pp. 71-86; Humanismusfarschung 
seit 1945 (Kommission fur Humanismusforschung, Mitteilung 2; Boppard, 1975); 
0. Herding and R. Stupperich (edd.), Die Humanisten in ihrer politischen und so{.ia/en 
Umwelt (Kommission fur Humanismusforschung, Mitteilung 3i Boppard, 1976); 
F. Kram and D. Wuttke (edd.), Das Verhiiltnis der Humanisten {.um Buch (Kommission 
fur Humanismusforschung, Mitteilung 4; Boppard, 1977); H.-J. Koppitz, 'Fragen 
der Verbreitung von Handschriften und Friihdrucken im 15. Jahrhundert', in L. 
Hellinga and H. Hartel (edd.), Buch und Text im 15. Jahrhundert (Hamburg, 1981), 
pp. 17g-88; J.-D. Muller, 'Deutsch-lateinische Panegyrik am Kaiserhof und die 
Entstehung eines neuen hofischen Publikums in Deutschland', in A. Buck et al. 
(edd.), Europiiische Hojkultur im 16. und 17. Jahrhundert, ii (Hamburg, 1g81), pp. 133-
40; D. Mertens, 'Debelius ... patriam Sueviam ... restituit', Zeitschrift for wilrttem
bergische Landesgeschichte, 42 (1983), pp. 145-73; Meuthen, Charakter und Tenden{.en 
(above, n. 15); J.-D. Muller, 'Kaiser Maximilian I.', in K. Ruh (ed.), Die deutsche 
Literatur des Mittelalurs. Verfasserlexikon, vi (2nd edn., Berlin and New York, 1987), 
pp. 204-36. 
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Melchior Pfinzing, Sebastian Brant, and Jakob Wimpfeling. 
Besides Vienna, Swabia was important, and reached out to 
the Empire by way of new forms of mass media (such as the 
numerous single-page broadsheets). Strictly speaking, writers 
and their writing revolved around the king rather than the 
court. But the vain and the ambitious were constantly 
directing their attentions towards leading courtiers, and 
sought to establish the right connections. At the court itself 
the chancellery was the hub of literary activity. 

Our comments are just as pertinent to the artistic circles 
which included the most hallowed names of the day (Diirer, 
Altdorfer). Only a study of cultural reception could establish 
whether a form of 'national culture' was in fact already in 
existence. There can be no doubt that Swabia was moving in 
this direction when, for instance, defence of the homeland was 
elevated to a moral duty in an attempt to bolster support for 
the emperor. 

The Swabian financial world,31 and the south German 
knights who made a living out of warfare, also appear to have 
been in a transitional situation: between brief attendance at 
court and serving the king outside it for longer periods of time 
on a less rigidly defined basis. They carried more weight, 
sometimes incomparably more, than the humanists. We 
merely have to mention the name Jakob Fugger. He did not 
have an official position at the court {no position corresponded 
to his rank) but he appreciated the fact that the emperor 
ennobled him. In 1515 he took his place in the Entrée into 
Vienna, which he had financed. That Maximilian stood by 
Augsburg's powerful entrepreneurs when the imperial diet 
was debating the issue of monopolies is just one of the many 
examples of the historically significant alliance between the 
Habsburgs and the Fuggers-an alliance without which the 
dynasty's Weltpolitik would have been impossible. Less wealthy 
financiers such as Georg Gossembrot and Jakob Villinger32 

31 H. Lutz, Conrad Peutinger (Augsburg, 1958); F. Huter, 'Kaiser Maximilian und 
die oberdeutsche Wirtschaftsmacht', in Jakob Fugger, Kaiser Maximilian und Augsburg 
1459-1959 (Augsburg, 196g), pp. 41-57; G. Gottlieb et al. (edd.), Geschickte der Stadt 
Augsburg von der Riimer:i:.eit bis :i:.ur Gegenwart (Stuttgart, 1984). 

32 Georg Gossembrot (1445-1502), born in Augsburg, became the leading 
financier of the emperor. Shortly before his death he farmed the revenues of all the 
Austrian duchies from the emperor (Wiesflecker, Maximilian, v. 34-Q-4). Jakob 
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were rewarded with extraordinary powers in exchange for 
varying periods of service at or near the court. 

Maximilian's interest in the latest techniques of warfare is 
common knowledge. Owing to the very nature of their work, 
the 'professional' generals engaged by him were not bound by 
the restrictions that court membership normally imposed, 
except perhaps in later years-Georg von Frundsberg, for 
example, finally became councillor to the emperor, as his 
father had been to Frederick 111.33 

Finally, although the challenge to the emperor and his court 
by the estates of the Reick resulted in the establishment of the 
imperial diet and the imperial chamber court, these institu
tions were ultimately absorbed into the extended court. For 
even those who threatened to 'break away' as a consequence 
of the developing constitutional dualism were still ultimately 
subject to the majesty of the emperor, who remained the 
personal lord of the princes organized in the estates. 

As long as Maximilian had large military contracts to 
award, his court was dominated by 'small' princes and sons of 
princes (Anhalt, Brunswick, Mecklenburg, Pommerania, and 
so forth). 34 Due to their limited resources, the best option for 
these princes was to emulate the pro-royal counts of earlier 
generations and seek to serve their superiors, preferably the 
king personally. It was only at this level, and not at the level of 
councillors, lawyers, and men of letters, that the Reick as a 
whole-as far as the Baltic Sea-came into play. Here events 
were as much affected by the wider perspectives at the top of 
the social pyramid and the broad experience of the highest 
members of the nobility as they were by the fact that the 
Empire lived in the shadow of the political power of the 
Habsburg dynasty, and indeed the communicative power too, 
because news could travel three times faster in Ha'.bsburg 
lands than in the rest of the Empire. This Habsburgian flank 

Villinger (14'!0--1529) was Maximilian's treasurer-general during the last years of his 
reign and one of his main creditors (ibid. 258-61). 

33 R. Baumann, Georg von Frundsberg (Munich, 1984); Wiesflecker, Maximilian, v. 
501 ff. 

34 Wiesflecker, Maximilian, v. 1 ff; R. Seyboth, 'Die Reichspolitik Markgraf 
Kasimirs von Ansbach-Kulmbach von 14g8 bis 1527', Zeitschrift far bayerische 
Landesgeschichte, 50 (1987), pp. 63-108. 
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stretched from the south all along the western side of the 
Empire up to the North Sea. It was precisely because of these 
circumstances that the old, southern German notions of a terri
tory's Königsnähe or Königsferne (nearness or distance to the 
king) became more and more irrelevant, as they had already 
begun to under Frederick III. Now the more evenly politicized 
Empire of the modern era was emerging. Lastly, this situation 
reflected Maximilian's new policy of give and take towards his 
Empire; his. father had been able to stick to entrenched legal 
positions because his had been a world of territories simply 
living alongside each other with far fewer links between them. 

Even the old type of pre-institutional dualism between 
electors and king in the fifteenth century had impinged on the 
court and had displaced some ofits administrative institutions. 
These too became part of the extended court. When, for 
instance, the imperial chancellery and the chamber court of 
Frederick III were farmed out to the archbishop of Mainz, the 
archbishop hardly steered a course that was meant to oppose 
the emperor; at the same time he was not the same as an 
imperial chancellor. Thus Frederick himself had been content 
to accept an abstract, legal conception of imperial rule in this 
regard rather than one of Realpolitik; and given the greater 
stability of his era this seems to have been appropriate. 

Things were different for Maximilian's stormy generation. 
They seem to have fought tooth and nail for every inch of 
ground. It was not long before a few of the princes, whose 
quest for a balance between king and estates in the Reich had 
led them to create the imperial diet ( or who, to put it another 
way, had set out to bring down the Hoftag), were directing 
their actions towards the imperial chancellery (1494-1520) 
and the imperial chamber court (Reichskammergericht) (after 
1495), and hence penetrating into the very heart of the court. 
And again it proved impossible to prevent this penetration, for 
the princes' demands had to be met in exchange for their votes 
as electors and the provision of finance. When it was decided 
that the chamber court would always be held at the same 
place, and that the estates would be involved in deciding who 
would belong to it, it was removed from the realm of the king's 
court for good. 

Maximilian reacted differently to challenges than his father 
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had done. He did not wait patiently for the time-honoured 
social and ideological superiority of the king to have its effect; 
rather he deliberately increased the court's potential capacity
so limited in the past-to serve as the basis for major 
innovations. The outcome was not the emergence of a new 
aulic council (Hofrat), nor indeed a new court chancellery, as 
used to be thought; but both were reorganized in accordance 
with written ordinances-a process that had obviously been 
regarded as superfluous until then. Efforts to turn the 
chancellery into an independent body against Maximilian's 
wishes came to nothing; it returned to the court and merged 
with the Austrian chancellery. Over a period of three hundred 
years the imperial aulic council (Kaiserlicher Reichshofrat), 
which remained at the court, 35 acted as the generally more 
successful-and in any case socially superior-competitor to 
the chamber court. By around I 600, things had proceeded so 
far that the receiver-general of the Empire (Reichspfennigmeister), 
whose office had been instituted on the estates' side in the now 
well-entrenched dual arrangement, shifted away from the 
imperial diet towards the imperial court. 36 The court evidently 
exerted an almost irresistible attraction. Even the Realpolitik of 
the modern age managed only gradually, particularly in the 
eighteenth century, to whittle away the assumption that 
electors and other princes counted as part of the emperor's 
entourage, just like any office-holder or servant to the king. 
This situation was taken for granted in the late Middle Ages, 
and was, for example, given expression in an early print 
published in 1486 to mark Maximilian's election to the 
throne. 37 At this stage, all of them belonged to the periphery 
of the court, not as servants of the court, but as servants of the 
king and his majesty. 

One new and 'modern' reaction to these shifts and changes 
can be seen in the considerable opportunities for social 
mobility at the court and, to an even greater degree, at its 
periphery. Signs of mobility had first been visible under 

35 0. v. GschlieBer, Der &ichslwfrat (Vienna, 1942); P. Moraw, 'Reichshofrat', 
Handwiirterbuck QlT deutschm &cktsgeschichte (27th instalment; Berlin, 1986), cols. 63o-8. 

36 P. Moraw, 'Der "Gemeine Pfennig". Neue Steuern und die Einheit des Reiches 
im 15. und 16. Jahrhundert', in U. Schultz (ed.), Mit dem Zehnten.fing es an. Eine 
Kulturgesckickte der Steuer (Munich, 1g86), pp. 130-142, 277. 

37 0. Schottenloher (ed.), Drei Fruhdrucke -VlT &ichsgeschichte (Leipzig, 1938). 
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Frederick III. The opportumties came as the number of 
offices was increased ( although the current state of research 
makes it impossible to say exactly what these opportunities 
were). There were also opportunities to rise with the king's 
blessing and the patronage of powerful figures such as 
Matthaus Lang. By comparison with the situation in 1500, 
Charles IV's 'classic' and clearly circumscribed court was 
quite static. The social currents seem to have swept up all of 
Maximilian's most outstanding servants-those, that is, who 
were outstanding by their activities. Many of them came from 
wealthy, urban backgrounds and had studied law. For the 
clergy, the pinnacle of a career was marked by an appoint
ment as a bishop-prince or cardinal; the highpoint for a 
layman was becoming a member of the imperial free high 
nobility (reichsfreier Hochadel). The weakness of the holy see, 
which, having played a leading role in German affairs for four 
centuries, had, after about 1470, now withdrawn from 
German political affairs, also meant that the king could reap 
the benefit from circumstances he had not contrived to bring 
about. Although detailed research needs to be carried out, 
one might say that the rise oflaymen into the (rural) nobility 
represented a certain element offeudalization-although it is 
difficult to know which of those rising up the ladder came 
from the upper urban elites and which from the lower ranks of 
the nobility. But in any case, the aim was to rise into the 
nobility, and preferably higher. The question remains as to 
what then distinguished the old aristocracy from the new. 
The Order of the Golden Fleece, taken over from Burgundy, 
seems to have been reserved almost· exclusively for the old 
nobility (Liechtenstein, Polheim, and Wolkenstein).38 Readers 
are reminded that the court and local governing bodies 
always retained a representative smattering of high nobles or 
lords from the Erblande. Within the hereditary lands them
selves, where the structure of the nobility varied from place to 
place, there were isolated cases of protest by the estates, but 

38 Paul von Liechtenstein (1460-1513) was first Hefmarschall (marshal of the 
household) and later Landmarschall (earl marshal) of Tyrol (see Wiesflecker, 
Maximilian, v. 24,8-51); Wolfgang von Polheim (1458--1512) was a trusted councillor 
of the emperor and president of the council oflower Austria (Wiesflecker, Maximilian, 
v. 270-2); Michael von Wolkenstein (1460-!532) was president of the council and 
Landhofmeister (high steward) of Tyrol (Wiesflecker, Maximilian, v. 251-4). 
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no resistance on a large scale, which would surely have posed 
a serious threat. On the whole, the king, who personally stood 
at the head of the noble order, behaved without much concern 
for the consequences of the changes in the social order. He 
accepted a social mix at his court and in the circles connected 
with the court which ranged from the dynastic nobility to the 
original lower middle classes (and in some cases, which 
deserve closer study, to the peasantry). In German terms this 
variation was unmedieval ( even if we bear in mind that the 
lower nobility itself represented a mosaic-like and flexible 
social pattern). The broadest, and hence the most 'modern' 
variation in social origins was to be found among the 
humanists. 

Perhaps it is possible to compare Maximilian's lack of 
concern here with the lack of concern about the proprieties he 
showed elsewhere (and contrast it with Frederick III's 
approach of sticking to principles). We might also compare it 
with his 'swapping of roles' between king, soldier, scholar, 
knight, and citizen (see Press, below, eh. 11). Without doubt, 
this situation was appealing to some ( even if clearly resented 
by the old nobility). It also had functional advantages, and 
can be related to the emergence of certain collegiate bodies 
which reached their decisions on the basis of majority votes. 
Probably for the first time decisions were taken in this way not 
only with respect to legal disputes but also to administrative 
questions. An imperial nobility of office-holders was also 
beginning to take shape at this stage, although frequent 
breaks in continuity and shifts of focus made this process a 
difficult one. The king's entourage and the extended court 
( and not merely the household alone) had now become the 
king's effective channels of integration, even if integration was 
pursued more deliberately in specific cases than in general. 

Change could only go so far, however. The limits to the 
'new' became visible at the point where the facts: ended and 
wishful thinking began, as in the humanists' unrealized 
demand that a university education should automatically 
place one on a par with the nobility, or their talk of a nobility 
of intellectuals. Other limits are to be seen in the size of the 
household and the extended court, both of which remained 
quantitatively small. Extensions to the royal residence in 
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Innsbruck, for example, would not have looked so impressive 
in a larger town. 

5. Conclusion 
Late medieval Germany was not a land of model courts, and 
the imperial court did not represent the crowning glory of 
court history. Nor did the modernization brought about 
during Maximilian's reign manage to concentrate the whole of 
political society in the Empire in one place, because the 
overriding circumstances of the day--dynastic and geographi
cal discontinuities, the huge distances between territories, the 
country's middle-ranking economic and cultural status in 
Europe-lay for the most part beyond the control of the king 
and his court. 

The contradiction between the emperor's traditional claim 
to supremacy and the modesty of his court is as striking as the 
distance separating the Reich from Western Europe during the 
early modern age. Despite these difficulties, the emperors 
managed to bring their political weight to bear. After all, if the 
reality of the court had been so out of step with its ambitions, 
neither Francis I nor Henry VIII would ever have shown 
interest in becoming emperor. So what should our final 
impression of the emperor's court be? 

That the court was incapable of controlling fundamental 
social change, and that it was much more the servant of events 
than their master was by no means unique to Germany. 
Perhaps we should not therefore attach too much importance 
to every single shortcoming of the court. The king was still 
able to make momentous dynastic decisions without the aid of 
a large governmental machine. Around 1500, financial and 
military operations, whose scale had multiplied by comparison 
with the previous generation's, were transferred to the 
extended court at the periphery of the household-the core of 
the traditional court-and to some extent dealt with there. 

However, a broader perspective changes the picture con
siderably. The court provided the clearest reflection of ·the 
incomplete and unfinished nature of a community whose 
present and future leaders faced impossible tasks. The most 
important question was whether the king could or could not 
assert himself within that community. Beyond that we can say 
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little more than to give the court its due for playing a part in 
giving concrete shape, for the first time ever, to the social 
entity known as the Reich, a process which clearly accelerated 
markedly between 1470 and 1520. It is in this connection that 
we might mention notions used in earlier German history, 
such as 'continuity', 'coherence', or 'integration' ( concepts we 
cannot explore any further here). 39 Moreover, analysis of 
social and political aspects of the court, which is embedded in 
analysis of the world of the nobility, indicates the inevitability 
of the steps taken around 1500 towards the distinctive dualism 
between emperor and imperial diet and towards the 'bi
centralism' that was to be a feature of German history. A 
single centre would never have coped adequately with all the 
strains placed upon it. This is shown both by the history of the 
courts of Frederick III and Maximilian I on the one hand 
and, on the other, by the utter failure of the central anti-royal 
body known as the imperial council ofregency (Reichsregiment), 
which developed under the auspices of the diet. The Reicks
regiment had collapsed by 1500; a subsequent revival was to be 
no more successful. The political exigencies that obtained 
under Charles V then took events in yet another direction. 
The emperor's court was not really consolidated before the mid
seventeenth century; and when it did come to rest in one 
place, it chose to reside away from the centre, in Vienna. 

In this way some degree of political stability was finally 
achieved and the Reich found its place among other European 
monarchies as the Germans of the late fifteenth and early 
sixteenth centuries as well as their descendants so ardently 
desired. The common ground between the emperor and the 
princes in the early modern period was, it must again be said, 
rather minimal. If the Reich survived at all as a political 
organism despite the dualism between ruler and estates it was 
only by appealing to such fragile arrangements as a basic 
consensus that depended upon loyalty and freely given 
consent. 

39 Deutsche Verwaltungsgeschichte (above, n. 3), i. 21 ff. 
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How Large was the Court of Emperor 
Frederick III? 
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The Holy Roman Empire was a political system consisting of 
very heterogeneous parts. In recent research it has been 
stressed how unevenly these parts-in relation to their 
geographical position and their historical development-were 
integrated into this system. The late medieval Reich was only 
gradually consolidated ( verdichtet) and only slowly achieved a 
higher level of political organization. In assessing this 
interpretation, the degree of political integration at any given 
time, as well as its forms and mechanisms, are of crucial 
significance. This view is based on the concept that a polity 
develops gradually from archaic and simple forms of integra
tion to more complex ones. It does not focus on abstract 
institutions governing public and political life, but starts out 
from the private households of those involved in the political 
sphere and their socialization-where government and polit
ical power have their origin. 1 The fact that current specialist 
dictionaries and manuals of German history do not include an 
entry for 'court', and that legal histories, at best referring to 
the classical court offices, treat the court as an 'institution', 
suggests the low level of interest amongst scholars in looking 
at the court of the late medieval ruler as a social system at the 
centre of political life.2 The parameters of any new model of 

i The principal work to consult on this is Weber's exposition of patrimonial rule in 
M. Weber, Wirtschafl und Gesellschafl. GrundrifJ der verstekenden So;::,iologie (5th rev. edn., 
ed. by J. Winckelmann, Tiibingen, 1976), pp. 58o-624; Engl. edn.: M. Weber, 
Economy and Society. An Outline of Interpretive Sociology, ed. G. Roth and C. Wittich (New 
York, 1968), iii. 1006--70, but a good substitute is 0. Brunner, 'Das "ganze Haus" 
und die alteuropiiische "Okonomik" ', in idem (ed.), Neue Wege der Verfassungs- und 
So;::,ialgeschichte (3rd edn., Gottingen, 1980), pp. 103-27. 

2 Compare, most recently, B. R. Kem's overcautious opening, 'Reichshofs
beamte', Handworterbuch ;::,ur deutscken Rechtsgeschichte (27th instalment, Berlin, 1986), 
pp. 612-15. 
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medieval German constitutional history cannot be defined by 
looking to the supposedly fully developed Reickstag of the 
fifteenth century.3 Rather, what is needed is a consideration of 
the king's and emperor's court, so far largely ignored,4 as well 
as of the courts of the spiritual and temporal territorial lords, 
which both copied and competed with the royal court. The 
fundamental question of the size and composition of the court 
will be investigated here as precisely as possible by studying the 
concrete example of the Habsburg King Frederick III. 5 

From time immemorial, the ruler's own household formed 
the core of the king's court. In social terms, it was the setting 
for the lord's private, family life. It basically consisted of 
several different households, whose relations with each other 
have not yet been sufficiently investigated. In addition to that 
of the ruler, these included the court of his spouse as well as, 
on occasion, the supplementary courts of their children and, 
in some cases, those of other members of the family. 'The 
household of Frederick III's wife, Eleanore, the daughter of 

3 Fundamental for this is P. Moraw's statement that 'the medieval Reick .. . 
[was], until the 15th century, a "Hof-'Staat"' ("household-state") in so far as its 
higher reaches were concerned', 'Versuch iiber die Entstehung des Reichstages', in 
H. Weber (ed.}, Politische Ordnungen und so.;iole Krqfte im Allen Reich (Veroffentlichungen 
des lnstituts fiir Europiiische Geschichte Mainz, Beiheft 8; Wiesbaden, 1980), 1-36, 
p. 15. See also P. Moraw, 'Fiirstentum, Konigtum und "Reichsreform" im deutschen 
Spiitmittelalter', Bliitter for deutsche Landesgeschichte, 122 ( 1986), pp. 117-36. 

4 P. Moraw, 'Die Entfaltung der deutschen Territorien im 14. und 15. Jahr
hundert', Landesherrliche Kan.:leien im Spiitmittelalter. Rejerate .;um VI. lnt. KongrejJ for 
Diplomatik Munich 1g83 (Miinchener Beitriige zur Mediiivistik und Renaissance
Forschung, 35/I; Munich, 1984), 61-108, pp. 8g--go. 

5 The following arguments are based on a monograph I am currently preparing, 
provisionally entitled: 'Hof, Regierung und Politik Kaiser Friedrichs .III., 1440-
1493'. This material was not presented at the conference. I thank Professor Birke and 
Dr Asch for including it in this volume. I also thank Professor Moraw for his kind 
advice and assistance. For general works on Frederick III, see A. Lhotsky, 'Friedrich 
III., sein Leben und seine Personlichkeit', in Friedrich Ill. Kaiserresidenz Wiener 
Neustadt (catalogue; Vienna, 1966), pp. 16-47; R. Schmidt, 'Friedrich III. (1440-
1493)', in H. Beumann (ed.}, Kaisergestaltendes Mittelalters (Munich, 1984), pp. 301-31; 
H. Koller, 'Friedrich III.', in Lexikon des Mittelalters, iv (Munich and Zurich, 1988), 
cols. 940-g; G. Hool, Habsburg und Osterreich 1273-1493. Gestalten und Gestalt des 
iisterreichischen Spiitmittelalters (Vienna, Cologne, and Graz, 1988), pp. 191-226, and 
B. Haller-Reiffenstein, 'Friedrich 111.', in Die Habsburger. Ein biographisckes Lexikon, 
ed. B. Hamann (Munich, 1988), pp. 14g--53. See also P.-J. Heinig, 'Kaiser Friedrich 
III. und Hessen', Hessischesjahrbuchfor Landesgeschichte, 32 (1982), pp. 63-101, and 
idem, Introduction to H. Koller (ed.}, Regesten Kaiser Friedrichs Ill. (1440-1493) nach 
Archiven und Bibliotheken geordnet, iii, iv (Vienna, Cologne and Graz, 1983-6). For 
further sources, see Moraw, eh. 4, in this vol. 
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King Edward of Portugal, had all the classic household 
officers, including its own chancellor in the person of 
Panthaleon Rueff. As well as the wives and daughters of 
noblemen from the territories of lnnerösterreich it contained a 
number of Portuguese servants, who provided a touch of 
native colour. In 1467 alongside nearly twenty noble school
mates and playmates (all under the tuition of a single 
schoolmaster} the eight-year-old Maximilian already had his 
own ushers, stokers, tailors, waiters, etc. and 'therefore 
[possessed] a virtually autonomous household'.6 

Since no household ordinances remain from the Middle 
Ages, the normal size of the royal court is disputed. Until 
1519, figures can be derived from prosopographic research 
on courtiers, but it is only with difficulty that this can be used 
to give a complete 'snapshot' of the court. Useful sources of 
information include travellers' accounts of the court, letters 
from courtiers to external correspondents, and political 
(ambassadorial) correspondence,7 which always illuminated 
relations at court, as well as the lists of witnesses to the signing 
of letters patent which, however, passed out of use in the 
courts of the fifteenth century. Some information can also be 
derived from billeting lists and statements of expenditure 
which itemized gifts from towns and their citizens to the king 
and his courtiers. Yet only in the rarest cases do these offer a 
picture of the whole court. They provide only subjective 
information about the recipients of gifts, whose influence was 
being sought, for not every office-holder was of equal interest 
to the towns. They did not all merit special attention from the 
citizens. The value of the gift rose in direct proportion to the 
recipient's importance. Members of the chancelleries were 
the most favoured. 

We must remember this when looking at the Frankfurter 

6 J. Mayer, Geschichte von Wiener Neustadt; i/2 (Wiener Neustadt, 1926), pp. 100, 
109. On Eleanore's court, see A. Zier), 'Kaiserin Eleonore und ihr Kreis. Eine 
Biographie (1436-1467)' (Ph.D. thesis; Vienna, 1966). 

7 For a representative selection, see Des bohmischen Herrn Leo's von Rozmital Ritter-, 
Hof-, und Pilger-Reise durch die Aberullande 1465-67 (Stuttgart, 1844); R. Wolkan (ed.), 
Der Briejwechsel des Eneas Silvius Piccolomini (Fontes rerum Austriacarum, 2/61, 62, 67, 
68; Vienna, 19og--18), and F. Priebatsch, Politische Co"esponden:r. des Kurforsten Albrecht 
Achilles (3 vols.; Publikationen aus den PreuBischen Staatsarchiven, 59, 67, 71; repr. 
Osnabriick, 1965). 
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Rechnungen of 1442 in order to determine the size of the late 
medieval court and the way in which offices were distributed 
within it. The preliminary negotiations over Frederick IIl's 
first stay in Frankfurt revealed that the Styrian court followed 
customs which seemed somewhat unusual to the council of the 
imperial free city that was receiving him.8 The committee 
appointed by the Frankfurt council were confronted with 
demands from the royal councillors to reduce the proposed 
prices for hay, straw, beds, and stallage and to charge for 
these things in a lump sum. It seems that the king paid all his 
court servants a Sold or wage, 'also das sin gnade yn [that is, 
the court personnel] ein gelt gebe fur iren sold', as a 
consequence of which they had to order and pay for their 
lodgings and ruwe futer themselves. They received only food 
(and drink) for themselves and their animals zu hoffe, for the 
customary Frankfurt gifts in kind to the king were cellared at 
his place oflodging.9 The city council believed that the charge 
formerly levied was no longer tenable--partly because the 
servants might complain to the king and cause bad feeling. 
Since the king was the legal lord of the city, it argued, his stay 
should be arranged more cheaply than for other princes and it 
therefore suggested that they give into the request. The 
council approved this only after a good deal of consideration 
as no precedent existed for this and it could be interpreted as 
preferential treatment. The council also acceded to the 
unusual demand by the ruler's frunde and koche (friends and 
cooks) that it provide coal for the royal kitchen and that wood, 
provided by the county of Bomheimer Berg, should be 

8 The following account is drawn from the Deutsche RBichstagsakten (Altere Reihe), 
xvi/143 (repr. Gottingen, 1957). See also G. Beckmann, Das mittelalterliche Frank.fart 
am Main als Schauplat;;, von RBichs- und Wahltagen (Frankfurt-on-Main, 1889), esp. 
pp. 22-s; P.-J. Heinig, Reichsstadte, Freie Stadte und Kiinigtum 1389-1450 (Veroffentli
chungen des lnstituts ftlr Europaische Geschichte Mainz, 108; Wiesbaden, 1983), 
pp. 106-26. The contribution required of the Jews was by no means an empty 
phrase, but was demanded in 1442. When, on the occasion of Maximilian's election 
as king in 1486, it was 'withheld and not provided', the emperor issued an emphatic 
reminder. On this, see Koller (ed.), Regesten Kaiser Freidrichs III (above, n. 5), iv/998. 

9 There were also disputes about the ruler's quarters on account of his preferences 
and principles. These did not occur only under Sigmund, who demanded alterations 
to the house on the Romer. On this occasion, the house ofBraunfels am Romerberg 
chosen by the Frankfurt council was accepted and the king was accommodated there 
with 12 horse, which suggests an apparently small personal retinue. 
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chopped at the council's expense. It is well known that the 
Jews were obliged to contribute to the upkeep of the court 
during every visit; they had to provide parchment for the 
chancellery, beds for the court, and pots and pans for the 
kitchen. They also had to bestow stipulated prerogatives on 
certain holders of household offices. 

When the Habsburg king and his court marched into 
Frankfurt with more than 900 horses, obviously the obligatory 
complement for a first visit to the city where the Roman king 
was elected, they received a carefully graduated range of gifts 
from the city council as laid down by ancient custom. 10 

Archbishop James of Trier, the iczunt (at that time) king's 
highest chancellor, was honoured with a silver goblet worth 63 
florins. Next came the Hofrichter (court judge) and the 
Kammermeister (master of the chamber), the court officers who 
received the most valuable gifts (32 florins). 11 Kaspar Schlick, 
though nominally without office, was back at court and would 
perhaps prove to be significant in promoting the interests of 
the city. He received 25 florins. 12 A short time later Schlick, 
the chancellor of Frederick's predecessors Sigismund and 

10 The following data for Frankfurt arc taken from Deutsche Reichstagsakten (above, 
n. 8) xvi/146, 260, 264; that for Nuremberg is taken from Die Chroniken der deutschen 
Stadte vom 14. bis ins 16.Jahrhundert, III. Die Chroniken der frankischen Stadte. Nii.rnberg, iii 
(repr. of the 2nd edn., Gottingen, 1961), pp. 362, 395-7. On the coronation 
expedition of the Habsburg ruler and his retinue, sec J. Scemiillcr, 'Friedrichs III. 
Aachener Kronungsreise', Mitteilungen des /nstituts far oste"eichische Geschichtsforschung, 
17 (1896), pp. 584-665. 

11 The latter was the knight and baron Johann Ungnad von Sonncgg. From 1437-
41 he was Hofmarschall (marshall of the household), later Kammermeister (master of the 
chamber), councillor, and ambassador of king and emperor, who had also borrowed 
money from Ungnad. Together with other noblemen from the hereditary lands of 
Frederick III he seemed to be dominating the king's court at the beginning of his 
reign. The Styrian--Carinthian faction to which he belonged, the so-called Weisheit, 
was strongly criticized not without some justification by Eneas Silvius Piccolomini 
for example. Ungnad was 'gar heimlich und nahc bi dem konge'-not only according 
to the Deutsche Reichstagsakten (above, n. 8), xvi/264. He therefore aroused particular 
interest among the citizens. 

12 K~par Schlick, the son ofa citizen of Eger (Cheb), had joined the staff of King 
Sigismund's chancery in 1416. At the end of the 1420s he became the first non-cleric 
to hold the office of chancellor under the Roman king. Sigismund created Schlick, 
who continued to serve as chancellor under Albert II, a baron. From the end of 1442 
till his death in 1448 Schlick was chancellor of King Frederick III. Sec P.J. Heinig, 
'War Kaspar Schlick ein Falscher?', in Falschungen im Mittelalter (Schriften dcr 
Monumenta Germaniae Historica, 33/3; Hanover, 1988), pp. 247-81. 
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Albert was indeed reappointed. Several clerks of the chan
cellery received 10 florins each: among them Dr Heinrich 
Leubing, an old friend and patron of the city, who had been 
vice-chancellor and now returned in his capacity as chancellor 
to the archbishop of Mainz, and Johann Geisler-another 
supporter of the city's interests at court-notary of the court 
tribunal (Hofgericht). The three protonotaries of the Roman 
chancellery, which was separated from the 'Austrian 
chancellery' at the time, received only 1 5 florins between 
them, though when they complained, the amount was 
doubled. Like their lords, the 'other young clerks' also 
bemoaned the meanness of the Frankfurt council, which 
sought to fob them off with 5 florins between them; moved by 
this complaint, the council increased the amount of their gift 
too. As Loy von Langenau, the young clerk and servant of the 
notary of the Hofgericht, had from the outset received 2 florins, 
while the apparently less interesting cameral court clerk 
received only I florin, we may assume that the clerks of the 
chancellery argued that they were equal in status to Loy. 
Thus, alongside the chancellor and the three protonotaries, at 
that time, the Holy Roman chancellery employed only five 
clerks on a regular basis; among these were three clerks who 
had been taken from the chancellery of King Albert, and 
the future chancellor Ulrich Wreetzli. The young Eneas Silvius 
Piccolomini, who had just been crowned poeta laureatus, and 
who was to take the clerk's oath at Brixen at the end of the 
year, was not yet one of them. At this level, too, we should also 
mention a Kammerknecht (groom of the royal chamber) and a 
Procurator of the court tribunal, who looked after Frankfurt's 
interests in the city's lawsuits. They received I and 2 florins 
respectively. Of the upper ranks in the hierarchy of royal 
officers, apart from the chancellor, the Kammermeister, and the 
Hofrichter, only Hans von Neipperg, a nobleman of knightly 
rank, was honoured with a gift. Only in this context was he 
referred to as Haushofmeister ( master of the domestic household). 
His gift, consisting of 8 florins and the wood of the royal 
Lehenstuhl ( the wooden chair the king sat on when he invested 
his vassals with their fiefs) was worth less than those received 
by the other royal officers, or even the retiring vice-chancellor 
and the court tribunal notary; this may reflect the influence 
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ascribed to him at court. Similarly the importance of the 
hereditary chamberlain Konrad von Weins berg, who received, 
only the gift he was entitled to by virtue of his office, seems 
already to have sharply declined. 

Unfortunately, apart from the above-named, only a few of 
the court servants appear in the Frankfurt lists: first, the royal 
servant and ambassador Hans von Tima, who received 2 

florins: then 7 mounted and foot messengers, who were each 
rewarded with I florin; 4 ushers at the inner and outer doors of 
the royal court, who received two gifts; 13 the herald, Romrich, 
and 2 other royal heralds; 14 the Kammerknecht mentioned 
above, and at least 8 musicians. Of these the 5 trombonists 
received gifts, but not the 6 royal singers who, after the royal 
procession, had sung the mass for Corpus Christi in the 
church of St Bartholomew 'mit grosser schonheide'. 15 From 
the billeting list we can deduce that there were 4 master 
gunners (Büchsenmeister), 4 archers, a falconer, 6 chaplains 
with 14 horses and 2 barber-surgeor1s; the Silberkammer (jewel 
house) travelled with 5 people and twice as many horses. The 
chief cook was quartered with a staff of 7 and 18 horses; the 
kitchen itself comprised 8 cooks together with their helpers 
and travelled with 16 horses. 

In Nuremberg, where the king and his court had stopped on 
their way to Frankfurt, the gifts given to the chiefs of the court 
offices and the most influential courtiers were similarly 
graduated, although they turned out to be somewhat more 
valuable. The archbishop of Trier, as chancellor of the Roman 
chancellery, received by far the biggest gift. The next most 
valuable gifts went to his Unterkanzler (deputy chancellor) 
Heinrich Leubing, and the temporary head of the Austrian 

13 Only I usher of the elector ofMainz's household received a gift at Frankfurt. In 
1471, the imperial ushers took up quarters in Regensburg with 17 horse. Their 
functions were by no means limited to serving as guards, but also included 
transporting the emperor's private possessions. See H. Koller (ed.), Regesten Kaiser 
Friedrichs III. (above, n. 5), iv 932-3, and P.-J. Heinig, 'Tiirhiiter und Herolde Kaiser 
Friedrichs III. ( 144o-g3). Studien zum Personal des Herrscherhofs im 15.J ahrhundert', 
in Festschrift Heinrich Koller (Vienna, 1990, probably). 

14 lwmrich was the herald for the Reich. The emperor also possessed heralds for 
each of the other lands he ruled, though the names of only a few are known. 

15 P.-J. Heinig, 'Musik und Medizin am Hof Kaiser Friedrichs III. (1440-1493), 
Studien zum Personal des deutschen Herrscherhofs', Zeitschrift for historische 
f.orschung, 16 (1989), pp. 151--82. 
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chancellery, Bishop Silvester of Chiemsee. The others who 
received gifts can be divided into three groups according to 
the value of the gifts bestowed upon them. After the leading 
members of the chancellery, the most valuable gift_s were given 
to Hans von Neipperg, an stat einß hoffmeisters (who fulfilled the 
function of a master of the household), the Hofrichter, the 
Kammermeister, the margrave of Baden-Hachberg, and two 
other councillors. Councillor Johann Truchse8 von Waldburg, 
the marshal, a treasurer, and the treasury clerk Bernhard 
Fuchsberger received less. The third group was, apart from 
the chief butler (Schenk) and master of the kitchen, again 
mainly made up of those members of the chancellery whom 
the imperial free city found most interesting: the three 
protonotaries, the clerk of the court tribunal, and the 
chancellery clerks, this latter group receiving a single gift 
between them. 

For the Große Christentag in April 1471, the emperor and a 
retinue of 836 horses were quartered in Regensburg. 16 There 
were 36 horses in the emperor's stables, and also a troop of 
Einrösser ( armed retainers who had only one horse and no 
servants) and 46 carthorses which had to be looked after. 
More than 130 members of his retinue were mentioned by 
name and, in terms of the social order, they ranged from 
imperial councillors of the rank of count to non-noble lawyer
councillors and physicians. Every noble member of the 
emperor's retinue had, on average, 5 horses with him, though 
considerable differences of status existed between individual 
nobles. The imperial councillor, Count Adolfvon Nassau, the 
nephew of the elector of Mainz-the imperial chancellor
possessed the largest retinue with 20 horses. Judged by this 
criterion, the next in order of importance were the baron of 
Starhemberg with 16 horses, the baron of Pucheim with 14, 
and a number of other nobles from the Erhlande, who had up to 
12 horses. It is significant that with the exception of Nassau 

16 This information and what follows is drawn from a contemporary billeting list in 
the City Archive of Frankfurt-on-Main, ref. Reichstagsakten 5, fos. 58r-81r. The 
material quoted here is from fos. 58r-59r. The relation of this list to that one 
explained by H. Wolff, 'Regensburgs Hauserbestand im Mittelalter', Studien und 
Quellen :r;ur Geschichte Regensburgs, 3 (Regensburg, 1985), 91-198, pp. 180-1, which 
includes a greater retinue than expected, has to be analysed. 
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none of the lords in the emperor's service who came from the 
Empire had a retinue of this size. Those with the largest 
retinues at Regensburg were the imperial councillors: Count 
Gunther von Miihlingen-Barby with 10 horses, and the counts 
of Werdenberg, Montfort, Sulz, and Leiningen with 8 horses 
each. The retinues of the court lawyers and fiscals etc. in one 
case only numbered 5 horses, which means that it was 
basically at the same level as that of the better knights. 

In 1471-2, Frederick IIl's Roman chancellery had 33 
members, if the staff of the kitchen is included. 17 To this figure 
we must add a number of chancellery and judicial assistants 
from outside. The inner circle consisted of the chancellor and 
15 'officials'. The number of permanent messengers was quite 
small and normally amounted to around 6 to 10 foot and 
mounted messengers; extra needs were met by ad hoe 
appointments and the delegation of tasks to subjects of the 
king/emperor, especially imperial free cities. The Kammergerickt 
(cameral court, the highest court of the Empire), which was 
attached to the chancellery, was-when it was actually 
sitting-also of considerable size in terms of personnel, mainly 
because of the large number of permanent assessors and 
sworn procurators it employed. 1 The majority of these 
travelled with the court at all times, whilst others were present 
only when it was in session. The Kammergerickt also had a 
group of janitors, ushers, etc.; in the way that it organized the 
issuing of charters and its messenger service, it was also 
closely related to the Roman chancellery. The emperor 
permitted its two procurator-fiscals, who were almost always 
employed at the same time, to appoint their own clerks and 
servants. 

Over the fifty-three years of his reign, Frederick III 
employed a total of some 400 councillors. But just as he had 

17 G. Seeliger, 'Kanzleistudien, Tei! 1: Die kunnainzische Verwaltung der 
Reichskanzlei in den Jahren 1471-1475', Mitteilungen des lnstituts .fti.r osterreichische 
Geschichtsforschung, 8 (1887), pp. 1-64; P.-J. Heinig, 'Zur Kanzleipraxis unter Kaiser 
Friedrich 111.', Archiv.fti.r Diplomatik, 31 (1985), pp. 383-442. 

18 K. Lechner, 'Reichshofgericht und konigliches Kammergericht im 15. Jahr
hundert', Mitteilungen des Instituts .fti.r iisterreichische Geschichtsforschung, Erginzungsband 
7 (1907), pp. 44-186; P. Moraw, 'Die gelehrten Juristen der deutschen Konige im 
spa.ten Mittelalter (1273-1493)', in R. Schnur (ed.), -Die Rolle der Juristen bei der 
Entstehung des modernen Staates (Berlin, 1986), pp. 77-147. 
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few close advisers, the number of 'day-to-day councillor' was, 
on the whole, small. It can be estimated at between 10 and 14. 

On many occasions it was said that a matter could not be 
dealt with at the court because several councillors were away 
and too few remained. 19 The number of permanent court 
chaplains was large-Frederick III apparently even had a 
court bishop at times-although the court was not dominated 
by the clerical element; only 5 travelling chaplains were taken 
to Regensburg. Apart from the chaplains, the court choir and 
orchestra comprised 7 to IO singers, together with fife-players, 
kettle-drummers, and other instrumentalists; the billeting list 
of 1471 clearly identifies 6 trumpeters, 5 trombonists, and a 
lute-player. There were at all times 3 or 4 physicians, barbers, 
and astronomers at the court. Naturally, a great number of 
Silberkneckte (yeomen of the jewel house), stokers, stable-boys, 
cooks, clerks of the several kitchens, tailors, shoemakers, and 
washerwomen, etc. were also kept constantly busy, together 
with fencing-masters, master-armourers, Bucksenmeister ( master 
gunners), cellarers, etc., though not all of these, nor indeed all 
the musicians playing instruments at court, were taken along 
when the court travelled. Numerous accounts attest to the 
affability of the emperor who governed in a patrimonial style. 
Life resembled that of a great family at the supposedly 
'professional' Habsburg court of the fifteenth century.20 

We shall now turn to the complicated question of the usual 
size of Frederick IIl's court as opposed to its size on specific 
occasions, and shall also analyse what factors are to be 

19 A report by envoys from Frankfurt writing from Vienna on 2 Mar. 1443, which 
is published in J. Janssen (ed.), Frarur.farts Reichscorresponderu:, nebst anderm verwandtm 
Aktmstucken van 1376-1519, ii (Freiburg im Breisgau, 1866), no. 76 casts some light on· 
the difficulties of the early phase of Frederick III's rule. They had not met up with 
the king and his court in Vienna. He was, in fact, at Wiener Neustadt in negotiations 
with his brother Albert. Herr Wilhelm (Tatz) whom the envoys in Vienna found 
staying there, away from the court-together with the Ho.frichter, the clerks, and the 
procurators of the court tribunal-and whom they referred to as 'unsers herren des 
koniges kanczler', seems to have been their source of court news and also to have told 
them that there was no clerk resident at the court who could help them; for that 
reason, he offered to accompany them personally to Wiener Neustadt and act as their 
patron. 

20 Most recently, K. F. Krieger, 'Die Reise des Speyrer Domvikars Bernhard Russ 
an den Kaiserhof in Wien ( 14,82). Zur Praxis kaiserlicher Herrschaftsausiibung im 
Splitmittelalter', Archiv for mittelrheinische Kirchengeschichte, 38 ( 1986), pp. 175-223. For 
the history of court music see Heinig, 'Musik' (above, n. 15). 
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considered in attempting an answer. lri addition to the details 
given above, we must look again at the coronation progress of 
1442 and the royal stay in Frankfurt. Among other things, it is 
certain that the king did not take the entire court with him on 
this long journey into the Empire. For example, he left a part 
of his Austrian chancellery behind in Vienna with the deputy 
administrators he had appointed. Moreover, we will have to 
take into account that, on the journey from Austria to the 
Main, some 400 horses seem to have joined his retinue in 
Nuremberg alone. Very few of the owners of these horses were 
among the members of the day-to-day court, yet some of them 
were apparently quartered as household servants in Frankfurt. 
Finally, it should be pointed out that using numbers of horses 
to calculate the number of people in the imperial retinue 
presents great difficulties. We must remember not only that 
beasts of burden and carthorses may account for perhaps 10 

per cent of the total figure for horses taken on the journey, but 
also, and most importantly, that many riders in the retinue 
unquestionably would have brought one, or in some cases 
perhaps even two, replacement horses, which, as far as 
possible, would be unladen. On the other hand an unknown 
number of servants without horses has to be taken into 
account. Even more important is the fact that not all of those 
who appear in the billeting list of the city belonged to the 
normal household of the emperor, or attended his court 
regularly. Taking this as our starting-point, it is clear that the 
imperial retinue contained fewer people than horses. If we set 
this consideration against the approximately 400 beds which 
the innkeepers of Frankfurt let to the king's retinue in 1442 we 
gain some idea of the scale over which the size of the king's 
'normal' court ranged: it seems to have been about 600 

persons or less.21 Few, if any, princely courts in the Empire 

21 From the Frankfurt billeting lists for the year 1442, which arc also the basis of 
our calculations here, H. Boeckmann derives a figure of900 for the size of the court. 
(See his 'Geschiifte und Geschiiftigkeit auf dem Rcichstag im spiitcn Mittclaltcr', 
Historische Zeitschrift, 246 (1988), 297-325, pp. 307-IO). In this article, after a none 
too convincing interpretation of the preliminary negotiations, Boockmann begins by 
assuming that most of the beds let to the royal retinue-and he gives a figure of 513 
for these instead of the correct figure of 3go plus x-wcrc double let. His observation 
that 'generally half as many beds as horses arc listed' per billet (p. 308) is 
undoubtedly important, but docs not invalidate our arguments for a smaller size of 
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could match this size in the 1460s, though some courts may 
have done so shortly afterwards. Indeed the day-to-day court 
of Frederick III itself may not always have been so large 
during the whole of his crisis-tom reign. The size of the 
retinue on specific, important occasions, which, it must be 
said at the outset, did not equal its day-to-day size, clearly 
amounted to between 600 and 900 horses. 22 

These figures are confirmed by the court inventory drawn 
up on the death of Maximilian I in 1519. His court was 
somewhat larger than his father's, particularly, it would seem, 
on account of the growth of the administrative institutions of 
the Erblande and the departments of the household which dealt 
with pageantry and art; the size of the politically relevant core 
court must have remained more or less the same. A count 
reveals 320 people with some 600 horses at Wels, where 
Maximilian died. 23 We can add to this 31 retainers on foot 
who were left behind at the residence in Meran and a section 

the court; a ratio of 1: 1 between people and horses seems more mathematically 
convenient than probable. In his Geschichte Nieder- und Oberiistemicks, ii (Vienna and 
Gotha, 1927), p. 396, M. Vanesa, drawing upon Michel Beheim's Buch von den 
Wienem, suggests that 82 faithful followers defended Frederick in the castle at Vienna. 
But this does not represent a 'normal' situation either. Here we have to take into 
account both the crisis situation and the fact that the emperor had left a number of 
his councillors, and with them perhaps a considerable part of his court, behind in 
Wiener Neustadt. Similarly, his wife and son Maximilian were confined there with 
him, with only parts of their own households. And, lastly, this figure naturally only 
includes that stratum of his noble followers who were capable of bearing arms and 
not the other members of the court. In the same period, the Tyrolean court 
comprised fewer than 200 persons, the court of the dukes of Bayern-Miinchen 121 
horses and 164 persons, as its first known court ordinance reveals. On this question, 
see W. Stormer, 'Die oberbayerischen Residenzen der Herzoge von Bayern unter 
besonderer Beriicksichtigung von Miinchen', Blatter fiir deutsche Landesgeschichte, 123 
(1987), 1-24, p. 14. 

22 On the occasion of the Regensburg diet of 1471, Frederick III entered the city 
with more than Soo horses; the precise figures vary between 836 and 859. A 
comparison with the princes is difficult since their retinues were mostly fixed by 
quota. None the less, it is certain that Duke Ludwig ofBayern-Landshut and his son 
Georg rode into Regensburg with more than 1,200 horses, whereas the 2 dukes of 
Saxony only had 6oo between them and Margrave Albrecht of Brandenburg only had 
a bare 500; all the other princes, whether by choice or from necessity, could only put 
smaller-in some cases much smaller-retinues on display. 

23 The figure given for horses amounts to 475. We should, however, estimate an 
additional 125 horses for the 14 court councillors and the io counts and lords 
recorded separately. 
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of the court numbering 1 73 people that had remained in 
Innsbruck. This was made up predominantly of clerics, 
singers, and artists. We know that fifty years later, in the reign 
of Ferdinand I, the members of his household were paid 10 

florins per month for each horse they kept. Bearing this 
in mind, the constant compleme11t of some 600 horses, 
which we can prove to have been the figure under both 
Frederick III and his son produced a monthly bill of 6,000 

florins. To this could be added-apart from 'politically' 
motivated expenses-the special salary allowances of the 
councillors and holders of court office, together with the 
general upkeep, the costs of personal needs, food, drink, 
banquets, gifts, buildings, and their maintenance, etc. The 
normal tax income that the ruler received from the Empire at 
the beginning of the fifteenth century would have been wholly 
inadequate to meet these monthly standing costs. The domain 
(Kammergut) of the king/emperor as territorial ruler was-as 
everywhere else-heavily burdened by these expenses; more 
than any other office, that of king was one of constant financial 
management. 24 

Since virtually no castle was big enough to house all the 
members of the court, it is understandable that on its journeys 
the royal court possessed no spatial unity, but simply a unity 
of personnel. However, it was not only on journeys that the 
king and his entourage were accommodated in separate 
'private quarters'. Rather, the court was fundamentally 
'decentralized', even in what were to some extent the fixed 
residences of the late medieval rulers. Even the castles of 
Prague and Vienna could accommodate only the narrow core 
court, so that important court offices (e.g. the chancellery} 
were separated from it and located elsewhere. Internal 
integration of the court, by custom or order25 became all the 

24 Calculations of the income received by the Holy Roman Emperor from his 
territorial domain are, unfortunately, not available. On the budgets of the great 
territorial princes, see W. Ziegler, Studient zum Staatshaushalt Bayems in der zweiten 
Hii/fte des 15. Jahrhunderts. Die reguliiren Kammereinkunfte des Herzogtums Niederbayern 
1450-1500 (Munich, 1981). 

25 On the court ordinances, see D. Willoweit, 'Die Entwicklung und Verwaltung 
der spatmittelalterlic:hen Landesherrschaft', in K. G. A. Jeserich et al. (edd.), 
Deutsche Verwaltungsgeschichte, i (Stutt~art, 1983), 6&-14~, esp. pp. 10!) ff. and 12~-30. 
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more urgent as the Ministerialen of earlier centuries (men of 
unfree status) had been emancipated: they had become free 
servants and courtiers. Moreover, increasing demands were 
made on government and administration. Since the late 
Middle Ages at the latest a number of court personnel, such as 
lower-ranking servants and their families, no longer lived at 
the court or in the castle that housed it, but in their own houses 
or in rented apartments in the town where the court was 
staying, or later in the Residenzstadt. They simply came to work 
at the court every day. To this can be added the problem that 
the members of the household came from quite different parts 
of the Erblande (the emperor's own territories) and the Empire, 
which created its own difficulties. The issue was aggravated 
by the fact that, apart from the household, the court also 
organized the prince's or king's governmental and political 
functions. The court not only acted as an administrative 
centre for the manors and domains of the crown and for the 
feudal rights of the ruler, but its administrative functions also 
extended to the office of king and the political tasks connected 
with it. As the ruler combined both functions, the two spheres 
of the court's activity overlapped. In many cases, the court's 
most important political office-holders were the same people 
who served the ruler in his private life (bedchamber, 
bodyguard, etc.). The structure of the court, which was 
entirely built around the ruler, repeatedly threw up favourites 
who transformed the whole structure of the court. For this 
reason, we should not underestimate the official significance of 
the private apartments of the office-holders and councillors. 

The usual route to becoming a servant of the ruler and 
perhaps even a courtier was via the retinue of a noble in his 
service. In many cases, however, such office was acquired 
from personal motives, ranging from loyalty and a particular 
interest in political participation to the desire to be spared the 
cost of paying for one's own court. The Familiaren- oder 
Ratsbrief (household or councillor's patent) which probably 
did not become obtainable by payment like any other 'normal' 
patent until the early modern period, not only increased the 
social status of the person concerned, but also brought 
material advantages at court, in the country, and in the 
Empire; a low-ranking commensal like Friedrich Grym, on 
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whom the privilege was bestowed in 1452, was entitled to be 
fed every day at the court either alone or with a limited 
number of his servants. 26 

Little more of a concrete nature is known about the rights 
that the rulers and princes in the late Middle Ages had over 
their courtiers, their staffs, and their families-apart from 
those rights which were based on the position of their servants 
as salaried office-holders-other than the fact that they also 
arranged marriages.27 There can, however, be no doubt that 
the commensals and the servants, who in many cases had 
come to the court with a lord and remained under his 
patronage, were subject to the theoretically unlimited domestic 
authority of the king or prince. There was a system of 
_responsibilities and authority, beginning with the marshal of 
the household and reaching down to the important door
keepers, and from the master of the household down to the 
women who washed the ruler's underwear. More indicative of 
the influence at court than the office itself was the person who 
occupied it. Where spheres of competence overlapped or were 
poorly demarcated, the person of the office-holder and his 
clientele and resources were factors in determining how much 
power his office possessed. 

In Wiener Neustadt in particular, the character of the court 
as a social structure-spread throughout the town but 
governed by its own rules-is clearly apparent. 28 The first 
obvious thing to note is that the court, which until the 
beginning of the 1470s was mainly resident in Wiener 
Neustadt, attracted a large number of interested parties, 
many of whom bought houses there. It was not only the day
to-day councillors (with or without court office) who sought 

26 Mayer, Wiener Neustadt (see above, n. 6), p. 107. Under Ferdinand I, household 
and councillor patents were, after 1545, inserted into the chancellery's tax system at 
fixed rates; on this, see T. Fellner and H. Kretschmayr (edd.), Die osterreichische 
Zentralverwaltung I. 2 (Ak_tenstiidce 1492-1681) (Veroffentlichungen der Kommission 
f~_r neuere Geschichte Osterreichs, 6/11; Vienna, 1907), pp. 97-100. The early 
modern ruler must nevertheless have retained a certain right of approval in these 
cases. 

27 Frederick III seems to have arranged marriages between his courtiers and the 
children of rich burghers in order to minimize the costs of maintaining the court. See 
G. Gerhard, 'Wiener Neustadt als Residenz', in Friedrich III. Kaiserresidmc Wumer 
Neustadt (see above, n. 5), pp. 104--31. 

28 Mayer, Wiener Neustadt (above, n. 6), p. 100. 
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the proximity of the ruler and bought property in the 
Residenzstädte of Vienna, Graz, and Wiener Neustadt, and later 
in some cases also in Linz. 29 Even a cursory examination of 
the Wiener Neustadt Grundbücher (land registers)-! shall not 
go into the reliability of this source here--reveals that in many 
cases the emperor himself as well as a further I oo people and 
families in the service of the court were involved in property 
dealings, especially in the period from 1430-40 to 1475.30 

When carefully analysed (without taking the time factor into 
account), it appears that mainly nobles from the inner
Austrian hereditary lands (Styria, Carinthia, Carniola) were 
involved. Several of the counts and lords from both parts of 
Austria (above and below the river Enns). who were tem
porarily or permanently in the service of the emperor also 
acquired houses of their own in Wiener Neustadt, in order to 
be conveniently near their ruler if required.31 By contrast, 
however, few Tyroleans, who were in any case only 
occasionally represented until the end of the 1480s, did the 
same. The compiler of our list has possibly left out of account 
the citizens of the larger towns in the Erhlande and Austria 
and only cited individual members of the urban élite from 
Vienna and Graz (Eggenberger, Kanstorfer) together with 
Maximilians's strict tutor, Peter Engelbrecht. 

Much more informative is the fact that, until the 1470s, 

29 It appears that, unlike Charles IV, Frederick III did not generally present these 
houses as gifts, but lent them on the understanding that they would revert to the 
king. As 'freehouses', they were mostly free of city 'Mitleiden' (taxes, etc.). On the 
Luxemburgians, see H. Patze, 'Die Hofgesellschaft Kaiser Karls IV. und Konig 
Wenzels in Prag', Blatter for deutsche Landesgeschichte, 114 (1978), pp. 733-73. On 
Frederick III's residences, see Gerhart!, 'Residenz' (above, n. 27), and B. Sutter, 
'Die Residenzen Friedrichs III. in Osterreich', in Friedrich III. Kaiserresidefl<'. Wiener 
Neustadt (above, n. 5), pp. 132-43. The significance of a court for a city was 
thoroughly ambivalent. Wiener Neustadt was plunged into deep crisis first by the 
departure of the court and then by Hungarian occupation. 

30 This emerges from a listing of the property-trading businesses cited by Mayer, 
Wiener Neustadt, pp. 85---96, and a comparison with the research on personal data 
conducted as part of the study mentioned above in n. 5. Obviously, it has not been 
possible here to go into the question whether Mayer has made the fullest possible use 
of the Wiener Neustadt sources. 

31 We can simply cite the following families: Ebersdorf, Eitzing, Frodnacher, 
Fronauer, Maroltinger, Prager, Puchheim, Rohrbach, Schaunberg, Siebenhirter, 
Starhembcrg, Volkersdorf, Wehing, Zebinger. 
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apparently only very few individuals from the Empire 
attempted to purchase a home for themselves in the emperor's 
preferred city of residence. The only known landowners of 
higher social status from the Empire are the margraves of 
Baden, who were related to the emperor, and the counts of 
Leiningen, who were for a long time among his closest 
councillors. As regards other councillors and servants from 
the Empire, only the Kappels, the Nothaft von Wernberg 
from Bavaria, and perhaps a Schiirstab from Nuremberg are 
known. If German princes were active at the emperor's court, 
either in person or through their ambassadors, then they 
either lived in the emperor's castle itself, or, more likely, they 
rented accommodation in the numerous town districts. It is a 
reflection of the Empire's constitutional reality that in every 
case their presence at the ruler's court remained so sporadic 
that it was not worth buying a house of their own in the 
vicinity. The princes did not want to travel to where the 
emperor was residing. They felt that he should come to them, 
or at most, that they could agree to meet at some half-way 
point. However, there were, of course, princes in the 
emperor's council. They quite often carried out the functions 
of councillors and even on occasion acted as court office
holder-frequently, however, without assuming the title of 
councillors-at a distance from the court itself, as the 
examples of Margrave Albrecht Achilles of Brandenburg and 
his son Frederick show. The former was for many years 
master of the household to Frederick III, without attending 
the court, and the latter thought it proper in 1490 to combine 
his kaiserliche Hauptmannschaft (imperial governorship) of 
Regensburg with the title of councillor. 

We must remember that the emperor's few permanent close 
councillors from the Empire probably lived in the spacious 
castle. The state of the property market in Wiener Neustadt 
gives an additional indication both of the limited power of 
attraction of the court and of the dominance of the Erblande at 
court and in the town where it resided until around 14 70. 
After the emperor's return to the non-hereditary lands and the 
enforced abandonment of the unfavourably situated town of 
Wiener Neustadt that accompanied it, the previously one
sided structure of the court staff was gradually readjusted. 
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The actual impact of this opening-up of the property markets 
of Vienna or Linz still remains to be examined. 32 

This brings us back, in conclusion, to the task that still 
remains to be done: a comprehensive analysis of the relation
ships between the ruler, the court, and the nobles. Even 
without further analysis the figures on the size of Frederick 
IIl's court reveal that in the late Middle Ages, both as far as 
the Empire and the emperor's hereditary lands are concerned, 
one cannot with much justification speak of a 'domestication' 
of the nobility at the court, except perhaps in certain brief 
periods. The courts of the medieval and early modern periods 
should therefore on no account be regarded as harmonious, 
peaceful structures. Rather, they should be seen as melting 
pots of the most varied interests-interests which could only 
rarely be channelled by a political will. 33 In this sense, during 
the late medieval period political integration, with all its 
consequences, was something that simply happened, rather 
than something to be consciously striven for and achieved. 

32 Some information about the Viennese Grundbiu:ker is contained in H. Demelius, 
Ekeliches Giiumcht im spatmittelalterlichen Wien (Vienna, 1970), and idem, 'Ehegiiterrecht 
der MiinzerstraBe im 15.Jahrhundert',Jahrbuch tks Vereinsftir Geschichte derStadt Wzen, 
26 (1970), pp. 46--75. 

33 On the Bavarian situation, see H. Lieberich, Landherren und Landleute. Zur 
politischen Fiihrungsschicht Baiems im Spatmittelalter (Schriftenreihe zur Bayerischen 
Landesgeschichte, 63; Munich, 1964), and W. Ziegler, 'Die niederbayerischen 
Resideilzen im Spatmittelalter', Blatter for deutsche Landesgeschichte, 123 (1987), 25-49, 
esp. P· 35• 
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Southern German Courts around 1500 

DIETER STIEVERMANN 

The courts of the large territories of southern Germany, 
Bavaria, the Palatinate, and Wiirttemberg-the subject of this 
chapter-left a lasting imprint on this region of the Holy 
Roman Empire. 1 For the purposes of this chapter, we shall not 
discuss the chief and subsidiary residences of the Austrian 
courts, which present particular problems relating to the royal 
dynasty,2 nor ecclesiastical courts such as Wiirzburg and 
Augsburg, which had their own distinctive structures.3 

Moreover only the higher officials at each of the courts falling 
within the scope of this study will be examined here. We do 
not possess enough material to undertake detailed analyses of 
the subordinate positions at court during this period. Even 
working within these general restrictions, however, we are still 
far from being able to write complete court histories for the 

1 For a general view, see G. W. Sante {ed.}, Geschichte der deutschm Lander: 
'Territorim-Ploet<",' {Wiirzburg, 1964); V. Press, 'Die territoriale Welt Siidwest
deutschlands 1450-1650', in Die Renaissance im deutschm Sii.dwestm <",Wischen &formation 
und Drei}Jigjiihrigem Krieg, i {Karlsruhe, 1g86), pp. 17-01. 

2 In 1500 the Emperor Maximilian was the only ruling Austrian prince, but there 
were several branches of the dynasty who ruled their own territories before and after 
him. See H. Wiesflecker, Kaiser Maximilian I. Das Reich, Osterreich und Europa an der 
Wende <",Ur NeU<".tit (5 vols.; Munich, 1971-86}; W. Baum, Sigmund der Mii.R<",reiche. Zur 
Geschichte Tirols und der habsburgischen Lander im Spiitmittelalter (Schriftenreihe des 
Siidtiroler Kulturinstitutes, 14; Bolzano, 1987). 

3 F. Zoepfl, Das Bistum Augsburg und seine Bischiifi im Mittelalter {Munich and 
Augsburg, 1955); L. G. Duggan, Bishop and Chapter: The Governance of the Bishopric of 
SjJ',Jer to 1552 {New Brunswick, NJ, 1978); A. Wendehorst, Das Bistum Wii.r<",burg, iii. 
Die Bischofsreihe von 1455-1617 {Gennania Sacra, Abteilung 2, NS 1s; Berlin, 1978); 
H. Reuschling, Die &gierung des Hochstifts Wii.r<",burg 1495-1642 {Forschungen zur 
friinkischen Kirchen- und Theologiegeschichte, 10; Wiirzburg, 1g84). For two 
exampli:s of minor secular territories {which have not been taken into consideration 
for the purposes of this chapter) see 0. Herkert, Das landesherrliche Beamtentum der 
Markgrafschaft Baden im Mittelalter {Freiburg, 1910), and R. Asch, Verwaltung und 
Beamtentum. Die griiflich jii.rstmbergischm Territorim vom Ausgang des Mittelalters bis <",Um 
Schwedischm Krieg 1490-1632 {Veroffentlichungen der Kommission fur geschichtliche 
Landeskunde in Baden-Wiirttemberg, B 106; Stuttgart, 1986). 
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territories mentioned above, which by about 1500 had all, 
without exception, established permanent residences.4 Never
theless, I shall describe the essential structural elements of 
these courts as they emerge from a comparative examination. 
The term 'court' is here used to signify the entourage of 
territorial sovereigns, including the council, in its reorganized 
form, the Hofgericht (territorial high court), and the chan
cellery.5 It is thus not restricted to the traditional court offices 
or to the household in a narrow sense. 

I 

The.traditional household offices at the courts of the German 
kings, of ecclesiastical, and later also of secular sovereigns 
were as follows: Marschall (marshal, Latin: marescalcus); 
Truchseß (steward/dapifer); Schenk (butler/pincerna); and 
Kammerer (treasurer or chamberlain/camerarius). Of the more 
recent offices, that of the Hofmeister (master of the household/ 
magister curiae), which later became so important in the secular 
territories, deserves special mention. Two general trends can 
be observed: first, most of these household offices became 
hereditary; secondly, the duties they involved tended to be 
performed sporadically and mostly for ceremonial purposes. 6 

Nevertheless, these higher hereditary court .offices were 
neither purely ceremonial nor completely meaningless. In 
1477, for example, the Erbschenk (hereditary butler) von 
Erbach and the Ebmarschall (hereditary marshal) the Wild
Rheingraf of the Rhine Palatinate actually waited on the 

4 See H. Patze and G. Streich, 'Die landesherrlichen Residenzen im spiit
mittelalterlichen Reich', Blatter for 1UUtscke Landesgeschichte, n8 (1982), pp. 205-20; 
and now also 123 ( 1987) of the same journal for Bavaria and Franconia in particular: 
see esp. W. Stormer, 'Die oberbayerischen Residenzen der Herzoge van Bayem 
unter besonderer Beriicksichtigung van Miinchen' (p. 1-24), and W. Ziegler, 'Die 
niederbayerischen Residenzen im Spiitmittelalter' (pp. 25-49). 

5 See D. Willoweit, 'Die Entwicklung und Verwaltung der spiitmittelalterlichen 
Landesherrschaft', in vol. i of K. G. A. Jeserich et al. (edd.), Deutsche Verwaltungs
geschichte (Stuttgart, 1983), pp. 66-143. 

6 Ibid. 1os-S; A. Laufs, 'Hofamter', in Handworterb11&h Vlr deutschen Rechtsgeschichte, 
ii (Berlin, 1978), pp. 197-200; P. Moraw, 'Die Verwaltung des Konigtums und des 
Reiches und ihre Rahmenbedingungen', in Deutsche Verwaltungsgeschichte, i (Stuttgart, 
1983), 22-65, esp. pp. 35-6. 
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guests at the obsequies for Prince Elector Friedrich von der 
Pfalz. In the fifteenth century the office of hereditary marshal 
was politically quite important; as the Palatinate's standard
bearer, the marshal frequently took part in military cam
paigns. 7 In Bavaria in 1511 the Erbmarschall Jörg von 
Gumppenberg actually carried out the functions of the office 
of marshal, including those of court judge, with which they 
were connected. The Bavarian Erbtruchseß Johann von 
Degen berg no longer discharged any of the duties of a steward 
in 1512, but he certainly took the oath of council, which is a 
sign of his closeness to the sovereign and his political influence.8 

Wiirttemberg, which first attained the status of a principality 
in 1495, systematically created the four classic hereditary 
household offices shortly after 1 500 ( although there is evi
dence that some of them had existed earlier) and bestowed 
them mostly upon well-established influential families. In 
1507 Thumb von Neuburg, although a parvenu without a 
traditional stronghold in Wiirttemberg, became marshal; in 
1510 Speth zu Zwiefalten was made Truchseß; in 1515 a 
member of the von Nippenburg family received the office of 
Schenk; and during the same years the office of chamberlain 
went to a von Giiltingen. The creation of these hereditary 
offices certainly gave the court of Wiirttemberg ceremonial 
equality with older princely courts, but the process of 
conferring them also had a concrete political function. 9 The 

7 E. Klafki, Die kurpfiilzischen Erbhofiimter (Veroffentlichungen der Kommission ftir 
geschichtliche Landeskunde in Baden-Wiirttemberg, B 35; Stuttgart, 1966), pp. 69, 
86-g4. See also H.J. Cohn, The Government ojthe Rhine Palatinate in the Fifteenth Century 
(Oxford, 1965); V. Press, Calvinismus und Territorialstaat. Regierung und Zentralbehorden 
der Kurpfalt 1555r1619 (Kieler Historische Studien, 7; Stuttgart, 1970); M. Schaab, 
Geschichte der Kurpfalz, i (Stuttgart, 1988). 

8 M.J. Neudegger, 'Die Hof- und Staats-Personaletats dcr Wittelsbachcr in 
Bayem vomehmlich im 16. Jahrhundert und deren Aufstcllung', Verhandlungen des 
Historischen Vereins far Niederbayem, 26/I-2 (1889), 3-162, pp. 71-g. -Sec also M. H. 
Dausch, 'Zur Organisation des Miinchener Hofstaats in der Zcit von Herzog 
Albrecht V. bis zu Kurftirst Maximilian', (D.Phil. thesis; Munich, 1944); 
H. Lieberich, Landhe"en und Landleute (Schriftenreihc zur baycrischcn Landcs
geschichte, 63; Munich, 1964); M. Spindler (ed.), Handbuch der bayerischen Geschichte, ii 
(Munich, 1966); M. Lanzinner, Fiirst, Riite und l,andstande. Die Entstehung der 
Zentralbehorden in Bayem 1511-159'1 (Veroffentlichungen des Max-Planck-Instituts ftir 
Geschichte, 61; Gottingen, 1980). 

9 C. F. von Stalin, Wirtembergische Geschichte, iv (Stuttgart, 1873), p. 95; 
W. Bernhardt, Die Zentralbehorden des Herzogtums Wiirttemberg und ihre Beamten 1520-
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importance of most of the individuals and families appointed 
makes this clear. 

In Hesse the role of the noble families who had held the 
hereditary offices since the late Middle Ages was more 
significant. Their influence was not always uniform, but 
despite periods of decline they would reassert their prominent 
position forcefully. We have documents of enfeoffment for the 
office of marshal dating from 1343, held at that time by the 
von Eisenbach and later by the Riedesel fa:qiilies; for the office 
of chamberlain filled by the von Berlepsch family dating from 
1369; that of chief butler dating from the fifteenth century, 
when it was held by Schenk von Schweinsberg, whose family 
had already held it earlier; and that of Küchenmeister (master of 
the kitchen) dating from the sixteenth century, when it was 
filled by a member of the von Wildungen family, which had 
held this office many decades before. 10 

In general, it is true to say that in all territories aristo
cratic participation in government was a constant factor, 
although there might be breaks in the continuity of hereditary 
offices and changes in the functions that these officials had to 
perform. Around 1500, household offices which were not 
purely ceremonial also continued to be given to members of 
leading noble families. The offices of marshal and steward 
retained great importance throughout, even in comparison 
with the more recent offices of chancellor or Hofrichter ( court 
judge). 

1629 (2 vols.; Vcroffcntlichungcn dcr Kommission fur gcschichtlichc Landeskunde 
in Badcn-Wiirttcmbcrg, B 70/71; Stuttgart, 1973), ii. 649. Sec also F. Wintterlin, 
Geschichte der Behiirdenorganisation in Wiirttemberg, i (Stuttgart, 1904); R. Uhland (ed.), . 
900 Jahre Haus Wiirttemberg (3rd cdn., Stuttgart, 1985); T. Knapp, 'Kronlehen
Rittcrlchcn-Aufhcbung des Lchcnsvcrbandcs in Wiirttcmbcrg', Wiirttembergische 
Vierteljahrshe.ftefar l.andesgeschichte, 42 (1936), 1-35, p. 33. 

10 J.P. Kuchenbecker, Gegriindete Abhandlung von denen Erb-Hof-Aemtern der Land
graftcha.ft Hessen (Marburg, 1744). Sec also F. Gundlach, Die hessischen Zentralbehiirden 
von 1247 bis 16o4 (3 vols.; Vcroffcntlichungcn dcr Historischcn Kommission fiir 
Hcsscn und Waldeck, 16; Marburg, 1930-2); L. Zimmermann, Die Zentralverwaltung 
Oberhessens unter dem Hofmeister Hans von Diirnberg (Quellen und Forschungen zur 
hcssischcn Gcschichtc, 28; Darmstadt and Marburg, 1974); K. E. Demandt, Der 
Personenstaat der l.andgraftcha.ft Hessen im Mittelalter (2 vols.; Veroffentlichungen der 
Historischcn Kommission fiir Hcsscn, 42; Marburg, 1g81); W. Heinemeyer (ed.), 
Das Werden Hessens {Vcroffcntlichungcn dcr Historischcn Kommission fur Hessen, 
50; Marburg, 1986). 
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2 

As mentioned above, the purpose of this chapter is to look 
beyond the household and examine the court in a broader 
context. Thus we deliberately distance ourselves from the 
widespread conception derived from the modem model of the 
state as a system of bureaucratic institutions. According to 
this view, the court is defined in a narrow sense. It is seen as 
being restricted to the personal sphere of the prince and 
discussed predominantly in terms of ceremonial, including a 
wide range of cultural aspects. Territorial politics and the 
highest levels of administration are regarded as belonging to 
the sphere of the prince's council and the chancellery, and the 
administration of justice at the highest levels to that of the 
Hofgerickt (territorial high court}. But the very existence of 
'personal rule' by princes in the early modem period, which 
has been confirmed in recent research, 11 forces us to abandon 
any attempt to treat the court in isolation or to impose 
artificial restrictions upon our treatment of it. Only in this 
way can the court as an institution and as a social milieu be 
adequately understood and analysed. This approach allows us 
to see the court and its eminently political and administrative 
functions in their historical context. Thus the court will not be 
discussed here as a quasi-private, primarily ceremonial 
cultural organization. 12 

The indisputable affiliation of the council and the Hofgerickt 
(high court of justice) with the prince's court is also re
flected in contemporary documents, especially in household 

11 G. Oestreich, 'Das personliche Regiment der deutschen Fiirsten am Beginn der 
Neuzeit', in idem, Geist und Gestalt desfrukmodemen Staates (Berlin, 1969), pp. 201-34. 

12 For a general survey of older German research see K. Plodeck, 'Hofstruktur 
und Hofzeremoniell in Brandenburg-Ansbach vom 16. bis zum 18. Jahrhundert', 
Jahrbuch des historischen Vereinsfor Mitteifranken 86 (1971/2), 1-26o, pp. 8-10. See also 
J. Kunisch, Absolutismus (Gottingen, 1986}, pp. 63-71, 232-3. There is also more 
modern literature which opens up wider perspectives: N. Elias, Die ho.fische 
Gesellschaft (5th edn., Darmstadt, 1981); J. von Kruedener, Die R.olle des Hafts im 
Absolutismus (Forschungen zur Sozial- und Wirtschaftsgeschichte, 19; Stuttgart, 
1973); V. Press, 'The Habsburg Court as a Center of the Imperial Government', 
Journal of Modem History, 58 (1986), suppl., pp. S 23-S 45. See also A. Winterling, Der 
Hof der Kuifursten von Koln 1688-1794 (Veroffentlichungen des Historischen Vereins 
fiir den Niederrhein, 15; Bonn, 1g86), a critical book which throws new light on 
important aspects of the courts of the German territorial states during this later period. 



162 DIETER STIEVERMANN 

ordinances in so far as they deal with the whole of the court 
not just specific problems, something which is frequently over
looked. 13 The fact that many office-holders held several offices 
at the same time, and the interplay between various court 
offices must also be evaluated in this light. We shall return to 
this point later. We consider the territorial council and the 
Hofgerickt to be integral components of the princely court, but 
there are indications that their position within the court was 
changing at the end of the fifteenth century. The presence in 
the council and in the Hofgerickt of non-noble experts such as 
university trained jurists, predominantly from the free imperial 
cities, and financiers led to heterogeneous bodies. 14 Later this 
resulted in a division between the learned and noble sections 
of the council (the contemporary German term is adlige and 
gelekrte Bank-bench-because of the seating arrangements in 
the council chamber), which meant that the learned, non
noble element was increasingly isolated from the aristocratic 
world of the prince's court. The tendency to reserve the office 
of chancellor or at least the title of chancellor (sometimes 
separated from the functions of the office which were 
performed by a canon or civil lawyer) for the nobility also 
points in the same direction. 15 

Along with the social composition of the court, the places of 
origin of its members must also be taken into consideration. 
We have already referred to the trained jurists from the 
imperial cities. Apart from the imperial cities, there were also 
other, smaller political units in south-west Germany which 
were able to resist formal political subordination to the large 
principalities and were able to preserve or win at least a 
constitutional independence from them. It was precisely the 

13 See A. Kern (ed.), Deutsche Hofardnungen des 16. und 17.Jahrhunderts (Denkmaler 
der deutschen Kulturgeschichte, 2. Abteilung, 1-2; Berlin, 1905-7). Here and in 
other editions abridgements often aggravate existing problems. 

14 See R. Schnur (ed.), Die Rolle der Juristen bei der Entstehung des modemen Staates 
(Berlin, 1986). Of the contributions to this vol. esp. P. Moraw, 'GelehrteJuristen im 
Dienst der deutschen Konige des spaten Mittelalters (1273-1493)', pp. 77-147, and 
D. Stievermann, 'Die gelehrten Juristen der Herrschaft Wiirttemberg im 15. 
Jahrhundert', pp. 22g--71. 

15 See D. Willoweit, 'Allgemeine Merkmale der Verwaltungsorganisation in den 
Territorien', inJeserich et al. (edd.), Deutsche Verwaltungsgesckickte, i. 289-346, pp. 315-
8. Noble chancellor and non-noble vice-chancellor: Press, Calvinismus und Territorial
staat, pp. 30-1. 
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large number and variety of these imperial prelates, imperial 
knights, and lesser and greater counts and lords which gave to 
the south-west its characteristic profile. 16 The royal presence 
and the support it provided, as well as the traditional political 
and military confederations, were essential prerequisites for 
the political survival of the less powerful secular and 
ecclesiastical lords and the imperial cities. Nevertheless, in 
spite of their formal independence, the smaller territories and 
their rulers became dependent on the greater princes, who 
dominated whole regions by informal systems of patronage. 1 7 

Their affiliation was reflected in the presence of their 
representatives at court. It was a clear expression of existing 
systems of lordship and clientage. The role of the prince 
provost of Ellwangen 18 in the council and the Regiment 
(government) of the Stuttgart court, as well as that of the 
bishops of Speyer19 as chancellors of the Palatinate were 
characteristic examples of the clergy's position. 

The various circles of the nobility-around 1500 they were 
still organized in noble federations, and partly also in the 
Swabian Confederation: the Order of Imperial Knights was 
not established until later20-also displayed preferences for 
particular territories or courts. The knights of Kraichgau 
preferred the Palatinate, 21 and to some degree also Wiirttem
berg;22 the Swabian nobility favoured Bavaria23 and 

16 See K. S. Bader, Der deutsche Siidwesten in seiner territorial-staatlichen Entwicklung 
(2nd edn., Sigmaringen, 1978). 

17 Cf. V. Press, 'Die territoriale Welt Siidwestdeutschlands', pp. 1g---23, and 
D. Stievermann, 'Entstehung der Territorien-politische Zersplitterung im 
deutschen Siidwesten', in R. Rinker and W. Setzler (edd.), Die Geschichte Baden
Wiirttembergs (Stuttgart, 1986), 76----87, p. 86. 

18 See D. Stievermann, Landeshemchaft und Klosterwesen im spiitmittelalterlichen 
Wiirttemberg (Sigmaringen, 1989). 

19 Cohn, The Government of the Rhine Palatinate, pp. 141-3. 
20 V. Press, 'Reichsritterschaften', in Deutsche Verwaltungsgeschichte, i. 67g---89. 
21 For individuals see 'Die kurpflilzischen Dienerbiicher 1476--1685', in M. Krebs 

(ed.), Mitteilungen der Oberrheinischen Historischen Kommission, 1 (1942), pp. m7-m168; 
K. Stuck, Personal der kurpfol..ischen Zentralbehiirden in Heidelberg 1475-1685 (Schriften 
zur Bevolkerungsgeschichte der pfiilzischen Lande, 12; Ludwigshafen, 1986). 

22 See I. Kothe, Der farstliche Rat in Wiirttemberg im 15. und 16. Jahrhundert 
(Darstellungen aus der Wiirttembergischen Geschichte, 29; Stuttgart, 1938); 
W. Pfeilsticker, Neues wiirttembergisches Dienerbuch (3 vols.; Stuttgart, 1957-74); 
G. Schulten, Entstehung und Entwicklung des Ratswesens bis zur Behiirdenreform am Beginn 
der Neuzeit (Ph.D. thesis; Tiibingen, 1982). 

23 H. Lieberich, 'Das frankische Element in der baierischen Innenpolitik des 15. 
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Wiirttemberg; the Franconian noblemen were partial to 
Brandenburg-Ansbach, 24 but also to Bavaria. The wide range 
of choice-which also included the ecclesiastical courts and 
those of the imperial house of Austria, provided a counter
weight to the strong pressure towards integration exerted by 
the large territories. 

The noblemen attending the courts of the greater princes 
were primarily recruited from the vassals of the prince and the 
knights of his country who were entitled, indeed obliged, to be 
present at court. However, around 1500 there were already 
foreigners at court, though not as many as there were to be 
later.25 Constraints of space do not allow us to go into detail 
here, but in general it can be said that by 1500 not only the 
matrimonial policy of princes, but also mutual obligations of 
important courtiers and councillors, were being used to 
stabilize political ties between territorial states. For example, 
Duke Ulrich of Wiirttemberg's chancellor, Dr Gregor 
Lamparter, had been a councillor of the dukes of Bavaria
Munich (who were Duke Ulrich's brothers-in-law) since 1503; 

he was also a councillor at Brandenburg-Ansbach, whose 
princes were similarly related to Duke Ulrich. 26 The marshal 
of Wiirttemberg, Conrad Thumb von Neuburg, was also a 
Bavarian councillor in 1514, and had became a retainer 
(Diener) in Hesse in 1504, appointed for ten years, where he 
was to serve at a wage of 100 florins with four horses.27 In this 

und 16. Jahrhunderts', Wurzburger-Diozesan-Geschichtsblatter, 26 (1g64), pp. 164-76; 
Lanzinner, Furst, Riite und Landstande, pp. 205-14. 

24 Plodeck, 'Hofstruktur und Hofzeremoniell in Brandenburg-Ansbach', pp. 114-
16. , 

25 Lieberich, 'Das friinkische Element in der baierischen Innenpolitik', p. 164. For 
Saxony see D. Stievermann, 'Sozial- und Verfassungsgeschichtliche Voraussetzungen 
Martin Luthers und der Reformation-der landesherrliche Rat in Kursachsen, 
Kurmainz und Mansfeld', in V. Press and D. Stievermann (edd.), Martin Luther
Probleme seiner Zeit (Spiitmittelalter und Friihe Neuzeit, 16; Stuttgart, 1g86), 137-76, 
pp. 15<HZ: 

26 Kothe, Der forstliche Rat in Wurttemberg, p. 132; Neudegger, 'Die Hof- und Staats
Personaletats der Wittelsbacher in Bayern', pp. 91-2; Staatsarchiv Niimberg, Rep. 117, 
p. 79. 

27 Kothe, Der forstliche Rat in Wurttemberg, p. 100; Neudegger, 'Die Hof- und Staats
Personaletats der Wittelsbacher in Bayern', pp. 91-2; Demandt, Der Personenstaat der 
Landgraftcha.ft Hessm, ii. 859. 
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case, mutual obligations were based not only on dynastic 
relations, but also, and to an even greater extent, on common 
territorial rivalry with the Rhine Palatinate. 

3 

As a model of the way in which the higher offices of a court 
functioned, a list of the officces at the Bavarian court, based on 
an ordinance of 151 1-12, 28 is given below: 

1. Chancellery: the chancellor, Provost Dr Neuhauser, 
'regiert' ('governed') here. 

2. The Hofmeister (master of the household) von Egloffstein, 
was personally responsible to the prince, but, if necessary, he 
also attended the meetings of the Hofgerickt (high court of 
justice), Rentkammer ( chamber of revenues), and council. 

3. Domaines of the duke (Kammergut): those responsible 
here were the Kammerer (treasurer/chamberlain) von der 
Scala, the Hofmarsckall (marshal of the household) von 
Gumppenberg, and two Rentmeister (receivers). 

4. Hofgerickt/Quatembergerickt (high court of justice): the 
office of court judge was filled by Marshal von Gumppenberg 
( deputies: the treasurer von der Scala, or the master of the 
household von Egloffstein); assessors of this law court were 
the chancellor, Dr Neuhauser, and IO others including 4 (civil 
or canon) lawyers, 2 Pfleger (bailiffs), the Küchenmeister (master 
of the kitchen), and the Hofmeister (tutors) of the duke's sons. 
If necessary, the marshal who acted as chief justice could add 
others (a minimum of 7 or 8 people). 

5. Täglicher Rat und Gerickt (daily council and tribunal): 
president (Landkofmeister, lord high steward of the duchy) von 
Aheim (deputy: von Pfeffenhausen). Councillors: 8 (almost 
exclusively from the nobility) including the Obristkammerer 
(great chamberlain), von Ortenberg, the Futtermeister (master 
of the stable), and the Großzoller (receiver-general of the 
customs). If the Hofgerickt (high court of justice) did sit at the 

28 Neudegger, 'Die Hof- und Staats-Personaletats der Wittclsbachcr in Baycrn', 
pp. 75-86. Sec Lanzinner, Furst, Rate und..Landstiinde, p. 30 and passim. 
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same time, then its staff, that is, another 2 receivers and 4 
more bailiffs, were a\so sworn of the council. 

In 1514 there were some 50 councillors or people of 
comparable rank at the Munich court, and about 15 in lower 
offices.29 The list above illustrates the predominance of the 
traditional household offices as against experts in adminis
tration and justice. But, above all, the Bavarian model also 
demonstrates to what extent several offices at court could be 
filled at the same time by the same individual, who could also, 
perhaps, hold office outside the court in the country as 
Amtmann or Pfleger (bailifl). As far as office-holding is 
concerned the phenomenon of the pluralist suggests that the 
criterion governing selection for office was less any specific 
ability than personal loyalty to the ruling prince. Multi
functionality was also a consequence of the vicarious position 
of the higher officers: they generally acted in the name of the 
prince, who was unable to fulfil all his duties and exercise all 
his rights in person. 

The other important courts in southern Germany were 
organized in a similar way. They varied in size, but there were 
no major differences in the way in which functions were 
allocated. The principle of multi-functionality is a general 
phenomenon and nearly everywhere personal loyalty was the 
most important criterion for selecting office-holders at court, 
particularly to the prince's immediate entourage. Personal 
loyalty could also form the basis of relations between office
holders or between factions. The policy of using patronage to 
establish, reward, and stabilize loyalties should also be 
mentioned in this context, but the lack of records and private 
letters dating from around 1500 makes it difficult to investigate 
this more closely. 

4 

When we examine the relation between the courts and 
territorial diets, personal connections and loyalties are 
particularly relevant, especially if we bear in mind that.many 

29 For a complete account of the number of people at the Bavarian court (about 
160 in 1500), see Lanzinner, Furst, Riite und Landstiinde, p. 22. 
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members of the diets were vassals of the prince or in some 
other way dependent on him. The sudden increase in the 
importance of the estates at the beginning of the early modern 
period is well known, and has been interpreted as an 
expression of a 'crisis of the court'.3° Certainly, around 1500 
the German territories exhibited unmistakable symptoms of 
crisis, and the rise of the territorial di:ets has to be seen in this 
context. In many cases the financial problems of the rising 
territorial state were at the root of this crisis. 31 

However, even the most spectacular crises of the state in 
this period reveal no opposition between the leading court or 
government circles on the one hand, and the territorial diets 
on the other. Duke Eberhard II ofWiirttemberg, for example, 
was deposed in 1498 in what was essentially a joint action by 
the higher court officials, the council, and the chancellery with 
the consent of the diet of the duchy. Only the steward, von 
Stetten, and Dr Holzinger, one of the prince's intimate 
advisers, were also removed from office.32 

In Brandenburg-Ansbach, as in Wiirttemberg, we find that 
the leading noble members of the council and the court at this 
time played a leading role in the diets too. In 1515, in a co
operative effort with the sons of the prince, they successfully 
deposed and imprisoned Margrave Frederick. 33 In Bavaria 
fraternal strife temporarily gave the diets a very strong 
position in 1514, which apparently enabled them to make 

30 V. Press, 'Vom "Stiindestaat" zum Absolutismus. 50 Thcscn zur Entwicklung 
des Stiindewesens in Deutschland', in P. Baumgart (ed.), Stiindetum und Staatsbildung 
in Brandenburg-Pre,!/Jen (Verolfentlichungcn dcr Historischen Kommission zu Berlin; 
Berlin and New York, 1983), pp. 32o--6. 

31 Kunisch, Absolutismus, pp. 54-63, 230-2 (bibliography); G. Bradlcr and F. 
Quarthal (edd.), Von der Stiindeversammlung .cum demokratischen Parlament. Die Geschichte 
der Volksvertretungen in Baden-Wurttemberg (Stuttgart, 1982). 

32 W. Ohr and R. Kober (edd.), Wurttembergische Landtagsakten 1495-1515 
(Wiirttembergische Geschichtsquellen, 1/I; Stuttgart, 1913). Sec W. Ohr, 'Die 
Absetzung Herzog Eberhard II. von Wiirttcmbcrg', Wurttembergische Vierteljahrshefte 
far Landesgeschichte, NS 15 ( 1906), pp. 337-67; W. Grube, Der Stuttgarur Landtag 1457-
1957 (Stuttgart, 1957). 

33 R. Seyboth, Die Markgra.ftumer Ansbach und Kulmbach unter der Regierung Markgraf 
Friedrichs des Alteren (1486-1515) (Schriftenreihc dcr Historischcn Kommission bci 
der Bayerischcn Akademie dcr Wisscnschaftcn, 24; Gottingcn, 1985), pp. 405-34. 
See U. Miillcr, Die stiindischen Vertretungen in denfriinkischen Markgrafliimem in der ersten 
Hiiifte des 16. Jahrhunderts (Schriftcn des Zcntralinstituts fur friinkischc Landcskundc 
und allgemeine Regionalforschung an der Univcrsitiit Erlangcn-Niirnbcrg, 24; 
Neustadt an der Aisch, 1984). 
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changes in the personnel of the court and the council. 34 

However, only a short time later the spokesman of the estates, 
Dr Dietrich von Plieningen, 35 again held a position of trust at 
the court of Landshut, while one of the councillors promoted 
by the territorial diet, the former master of the household, 
Hieronymus von Stauff, was executed in 1516 with the 
approval of the sovereign and the diet. Stauff, evidently 
caught between the still quite fluid front lines, played the role 
of a sacrificial lamb. 36 

These events prove that there was no fundamental, rigid 
opposition between court circles and territorial diets but a 
struggle between factions for influence and power. Thus it 
seems to us more accurate to emphasize that the princes were 
straining the system of 'personal rule' than to speak of a 'crisis 
of the court'. The dramatic events referred to above were, in 
essence, related to shortcomings at the highest, princely level: 
such as an inability to rule, conflicts between generations, the 
minority of sovereigns, or even at times marital problems. In 
dynastic princely states the personality of the sovereign was a 
crucial factor. This is often not sufficiently emphasized, 
although it could be more important than other structural and 
political problems. 

Weak princes could provoke and allow conflicts which were 
fought both at court and in the territorial diets. A cause of 
tension and a powerful source of conflict was the extension of 
the Landesherrschaft ( territorial lordship) which increasingly 
restricted the local power of the nobility.37 The prince of a 
territory which was evolving into a 'state' in the full sense of 
the word could simply no longer take the loyalty of the 

34 See H. Lutz, in Spindler (ed.), Handbuch tier bayerischen Geschichte, ii. 297-302, and 
K. Bosl, Die Geschichte tier Repriisentation in Bayern (Repriisentation und Parlamentaris
mus in Bayern vom 13. bis zum 20.Jahrhundert, 1; Munich, 1974), pp. 125-32. 

35 See F. Grifin Adelmann, Dietrich van Plieningen. Humanist und Staatsmann 
(Schriftenreihe zur bayerischen Landesgeschichte, 68; Munich, 1981). 

36 The same applies to Dr Holzinger. See D. Stievermann, 'Der Augustinermoneh 
Dr. Conrad Holzinger-Kaplan, Rat und Kanzler des Grafen bzw. Herzogs 
Eberhard d. J. von Wiirttembcrg am Ende des 15. Jahrhunderts', in J. Engel (ed.), 
Mittel und Wege fruher Ve,fassungspolitik (Spiitmittelalter und Friihe Neuzeit, 9; 
Stuttgart, 1979), pp. 356--405. 

37 Sec P. Moraw, Von offener Verfassung .e;u gestalteter Verdichtung. Das Reich im spaten 
Mittelalter (Propyliicn Gcschichte Deutschlands, 3; Berlin, 1g85); F. Hartung, Deutsche 
Ve,fassungsgeschichte vom 15. Jahrhuntlert bis .e;ur Gegenwarl (9th edn., Stuttgart, 1969). 
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nobility for granted. The nobility's wish to maintain its 
independence frequently clashed with princes' attempts to 
subordinate all political units in large stretches of territory to 
their sovereignty. Nevertheless, in southern Germany the 
nobility often sought and found support for their struggle 
against the princes not only in the political movement which 
tried to strengthen the territorial estates and their assemblies, 
but also in the confederations of knights and in the Swabian 
Confederation.38 As a result the Reichsritterschaft (imperial 
knighthood) gradually emerged.39 All this necessarily had 
repercussions on the position and function of the nobility 
within the large territorial states. 

However, not all nobles opposed the new trends. There was 
always a 'court faction' among the nobility. Thus the court 
preserved its integrity, even where-as, for example, in the 
Palatinate and Wiirttemberg-the nobility maintained its 
independence-at least in legal and constitutional terms
and organized itself as part of the Reichsritterschaft in the first 
half·of the sixteenth century. 

The nobility, however, possessed and maintained an 
important, indeed pivotal function: it alone was able to sit in 
the council and, at the same time, belong to the immediate 
entourage of the prince, as well as to occupy the higher 
household offices. Moreover, it represented the territory's 
sovereign in an official capacity both domestically,40 and on 
foreign missions. Further, the nobility dominated the 
territorial diet; around 1500 this was the case in Ansbach as 
well as in Wiirttemberg. 

Thus attendance at the princely court, and rendering 
service to the prince, were; and remained, attractive to the 
nobility, not least because of economic factors. Some sections 
of the nobility lent money to princes and thus had an 
interest-as creditors-in the development of the territorial 

38 A. Laufs, Der schwiihische Kreis (Untersuchungen zur deutschen Staats- und 
Rechtsgeschichte, NS 16; Aalen, 1971), pp. 58--155. 

39 Seen. 20. 
40 See P. Moraw, 'Die Entfaltung der deutschen Territorien im 14. und 15. 

Jahrhundert', in G. Silagi (ed.), Landesherrliche Kan,deien im Spiilmittelalter (2 vols.; 
Miinchener Beitrage zur Mediavistik und Renaissanceforschung, 35; Munich, 1g84), 
i. 67-108. 
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states.41 Around 1500 the territorial state was an economic 
enterprise in which both the estates and the princes particip
ated. This is a basic fact, and it is one crucial reason why they 
always had to seek ways to co-operate in spite of all the 
differences between them. The enduring attractions of princely 
centres also explains why most sixteenth-century court 
ordinances aimed to cut the number of staff at court. Thus, 
according to the Ansbach ordinance of 1512, the size of the 
court was to be reduced, but its character as 'des Adels 
Aufenthalt und Spital' (residence and almshouse of the 
nobility} was to remain essentially unaltered.42 

We have here been able to emphasize only a few essential 
structural elements of the large secular courts of southern 
Germany. Constraints of space mean that the political history 
of these territories can be presented neither in broad outline 
nor in detail. The course of events was too complicated to be 
discussed here. To give just afew examples: it ranged from the 
Palatinate's achievement of hegemony in southern Germany 
to its sensational defeat in 1504, and from the creation of the 
first duke of Wiirttemberg in 1495 to the expulsion of his 
successor in 1519. Around 1500 continuity rather than change 
was to be seen in the rise of Bavaria-Munich and its successful 
attempt to reunify the Bavarian duchies. 

5 

Nevertheless, a few cases will illustrate the central role of the 
court and its leading members in shaping the political destiny 
of the territorial states of southern Germany. In 1514 in 
Wiirttemberg the representatives of the provinces complained 

41 See Lanzinner, Furst, Rate und Landstiinde, p. 20g; J. Fischer, P. Amelung, and 
W. lrtenkauf (edd.), Wiirttemberg im Spiitmittelalter, (exhibition catalogue of the 
Hauptstaatsarchiv Stuttgart and the Wiirttembergische Landesbibliothek; Stuttgart, 
1985), p. 98. For a special aspect of early modern administrative history see also I. 
Micek (ed.), Amterhandel im Spiitmittelalter und im 16. Jahrhundert (Einzelveroffent-. 
lichungen der Historischen Kommission zu Berlin, 45; Berlin, 1984); R. Kohn, 
'Einkommensquellen des Adels im ausgehenden Mittelalter, illustriert an siidwest
dcutschcn Beispielen', Schriflen des Vereins filr Geschichte des Bodensees und seiner 
Umgebung, 103 (1985), pp. 33-62. 

42 Kern (ed.), Deutsche Hofordnungen des 16. und 17. Jahrhunderts, ii. 228. 
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that the prince and his territory were ruled by three people, 
namely the chancellor, the marshal, and the Landschreiber 
(receiver-general), and that the common council no longer 
played an important role.43 After the unrest of 1514 an act of 
jealousy committed by the duke led to a new crisis: while 
hunting, he stabbed to death his master of the horse, Hans 
von Hutten, the son-in-law of the hereditary marshal, Conrad 
Thumb von Neuburg, mentioned above.44 The confusion was 
complete when, in the same year, the duke's wife fled to her 
brothers in Bavaria. Her flight was concealed and made 
possible by the Erbtruchseß (hereditary steward) of Wiirttem
berg, Dietrich Spät, who had become an embittered enemy of 
the prince.45 The chancellor, Dr Gregor Lamparter, who had 
formerly been so influential, also fell into disgrace. When the 
prince had four leading opponents, all members of the hostile 
Landschaft (the estate of boroughs and rural districts) executed 
in 1516, Lamparter too fled the country. 

Along with the prince's personal incompetence, the develop
ment of the late medieval territories into modern states seems 
to have been the primary reason for these conflicts, especially 
with the nobility. This is shown by parallel events in Bavaria 
in 1514. Here, the councillor Leonhard von Eck was forced by 
the estates to leave the court because he favoured a policy 
decidedly in favour of the territorial sovereign. In 1516 he was 
able to return, but the duke's master of the household, 
Hieronymus von Stauff, who was caught between two fronts, 
was executed.46 Like Eck in Bavaria, Dr Ambrosius Volland, 
councillor in Wiirttemberg, strongly advanced the interests of 
the prince in subsequent years ( after 151 7 also in his capacity 
as chancellor).47 Eck and Volland were, to some extent, living 
at a turning point. Each came from the traditional ruling class 
of his respective territory - Eck was a member of the nobility, 
and Volland came from the urban élite, the so-called 
Ehrbarkeit. For all that, they opposed many of the members of 

43 Wurttembergische Landtagsakten, pp. 168, 169, and 173. 
44 Grube, Der Stuttgarter Landtag, p. 91. 
45 Bernhardt, Die Zentralbehiirden des Her.-.ogtums Wurttemberg und ihre Beamten, ii. 649. 
46 Spindler (ed.), Handbuch der bayerischen Geschi&hu, ii. 299-301. 
47 Bernhardt, Die Zentralbehiirden des Her.-.ogtums Wurttemberg und ihre Beamten, ii. 69g--

700. 
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their own class in as much as they did not insist on preserving, 
or, rather, extending, the traditional mode of ruling with or by 
the advice of the council and estates, but deliberately chose to 
promote the cause of the prince's personal rule; in other 
words, they encouraged the development of absolutism. 
Despite shifts in emphasis, however, the court and the prince 
remained the centre of politics and government. 
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Court, Council, and Nobility in 
Tudor England 

DAVID STARKEY 

'IT is difficult to realize that the king's Council was part of the 
king's household, ... and that we have to trace the develop
ment of the Council with the help of household books and 
ordinances.' This is A. F. Pollard's most striking insight into 
the history of the council. It is also the one that has least 
affected the historiography. This chapter aims to redress the 
balance by treating the development of the Tudor privy 
council as an aspect of the history of the Tudor court. 

One reason for Pollard's dictum falling on stony ground 
was that the evolution of the Tudor household itself was 
imperfectly understood. 1 But the broad outlines are now clear. 
The medieval English household, like other European courts, 
had been divided into two main departments, the household 
('below stairs') and the chamber ('above stairs'). In the early 
Tudor period, however, a new third department, the privy 
chamber, appeared. This was responsible for the king's 
personal body service. Three main factors were involved. The 
first was behavioural: there was a new taste for privacy, whose 
architectural expression was the creation of an extensive 
'privy lodging' for the king. The second was political, as 

1 A. F. Pollard, 'Council, Star Chamber, and Privy Council under the Tudors', 
English Historical Review, 37 ( 1922), 337-60, p. 340. The other reason for the neglect of 
Pollard's point was that Sir Geoffrey Elton, the most recent authority on the 16th 
cent., chose to follow Newton's curious theory that the reign of Henry VIII saw the 
definitive separation between 'government' and 'household' (A. P. Newton, 'Tudor 
Reforms in the Royal Household', in R. W. Seton-Watson (ed.), Tudor Studies 
(London, 1924), 231-56, esp. p. 232). Elton's recent attempt to reassert the full 
purity of his early doctrine of a 'Tudor Revolution in Government' does not 
convince: G. R. Elton, 'Tudor Government', Historicaljoumal, 31 (1988), pp. 425-34, 
answered by D. Starkey, 'Tudor Government: The Facts', ibid. 921-31. In view of 
this exchange it seemed unnecessary to draw attention here to most ofmy points of 
disagreement with Elton. 
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Henry VIIl's great ministers Wolsey and Cromwell sought to 
bridle their ever-changeable master by packing this 'privy 
lodging' with their creatures. And the third and most 
important was the king's own desire to mould his personal 
service for his own ends: to preserve his privacy on the one 
hand and his freedom of action on the other. The course of 
change was as complex as its causes. The foundations of the 
privy chamber's organization were laid by Henry VII in 
about 1495; in 1518-19 a series of ad hoc changes created a 
hierarchy of new offices and fees; in 1526 the new department 
was, for the first time, the subject offull and formal regulation 
in the Eltham ordinances; and in 1539-40 another great set of 
household ordinances gave the final touches. 2 

But what of the council in all this? Pollard's dictum would 
suggest that major change in one part of the royal entourage-
the privy chamber-would have its counterpart in alteration 
in another-the council. And so it proves. The time-scale of 
innovation is similar; the same dates, and even the same 
documents, appear as milestones. And some of the same 
causes were at work: the royal itinerary and the planning of 
the king's palaces on the one hand, and his strategies of power 
on the other. But the role of the ministers is not prominent. 
Instead, involvement in conciliar reform appears as the 
particular field of action of the group most strenuously 
opposed to ministerial power: the Tudor nobility.3 

Or at least it does under Henry VIII. Under Henry VII the 
story is very different. His council presents a double aspect: on 
the one hand, it was large and diverse in membership; on the 
other, it met in a series of smaller councils or courts. There. 
were several of these, of which the three most important were 
the council in star chamber, the council attendant, and the 
council-learned-at-law. There was much overlap in personnel 

2 A convenient summary of all this will be found in D. Starkey, 'Intimacy and 
Innovation', in idem (ed.)., The English Court.from the Wars of the Roses to the Civil War 
(London, 1g87), pp. 71-118. 

3 The role of the ideology of 'aristocratic conciliarism' in the development of the 
council is more fully considered in D. Starkey, 'The Lords of the Council: 
Aristocracy, Ideology and the Formation of the Tudor Privy Council', Proceedings of 
the One Hundred First Annual Meeting of the American Historical Association ( 1986), sess. 31, 
andJ. Guy, 'The King's Council and Political Participation', in A. Fox andJ. Guy 
(edd.), Reassessing the Henrician Age (Oxford, 1986), pp. 121-47. 
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between these councils, but they also led substantially 
separate lives. They met in different places and at different 
times of the year; they had different presiding officers, records, 
and record keepers; finally, they differed substantially in 
function. 4 But underlying the apparent tendency of the 
council to fragment into a series of separate councils was an 
opposed development which concentrated most important 
business-of whatever sort and wherever it was transacted
into the hands of a small group of inner councillors. The 
membership of the 'inner ring' emerges fleetingly from 
ambassadorial reports and the like while Henry was still alive; 
it becomes manifest at his death when the eighteen 'inner 
councillors' were listed as the executors of his will. And, just 
as it would be under the terms of Henry VIII's own will, the 
dead king's executors became the councillors of the new king.5 

One of their first acts was to decide on the repudiation of the 
old king's 'fiscal tyranny': Empson and Dudley, the two 
leading lights of the council learned and both members of the 
inner ring were arrested, and the council learned itself 
dissolved. 

But the rest of the 'inner councillors' went from strength to 
strength. Henry was seventeen years and ten months old at his 
accession. This made him barely of age and indeed the 'inner 
ring' of his council behaved 'almost after the fashion of 
councillors during a royal minority'. Councillors countersigned 
both the cancellation of recognizances and the issuing of 
grants; letters patent were also made 'by advice of the 

4 C. G. Bayne and W. H. Dunham, Select Cases in the Council of Henry Vil (Se;ldcn 
Society, 75; 1958), pp. xxiv-xxviii, xxxvi-xl, lxxviii-lxxix; M. Condon, 'Ruling Elites 
in the Reign of Henry VII', in C. Ross (ed.), Patronage, Pedigree and Power in Later 
Medieval England (Gloucester, 1979), 109-42, pp. 130-4; cadcm, 'An Anachronism 
with Intent? Henry VII's Council Ordinance of 1491/2', in R. A. Griffiths et al. 
(edd.), Kings and Nobles in the Later Middle Ages (London, 1986), 228--53, p. 246 item 9; 
J. Stow, A·Survl!JI of London, ed. C. L. Kingsford (2 vols.; Oxford, 1908), ii. 119; 
L. M. Hill' (ed.), The Ancient State Authoritie, and Proceeding~ of the Court of Requests 
(Cambridge, 1975), PP,· 3g-40; Pollard, 'Council', pp. 344-5. 

5 Condon, 'Ruling Elites', pp. 128--30; J. Guy, 'The Privy Council: Revolution or 
Evolution?', in C. Coleman and D. Starkey (edd.), Revolution Reassessed (Oxford, 
1986), 5g-86, p. 62. 

6 G. R. Elton, 'Henry VII: Rapacity and Remorse', in idem, Studies in Tudor and 
Stuart Government and Sociery (3 vols.; Cambridge, 1974-83), i. 45--66, p. 6s; L[etters 
and] P[apers, Foreign and Domestic, of the Reign of Henry VIII], ed. J. S. Brewer, J. 
Gairdner, and R.H. Brodie (21 vols. and addenda; London, 1862-1932), I. i. 11/10. 
ii. 
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Council'.7 It was the same with policy. Henry VIII had come 
to the throne committed to war with France; yet Vergil 
depicts him having to fight every inch of the way against the 
preponderant peace party on his council. And when the 
decision was finally taken to attack 'his ancient enemy the 
French king', the army was raised 'by advice of the Council'.8 

This is more like the behaviour of a fifteenth- than a sixteenth
century council. And there are many other echoes of 
'Lancastrian constitutionalism' in these years as well, with 
both the Modus Tenendi Parliamentum-the arch text of aristo
cratic concilarism-and Magna Carta itself reappearing in 
political discourse. 9 

The role ofroyal liberator, in which More's Latin verse also 
casts the young king, was attractive enough to Henry. 10 But 
the reality of conciliar control was another matter. There is no 
need to read back into the young Henry the ferocious self-will 
of his older self to guess that he found it irksome. He used two 
main strategies to circumvent it. The first was through the 
privy chamber, where, in contrast to the council, he seems to 
have had a free choice of his servants; 11 the second, and much 
the more important, was through a favourite in the council: 
Wolsey. Wolsey had been even more of an outsider than 
Compton, the new head of the privy chamber. And Wolsey 
too saw his 'plain path ... towards promotion' in the new 
king's self-will. He was the 'most earnest and readiest among 
all the Council to advance the king's only will and pleasure 
without any respect to the case'. Henry in turn quickly picked 
him out as the 'meet instrument for the accomplishment of his 

7 Guy, 'Privy Council', p. 63. 
8 LP I. i. 857/22, 1316/8, 4-1; D. Hay (ed.), The Anglica Historia of Polydore Vergil 

(Camden Series, 74-; 1950), pp. 161-3, 197--g. 
9 G. R. Elton, 'The Materials of Parliamentary History', in idem, Studies, iii. 58-

155, pp. 84--5; idem, 'Henry VII: 'A Restatement', in idem, Studies, i. 88-g; 
R. L. Storey, The Reign of Henry VII (London, 1968), pp. 21er-12 and n. Cf. D. 
Starkey, The Reign of Henry VIII: Personalities and Politics (London, 1985), eh. 2, for an 
account which puts more emphasis on the role of the nobility. 

10 R. Marius, Thomas More (London, 1985), pp. 52-3. 
11 Starkey, Reign•ofHenry VIII, pp. 4-7-8; idem, 'Representation through Intimacy', 

in I. Lewis (ed.), Symbols and Sentiments (London, New York, and San Francisco, 
1977), 187-224-, pp. 203-7. The idea of royal strategies is taken from N. Cuddy, 'The 
Revival of the Entourage: The Bedchamber of-James I', in Starkey, English Court, 
pp. I 73--225. 
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devised will and pleasure'. 12 King and councillor each needed 
the other and each used the other. An early target for the pair 
was the conciliar veto on direct royal instructions to chancery 
by signed bill. In May 1511 Wolsey delivered a signed bill to 
the chancellor in person, 'by the royal command, as the said 
Master Wolsey declared' ('ex mandato regio, ut asseruit 
dictus Dominus Wolcy'). Intimidated by the command and 
probably by the messenger as well, Warham reluctantly 
executed the patent. But this was a single breach in the dike. 
Only two years later, when the English armies crossed into 
France, was the embargo on signed bills swept away. The 
raising and equipping of these armies was the first great 
triumph for Wolsey the organizer; two years later still came 
his reward when Warham resigned the chancellorship into his 
hands in December 1515. The following spring Fox, the lord 
privy seal, resigned as well. Wolsey, now cardinal archbishop 
of York, was unchallenged first minister. 13 

This ministerial government had a major impact on both 
branches of the council. The council in star chamber 
recovered from an apparent decline in business. But it became 
more exclusively judicial. And within it Wolsey transformed 
the chancellor's traditional pre-eminence into an almost regal 
domination. Wolsey's policy was proclaimed in star chamber; 
star chamber enforced it; and star chamber broke and 
humiliated those unwise enough to cross the cardinal
chancellor. The consequences for the council attendant were 
even more far reaching. Here the decline in business, 
noticeable in star chamber, had been catastrophic: no cases at 
all seem to have been heard in requests, the judicial branch of 
the council attendant, between April 1512 and May 1514; 

while in 1512 also the clerkship of the council attendant was 
extinguished as a separate office and -became a mere per
quisite of Richard Eden, the clerk of the council in star 
chamber (which it was to remain for nearly two decades). 14 

12 G. Cavendish in R. S. Sylvester and D. P. Harding (edd.), Two Ear!, Tudor Lives 
(New Haven and London, 1962), 3-193, pp. 12-3. 

13 LP I. i. 784'44. A. F. Pollard, Wolsey (London, 1929), p. 15 and nn. 1, 2, is 
misleading on procedure. The proper context is given by D. Starkey, 'Court and 
Government', in Coleman and Starkey (edd.), Revolution Reassessed, 29-58, esp. p. 49. 

14 J. Guy, The Cardinal's Court (Hassocks, 1977), pp. 26---35; idem, 'Privy Council', 
p. 6s; Hill, Ancient State, p. 88. For Eden's appointment as clerk of the council in star 
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And far from reversing this decline, Wolsey's advent accentu
ated it. There were three reasons for this. First was the young 
Henry's own devotion to pleasure and indifference to business
or at least such business as did not relate to war and 
diplomacy. The second was Wolsey's jealousy of possible 
rivals about the king. This cannot have been an important 
factor before 1515 since Wolsey himself haunted the court. 
But it became so later on. The third and probably the most 
significant was the burning of the residential part of the palace 
of Westminster. 

The fire took place in 1512 ( the year that the hiatus in 
requests business began), and the palace was never rebuilt. 
Nor was any sizeable alternative palace constructed in the 
first two decades of the reign. The nearest adequate accom
modation in fact was Greenwich, and there the court was 'for 
the most part ... in the term' (that is, the sixteen weeks a year 
when the law courts were in session). But the fire had spared 
the administrative buildings round New Palace Yard: the star 
chamber itself, the exchequer, and Westminster Hall, where 
the common law courts sat. And here the centre of government 
remained. The king was thus separated by some five miles 
from his administration. 15 

Wolsey, on the other hand, lived over the shop. For 
immediately on the north side of New Palace Yard lay York 
Place, the old palace of the archbishops of York, which he 
rebuilt in fine style. Thence 'daily ... in the term season', he 
would go in procession to Westminster Palace and sit first in 
chancery and subsequently in star chamber. And it was 
another, rather longer, procession that served as the link 

chamber with the fee of 40 marks payable in the exchequer see LP I. i. 1462/26, and 
Bayne and Dunham, Council of Henry Vil, p. lxxix and nn.; for his continuing to hold 
at the same time the clerkship of the council attendant with its fee of £20 payable by the 
chamber see LP II. ii. p. 1464 (1512-14), III. i. p. 409 (1520--1), ii.p. 1535 (1519); 
G. R. Elton, The Tudor Revolution in Government (Cambridge, 1953), pp. 441-2. The 
accounts in Pollard, 'Council', p. 347 n. 2; Elton, Tudor Revolution, p. 346; Guy, 'Privy 
Council', p. 72, all wrestle variously with the problem of which clerkships Eden held 
and for how long. But the solution adopted in the text is the only one that meets all 
the evidence. 

15 Stowe, Survey, ii. 117-;19; H. M. Colvin (ed.); History of the King's Works (6 vols.; 
London 1963--82), iv. 287; Sylvester and Harding (edd.), Two Early Tudor Lives, p. 26. 
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between the king and his government {which at times seemed 
like the cardinal's government). For on most Sundays Wolsey 
would go in state to Greenwich: in his barge to the City; then 
through the City on horseback, and by barge again to 
Greenwich: 'he being thus in the court, it was wonderfully 
furnished with noblemen and gentlemen, much otherwise 
than it was before his coming'. Even in term time, therefore, 
the magnet, round which the other councillors clustered, 
remained the cardinal and Westminster, not the king and 
Greenwich. 

In vacation, and the long vacation in particular, the 
tendency was all the more marked. In the letter he wrote on 
his resignation in 1516, Wolsey's mentor and sometime 
patron, Richard Fox, bishop of Winchester, advised him 
'when the term is done, keep the Council with the king's grace 
wheresoever he be'. 16 It was a counsel of perfection. Greenwich 
at least was large, but many of Henry's summer palaces were 
cramped and old fashioned-little better than hunting lodges 
in fact. It would have been hard to accommodate Wolsey and 
his train, and in any case he preferred the comfort and 
modernity of his own houses. Other councillors seem to have 
felt the same. The result was a dearth of counsel about the 
king. And, it will be argued, it was the successive attempts to 
fill this vacuum that provide the main impetus behind the 
council's development for the next two decades. 

The first step was modest enough. In July 1514 Thomas 
Neville, brother of Lord Abergavenny, was given an annuity 
of £100 'for his good counsel to be given and attendance on the 
king's person to be made'. His appointment as councillor 
attendant thus coincides with the revival of requests business 
and may help to explain it. But he was quickly diverted to 
other things: he was elected speaker of the 1515 parliament 
and from 1517 was a member of the successive conciliar 
committees appointed to sit in the White Hall at Westminster 
to hear poor men's suits referred from star chamber.17 Not for 

16 Ibid. 24--6; P. S. and H. M. Allen, Letters of Richard Fox (Oxford, 1929), p. 84. 
See ibid. 97 where Fox refers to his 'daily attending upon you [i.e. Wolsey] in the 
king's Council'. 

17 LP I. ii. 3107/42; J. S. Roskell, The Commons and their SpeakeTs in English 
Parliaments, 1376-1523 (Manchester, 1965), pp. 318-20; Guy, Cardinal's Court, pp. 41-
2 and nn. 



182 DAVID STARKEY 

the last time, a councillor attendant had been attracted away 
from the court back to the epicentre of Westminster-and the 
cardinal-chancellor. 

Neville's brief and undistinguished history as councillor 
attendant suggests that no very high priority was accorded to 
the role. But the events of 1517 conspired to alter this. Two 
things were involved. The first was change within the section 
of the royal entourage that did accompany the king in all his 
wanderings: the privy chamber. The privy chamber, as we 
have seen, had been Henry's first means of asserting his will 
against his nanny council. This might have led to tensions 
with Wolsey. But Compton, the groom of the stool, was more 
interested in profit than politics, and to begin with his 
relations with Wolsey were good, even 'great'. Between 1515 
and 1517, however, a new group of privy chamber favourites, 
the 'minions', consolidated their hold on royal favour. They 
were led by the youthful brothers-in-law Nicholas Carew and 
Francis Bryan. They were of higher birth than Compton and 
much better connected with the nobility. And, from the 
beginning, they had higher ambitions and were prepared to 
take a more aggressive line with Wolsey. 18 

If youth was the first catalyst of change, disease was the 
second. In the summer of 1517 the sweating sickness (perhaps 
a virulent form of influenza) struck. Wolsey had fallen victim 
to an earlier outbreak in June when he nearly died, and he 
succumbed repeatedly in the course of the summer. Henry, as 
usual when faced with pestilence, fled-first to Richmond 
then to Windsor. And as the disease lingered on into the 
autumn and the winter, the whole routine of business 
collapsed. Henry wandered from place to place to the west of 
London; Wolsey, after his return from a pilgrimage to 
Walsingham to give thanks for his eventual recovery, retired 
to Hampton Court, taking chancery with him. Not till 21 

January did Wolsey come back to Westminster for the start of 
Hilary term; Henry VIII too put in an appearance, but 
immediately withdrew again to Windsor. 19 In the intervening 

18 Edward, Lord Herbert, The Life and Reign of King Henry the Eighth (London, 
1649), p. 8; E. Lodge, Illustrations of British History (London, 1791) i. 18 ff. (LP 
II. i. 1959); and for the rise of the minions, see Starkey, 'Intimacy and Innovation', 
pp. 7g-82. 19 LP II. ii. 3372, 3558, 3638, 3655, 3810, 3825, 3896. 
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months, king and cardinal had met only once or twice. 
Otherwise Henry was left not only without formal counsel but 
also without formalized methods of transacting business. The 
privy chamber stepped into the breach: a clerk {probably 
Carew's) wrote out the king's letters and his master influenced 
their contents. Minions and minister clashed over the 
marriage of the wealthy widow of a tenant-in-chief. And able 
to command the king's signature, the minions won. Wolsey 
had learned the hard way the value of Fox's advice.20 

Late in 151 7 the cardinal wrote to Sir Richard Wingfield in 
Calais lamenting that his sickness had meant that he had had 
'these many days but seldom and little access to the king's 
presence'. 'But', he continued, 'now that I am amended ... I 
trust to repair to the court more often than I have done.'21 At · 
the same time, he moved to fill the vacuum about the king. 
Richard Pace, the royal secretary, who had just returned from 
an embassy to the Swiss, was sent to reside at court in the new 
year, 22 as was the up-and-coming humanist and lawyer, 
Thomas More. Pace's job was to write Henry's letters and 
hold a watching brief for Wolsey; while More's was to handle, 
in harness with John Clerk (appointed dean of the Chapel 
Royal in 1519), 'poor men's suits' at court. More's job was 
soon broadened, however: he too was roped into the thankless 
task of acting as intermediary between king and cardinal; he 
also consulted with the king on business. 

For Henry it had all the delight of a new game. On 26 
March, clearly modelling himself on Wolsey's grand orations 
in star chamber, he gave 'very wise and substantial precepts' 
to the newly appointed More and Clerk 'concerning their 
charges and especially enempst [ concerning] forfeitures'. He 
was weaker, however, at detail. On I April {appropriately 
enough) Pace informed Wolsey of a request by Clerk and 
More that the cardinal should write to the lord steward or 
controller of the household to make sure that they were 
actually given 'daily such allowance of meat and drink as the 
king's Grace hath granted unto them gladly by his bill signed'. 

20 Bodleian Library, Oxford, Ashmole MS 1148/XI, and see the fuller discussion 
in Starkey, Reign of Henry VIII, pp. 73-4. 

21 P[ublic] R[ecord] O[ffice], London, SP 1/16, fos. 98-g (LP II. ii, app. 41). 
22 LP II. ii. 3885, 3985. 
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At the same time Pace put in a word for himself, claiming that 
he was 'not served according to the order of the king's house, 
neither as his grace would I should be'. 23 These events are 
important. They mark the first stirrings of Henry's own 
appetite for control; they also show the intimate connection 
between household and council that is a central, and 
neglected theme of the reign. 

Yet, most of all, they highlight the gap between intention 
and fulfilment: Henry might aspire to be master, but he was 
not even master in his own house. Over the next year Wolsey 
put it in order for him. On 21 June 1518 More was granted an 
annuity, backdated to the previous Michaelmas (probably as 
a form of compensation for the privations of his first bumpy 
days at court). The annuity was for £100, the same amount as 
Neville's, and we should perhaps see More as his belated 
successor. Then in September the minions were given the 
newly created office of gentleman of the privy chamber. The 
following May, however, the four leading gentlemen were 
expelled from court and exiled to Calais on the grounds that 
they were a bad influence on the king. In their places were put 
four 'men of greater age, and perhaps of greater repute, but 
creatures of Cardinal Wolsey'. They were given the hybrid 
title of 'knight of the Body in the Privy Chamber'. In the 
course of the next two months they and the remainder of the 
privy chamber's establishment were granted wages on a 
carefully graded official scale. In late summer 151 g the 
minions, a little chastened perhaps, returned to court and in 
the autumn this significantly expanded royal entourage was 
put on to a regular footing by the first of a series of lists 
entitled 'daily liveries in the king's household'. The question 
of entitlement to board, lodging, and allowances at court, 
which had so agitated Pace, More, and Clerk the previous 
year, was now settled.24 

This completed the institutionalization, not only of the 
privy chamber, but also of a council attendant-indeed the 

23 PRO, SP 1/r6, fos. 176, 206-7 (LP II. ii. 4025, 4055). 
24 G. R. Elton, 'Thomas More, Councillor', in idem, Studies, i. 12g-54, p. 131; 

Starkey, 'Intimacy and Innovation', pp. 103-4; R. L. Brown (ed.), Four Years at the 
Court of Henry VIII (2 vols.; London, 1854), ii. 269 (LP III. i. 235); PRO, SP 1/r9, fos. 
85-7 (LP III. i. 491); LP III. i. 231, 248--g, 278/20, 316-7, 347/7, 20. 
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two groups intermeshed and overlapped to the point to which 
they became one. This was particularly true of the four 
'knights of the Body in the Privy Chamber'. Two of them, Sir 
Richard Wingfield and Sir Richard Weston, were already 
councillors; the other two, Sir William Kingston and Sir 
Richard J erningham, were sworn of the council in October 
1519. Their fee of £100 was the same as a councillor's, and 
they discharged the same duties: Weston and Wingfield were 
both active in star chamber; Jerningham and Kingston were 
members of the special commissions to draw up inventories of 
the royal possessions which were set up in 151g-as indeed 
was Wingfield. But equally the three then at court had the 
dubious privilege of performing as members of the group of 
old buffers in the anti-masque of Age that preceded the 
masque of Youth in October 1519; and when first Wingfield 
and thenJerningham was sent as ambassador to France it was 
their place of intimate attendance in the privy chamber that 
was stressed by their instructions. 25 

The king now had a private staff. But the initiative in 
setting it up had been taken by Wolsey: it was hand-picked by 
him and spent much of its time liaising with him. Even its 
nature was altered by the outcome of the minister's recent 
judicial reforms. With the setting up of the conciliar 
committee in the White Hall, requests business lost its age-old 
attachment to the peripatetic royal court and instead settled 
down in Westminster. The change is very clear from 1519. 
This, taken in isolation, has been understood to mean a 
further diminution in the council attendant. But set against 
what we now know of the role of courtier-councillors like the 
knights of the body it meant not so much diminution as 
change: the remaining judicial business at court was dealt 
with largely by two lesser councillors (the ancestors of the 
later masters ofrequests), which left the council attendant as 
a whole free to assume a more 'political' role.26 

25 W. H. Dunham, 'Members of Henry VIIl's Whole Council, 1509-1527', English 
Historical Review, 59 (1944), 187-210, pp. 189-90, 209; B[ritish] L[ibrary], Cotton MS 
Titus Bi, fo. 188 ff.; E. Hall, The Union of the Two Noble and /llustre Families of Lancaster 
and York [The Chronicle} (London, 1808), p. 599; PRO, SP 1/19, fo. 200 (LP Ill. i. 629); 
Starkey, 'Representation', pp. 201-2. 

26 Guy, Cardinal's Court, pp. 42-5. This important account is the starting-point for 
an understanding of the conciliar changes of 1518-19. 
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This reflects a change in Henry VIII himself. For there are 
clear signs in these years of Henry's taking a closer interest in 
the business of government, and it may be that Catherine of 
Aragon's last pregnancy, which terminated in the birth of 
another short-lived girl in November 1518, served to concen
trate his mind. Henry's interest in government still came in 
fits and starts. Even so, it was a mixed blessing for the 
minister, and it tended to fuel his jealousy (which seems to 
have been quite unfounded) of the little group of councillors 
and courtiers about the king. The result was that he sought 
either to expel them from court ( as he had done temporarily 
with the minions in the spring of 1518) or to attract them back 
into his own orbit. Henry, for his part, stood his ground: he 
insisted that Pace should go to Wolsey only for special items of 
business, 'and at other times to remain in the court'. It was 
less easy to take a firm line when it was the demands of war 
and diplomacy that called men away. By 1522, however, 
things had reached such a pass that Henry announced that he 
would not remain 'so bare without some noble and wise sage 
personages about him'. Asked whom he wanted, 'his Grace 
answered that he would name none but some he would 
have'.27 

In 1525 the advent of 'right honourable and profitable 
peace with all outward regions' put an end to Wolsey's 
excuses (if excuses they were) for getting his putative rivals 
'out of the way'. Moreover, peace abroad opened the way to a 
grand programme of domestic reform. This was enacted in the 
Eltham ordinances, published in January 1526. The bulk of 
the ordinances dealt with the reform of the king's household, 
and the privy chamber in particular. But chapters 74 and 75 
tackled the council. Their ostensible purpose was to provide 
for 'a good number' of councillors to give 'their attendance 
upon [the king's] most royal person'. Twenty such were listed, 
beginning with Chancellor Wolsey, Treasurer Norfolk, and 

27 LP II. ii. 406o, 4568, 4673. The sending of messengers between Henry VIII and 
Wolsey is a useful index of the king's involvement in business: none is recorded in the 
chamber accounts for 1514-17; a few appear in the spring of 1518 (LP II. ii. p. 1477), 
and more in the following year (ibid. III. ii. pp. 1534, 1537). For the tug of counsel 
between Henry VIII and Wolsey sec Starkey, 'Intimacy and Innovation', p. 10s; 
P]-0, SP 1/19, fo. 94 (LP III. i. 504); PRO, SP 1/24, fos. 246--7 (LP III. ii. 2317). 
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Privy Seal Ruthall, and ending with the captain of the guard, 
Sir William Kingston, and Dr Richard Wolman, who was 
responsible 'for ordering of poor men's complaints and 
causes'. But recognizing that the leading councillors 'shall 
many seasons fortune to be absent from the king's court, and 
specially in the term times', arrangements were made for 
groups of their more junior colleagues to hold the fort: first 
ten, then four and finally 'two ... at the least [ shall] always 
be present'. 28 

Historians have seen two hands at work here: the king, 
pressing for 'an honourable presence of councillors about his 
Grace, as to his high honour doth appertain', and Wolsey, 
more aware of the realities of power which kept councillors 
'absent for some reasonable cause', and of course having his 
own reasons for welcoming such absence. This indeed seems 
to be the case. Wolsey's working papers for the ordinances 
show that he was thinking throughout of the kind of small 
group of 'councillors daily attendant' that had existed since 
1518-19.29 In fact 1526 represents a wholesale return to the ad 
hoe changes of 1518-19. But with one important difference: in 
151 9 the personnel of the privy chamber and the council 
attendant had come near to fusing; in 1526 they were carefully 
separated. Councillors no longer had the office of intimate 
attendance on the sovereign; while the members of the privy 
chamber, who gave such attendance, were enjoined to keep 
strictly to their domestic sphere: none was to 'advance himself 
further in service ... or intermeddle of causes or matters 
whatsoever'. 30 

Nevertheless, the Eltham ordinances did establish the 
council attendant as the king's principal council; while the 

28 A Collection of Ordi11M1Us and Regulations far the Gowmment of the Royal Household 
[HO] (Society of Antiquaries of London; London, 1790), pp. 137, 15g--60. 

29 PRO, SP 1/37, fo. 72 ff. (LP IV. i. 1939'7), 'A number of persons thought 
convenient to attend upon the king', was the main blueprint for the Eltham 
ordinances. It includes among the 'daily waiters' 'the king's secretary' and 
'councillors daily attendant'. The formulation of the Eltham ordinances is discussed 
in D. Starkey, 'The King's Privy Chamber, 14-85-1509', (Ph.D. thesis; Cambridge, 
1973), pp. 133--81. 

30 HO 154-5, 159, list the privy chamber and council; ibid. 157, 161. The last 
commands 'the Lord Cardinal, chancellor of England, with the residue of the king's 
council attending upon his person', to check quarterly on the enforcement of the 
ordinances. 
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considerations-practical and political-that inhibited its 
operations so long as Wolsey held the reins of power, vanished 
with his fall. The cardinal, old trouper that he was, kept up 
appearances to the last. On the first day of Michaelmas term 
1529, as he himself was being indicted in King's Bench, he 
'came into Westminster Hall with all his train ... and ... sat 
in the Chancery'. He was unable, however, to sit in star 
chamber, 'for all the lords and other the king's Council were 
gone to Windsor to the king'. The conciliar mountain, 
immovable so long, had come to the royal Mahomet. 31 

Mahomet also came to the mountain. With Wolsey's fall, 
all his property was forfeit to the king. Henry seized York 
Place first. From this palace, his 'place besides Westminster' 
as he called it, Wolsey had gone in procession to star chamber; 
now the councillors in star chamber could come to the king in 
his 'new palace of Westminster' as it was formally entitled by 
act of parliament in 1536, or, as it was soon popularly known, 
Whitehall. The change did not happen overnight, of course. 
Between 1529 and 1532 Henry made twenty visits to 
Whitehall, with his longest stay lasting from January to April 
1531. But immediately after this last visit Henry embarked on 
his major rebuilding of Wolsey's house and for the next 
eighteen months or so the palace must have been an 
uninhabitable building site. It was also that Henry identified 
Whitehall as his 'working' palace, and his attitude to work 
long remained ambivalent. But come to Whitehall he did, and 
more often and for longer. 32 

These developments-the shift of political gravity from the 
cardinal's court to the king's court, on the one hand, and the 
king's acquisition of a new palace at Westminster that came to 
replace Greenwich as his usual term-time residence, on the 
other-permanently altered the council. What mattered was 
no longer the councillors in star chamber, but the 'council 
appointed to attend upon his Grace'. The king's view of 
counsel had triumphed over Wolsey's. But there is another 

31 Hall, Chronicle, p. 76o. 
32 Statutes of the Realm, ed. A. Luders et al. (11 vols.; London, 1810--28), iii. 668; 

Colviri, King's Works, iv. 301 n. 2, 306--7; Guy, 'Privy Council', p. 69; State Papers 
Published under the Authority of His Majesty's Commission, King Henry VIII (11 vols.; 
London, 1830--52), i. 510 (LP XI. 1124); HO 161. 
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element to the story-the contribution of the king's most 
powerful subjects, the nobility. 

In May 1525, as they were mopping up after the disturb
ances which had followed the disastrous financial expedient 
known as the Amicable Grant, the dukes of Norfolk and 
Suffolk had written jointly to Wolsey, insisting that 'we never 
saw the time so needful for the king's Highness to call his 
Council unto him to debate and determine what is best to be 
done'. The council outlined seven months later in the Eltham 
ordinances can plausibly be seen as a response to this advice. 
In particular, its emphasis on the 'qualifying office' (as 
Professor Elton has called it) held by each councillor reflected 
a typically noble mode of thought. Nobles were used to 
arguing before the court of claims for rights to perform 
honorific services at the coronation by virtue of offices or 
property they had inherited; and their libraries contained 
treatises written to support their claims. Nor were such 
hereditary offices as earl marshal merely ceremonial, as we 
tend to think. In 1536 Norfolk cited the treatise on the 
marshalship, of which he had commissioned a copy, to plead 
that, as marshal, 'I may have vanguard' of the army against 
the Pilgrims; while in 1526 the marshalship was the 'qualifying 
office' for the seat in the council attendant of Norfolk's 
predecessor as marshal, Suffolk. 33 

In 1526 the role of the nobility in shaping the proposed 
council attendant has to remain a matter of conjecture; three 
years later with the fall of Wolsey it is not in doubt. The 
leaders of the attack on the cardinal were Anne Boleyn and 
her supporters, who were strong in the privy chamber, and the 
dukes of Norfolk and Suffolk, who aspired to dominance in 
and through the council. The two dukes charged Wolsey with 
having subverted conciliar government: by monopolizing 
information, by cutting off direct access to the king, and by 

33 PRO, SP 1/34, fo. 196 (LP IV. i. 1329); G. R. Elton, 'Tudor Government: The 
Points of Contact. II The Council', in idem, Studies, iii. 21-38, pp. 28--g. Norfolk's 
copy of the Modus (or a copy of his copy) is in I[sabclla] S[tcwart] G[ardncr 
Museum, Boston], MS Inventory no. 3. T/8, discussed in D. Starkey, 'Stewart 
Serendipity: A Missing Text of the Modus Tenendi Parliamentum', Fenway Court (1986), 
pp. 38-51. LP XI. 642; earlier Norfolk had been sent to the troops mustered at 
Ampthill, 'there to exercise the office of high marshal' (PRO, SP 1/107, fo. 37 (LP 
XI. 579/2). 
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inhibiting free discussion in the council itself. And they 
promised better for the future. When he was complimented 
by the imperial ambassador Eustace Chapuys on the fact that 
government would now be entrusted 'to those who from birth 
and circumstances were more competent', Norfolk was 
careful to emphasize that affairs 'would be managed not by an 
individual but by a Council'.34 

For the next year or two they were. This period gave the 
council attendant, set up by the Eltham ordinances, time to 
develop-or perhaps it would be better to say revive-its 
machinery. Under Henry VII the office of president of the 
council had been particularly associated with the council 
attendant. The office had vanished under Henry VIII. But 
now it was disinterred. In autumn 1529, immediately after the 
fall of Wolsey, parliament gave statutory authority to the 
office of 'president of the king's most honourable Council ... 
attending upon his ... person', and ranked it third in the 
official hierarchy, behind the chancellor and treasurer but 
ahead of the privy seal. The following February the office was 
assumed by Suffolk, the second of the duumvirate of dukes. 
The background was filled in for Chapuys by Councillor 
Tuke. Henry, he explained, 'had determined to take the 
management of his own affairs and had appointed several 
councillors'. This was to prevent his being 'without a Council' 
when Norfolk and More 'are detained here [i.e. in London] by 
judicial business (aux a.fferes de la justice) and cannot attend him 
in his excursions to the country'. Suffolk, as 'president of his 
Privy Council residing next his person' was to have 'the same 
power and authority as the chancellor' in this council, when 
Treasurer Norfolk and Chancellor More were absent from 
court. Two years later the council attendant also regained its 
own clerk when the office, long reduced to a perquisite of the 
clerk of the council in star chamber, was revived as a separate 
post for Thomas Derby, 'clerk of our Council attending upon 
our person'.35 

3~ Cf. Guy, 'Privy Council', pp. 68--70; R. Fiddes, The Life of Cardinal Wolsey (2 
vols.; London, 1724--6) ii. Collections. 175i LP IV. iii. 6026. 

35 Pollard, 'Council', pp. 353--6; Calender of State Papers Spanish, edd. G. A. 
Bergenroth et al. (13 vols.; London, 1862-1954), iv. i (1529-30), pp. 451-2; Guy, 
Cardinal's Court, pp. 132-3. Guy does not give enough weight to the attachment of the 
presidency to the council attendant. Elton, Tudor Revolution, pp. 441-2. 
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All was not plain sailing however. Some of the nobles who 
now dominated the council, like Norfolk, were avid for power 
and willing, even eager, to assume the consequent burden of 
work. Most were not. One man soon arose who was, however: 
Thomas Cromwell. Cromwell had been Wolsey's own 
'councillor' and had learned from his old master; while Henry 
VIII, for his part, enacted some of the same rituals of 
friendship with the new minister as with the old, 'visiting him 
and supping at his house', for example.36 But Cromwell's 
house never displaced the court, as Wolsey's had done; nor 
did Cromwell demote the council so ostentatiously. He did, on 
the other hand, make both court and council less attractive, 
even hostile, to his rivals for power. The result was that when 
the tensions of the I 530s finally boiled over into the rebellion 
of the Pilgrimage of Grace, it was not only the substance of the 
government's policy that was attacked, but also its form. The 
rebels complained (in a clear echo of the 'Lancastrian 
constitutionalism' of the beginning of the reign) that 'your 
Grace takes of your Council and being about you such persons 
as be of low birth and small reputation'; and they demanded 
instead that a council of 'noblemen of the true noble blood 
[should] reign or rule about the king'.37 By a nice irony the 
rebellion provoked something like this very development. 
Henry withdrew from London to the safety of Windsor, taking 
with him a small select council. And for the next five months 
this council, under the king, was the government of England. 
They arrived at collective decisions, which they communicated 
by their common letters, signed by all councillors present. 
Incoming letters were also addressed collectively to 'the lords 
of the Council'. 

Is this then the origin of the 'privy council'? Many 
historians have argued that it was. And Henry VIII himself 
seems to agree with them. For in his reply to the rebels' 
manifesto criticizing the composition of his council, he listed 
the councillors attendant on him at Windsor as the lords 'of 
the temporarily' and 'of the spirituality' 'in our Privy 
Council'. The only problem is that Henry seemed equally 

36 LP VIII. 108, 121, 556. 
31 LP XI. 705/I, largely printed in A. Fletcher, Tudor Rebellions (London, 1968), 

pp. 120--1; LP XII. i. 1013. 



DAVID STARKEY 

confident that he had had a 'privy council' at the beginning of_ 
his reign. There is a further difficulty in the composition of the 
council left behind in London with the queen. This consisted 
of sixteen named individuals and 'the residue of her Council'. 
The three senior members of the London council-Audley, 
the lord chancellor, Cranmer, the archbishop of Canterbury, 
and Oxford, the great chamberlain-were also members of 
the 'privy council' attending on the king. And in the official 
list of the London council their names are marked with 'P' for 
privy councillor. But so are the names of another seven councillors 
who did not belong to the inner ring at Windsor. The problem is 
intractable unless we recognize that the term 'privy council' 
was still, even at this stage, a convenient turn of speech, not 
the name of an institution. The institution, such as it was, was 
the council attendant. 38 

The council attendant, of course, had had an official 
existence since the Eltham ordinances.39 But by this time its 
membership had changed substantially. As indeed had that of 
the privy chamber and the rest of the household. There had 
been an earlier move to bring the privy chamber's much
expanded establishment into conformity with the Eltham 
ordinances in 1532 or 1533. And the famous scribbled note in 
Cromwell's Remembrances 'to remember the king for the 
establishment of the Council' of June 1534 should probably be 
understood as an attempt to do the same for the council 
attendant. There is no sign that anything was done (and the 
privy chamber reform had certainly been ineffective). At all 
events, in January 1537 a comprehensive scheme for 'stab
lishing of the king's household' was floated.40 On 14January 

38 Cf. Guy, 'Privy Council', pp. 76--80; State Papers, i. 5o6-10; PRO, SP1/Io7, fo. 45 
(LP XI. 580/3. i). 

39 The tendency to dismiss the Eltham ordinances began with Pollard, who 
remarked that 'it does not appear that they were ever enforced, or exercised the 
remotest influence on the development of the Council or anything else' (Wais~, p. 110 
n. 3). Pollard was followed by Elton (Tudor Revolution, p. 321) and Guy ('Privy 
Council', pp. 67--8). But Starkey, 'Privy Chamber', p. 133--81, shows that the 
ordinances had a major impact on the household; it is now time to reassess their 
importance for a council that, as Pollard repeats, 'was only a part' of the household 
('Council', p. 359). 

40 BI., Add. MS 9835, fos. 24, 26, discussed in Elton, Tudor Revolution, pp. 37g--8o, 
and Starkey, 'Privy Chamber', pp. 185-201; LP, Addenda I. i. 944. Dr Glyn 
Redworth has made the same suggestion about the 1534 Remembrance in a private 
communication. 



Court and Council in Tudor England 193 

1537 John Hussey reported that 'some thinketh that the king's 
household shall be brought to the same order and state that 
the French king's court is at'. The rumours bubbled merrily 
for a fortnight or so, with many details leaking out. Then 
suddenly in early February the project collapsed: 'All those 
matters sleepeth', Hussey wrote on 6 February. What had 
gone wrong we cannot know. But the scheme of 1537 was 
clearly a precise anticipation of the actual reform programme 
of 1539-40. Then a restructuring of the council was at the 
heart of things. Probably it was too in 1537 and this, it is 
likely, was the sticking-point. Cromwell may have anticipated 
the difficulty. For in this letter of 14January Hussey couples 
his news about impending household reform with the informa
tion that 'My lord privy seal shall now keep the court 
ordinarily'. And a glance at Cromwell's itinerary shows that 
he did. As the council attendant faded out after April 1537 it 
was replaced by a minister attendant-and one who, moreover, 
after January 1539 was chief noble of the privy chamber as 
well as chief councillor. 41 

But by 1539 the political atmosphere had changed greatly. 
In the parliament which met in April the same issues that had 
convulsed the nation in 1536 were raised. But this time, in the 
safer territory of court, council, and parliament; it was the 
conservatives, not the radicals, who triumphed. Led by Henry 
with Norfolk as his mouthpiece, parliament restored the 
essence of Catholic doctrine in the act of six articles. Two 
other acts showed that politics had turned smartly right as 
well. The act of proclamations provided that proclamations 
could only be issued by 'the advice of the more part' of the 
council, and listed the office-holders who were to make up the 
council. These offices were then put into a hierarchy by the act 
of precedence. 42 

41 M. St Clare Byrne (ed.), The Lisle Letters (6 vols.; Chicago and London, 1981) 
iv. 240-2, 251-2, 256, and cf. the council agenda, LP XII. i. 1091. For Cromwell as 
head of the privy chamber LP XIV. i. 2; PRO, E 101/425/6; and for his itinerary, 
R. B. Merriman, Tiu Life and Letters of Thomas Cromwell (2 vols.; Oxford, 1902) 
ii. 280-1. In 1536, in the dedicatory epistle to Tiu Castle of Health, Sir Thomas Elyot 
praises Cromwell for the qualities that suited him to be 'a principal' among the 
'councillors attending on the person of the chief governor' (cited in F. Conrad, 'A 
Preservative against Tyranny: The Political Theology of.Sir Thomas Elyot'; Ph.D. 
thesis; Johns Hopkins University Baltimore, Maryland, 1988), p. 105. 

42 Statutes of the Realm, iii. 726--8, 72g--30, 73g--43. 
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Central to the noble concept of council, as we have already 
seen, were the great offices of state. These were of two different 
lineages. The high steward (now defunct), great chamberlain, 
constable (defunct also), earl marshal, and lord admiral had 
been the household and military officers of the Plantagenet 
kings. Many of the posts had become hereditary in the hands 
of magnate houses but had subsequently fallen to the crown. 
The chamberlain and steward of the household were originally 
the working deputies of the hereditary high steward and great 
chamberlain respectively. The chancellor, treasurer, lord 
president, and privy seal, on the other hand, were the chief 
administrative officers of the later medieval monarchy. These 
posts, except for the treasurership, had normally been held by 
clerks. The former, noble officers, were prominent around the 
king on occasions of grand ceremony like the coronation, and 
enjoyed great general prestige; the latter, administrative 
offices, were the ranking posts in the council, however. 
Neither group carried any specific precedence in parliament, 
though the Modus tenendi parliamentum made the high steward, 
constable, and earl marshal the conveners of the special 
parliamentary committee to arbitrate cases of 'discord between 
the king and any of the estates' .43 

The act of precedence of 1539 effected a sweeping rationali
zation in all this. For it put the great offices into a single 
hierarchy 'in all Parliaments, as in the Star Chamber, and in 
all other assemblies and conferences of Council'. In this 
hierarchy the 'administrative' offices were placed above the 
'noble'. Naturally this has been interpreted as 'visible proof of 
the prominence which professional administrators had at
tained'. Nothing could be further from the truth. The idea 
ignores, first, the extent to which the distinction between the 
two groups of offices had been eroded. The noble offices had 
long been prestigious sinecures, but now most of the 'adminis
trative' offices had become so too. Since their formal 
administrative duties had shrunken into a routine discharged 
by low-ranking clerks, noblemen could now be treasurer, lord 
president, or lord privy seal-indeed they were the usual 

43 N. Pronay and J. Taylor, Parliamentary Texts of the Later Middle Ages (Oxford, 
1980), p. 87 (amended to the trans. in ISG MS 3.T/8, fo. 17v), and the discussion in 
Starkey, 'Lords of the Council'. 
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incumbents of these posts. Still more awkward was the 
practice of double office-holding. All the contenders for 
supreme power-Norfolk, Suffolk, and latterly even Cromwell 
himself-held both an 'administrative' and a 'noble' office: 
the former for rank, and the latter for show. But crucial is the 
fate of the model 'administrative' post, the secretaryship itself. 
Rather anomalously, this had been ranked last of the 'noble' 
offices by the act of precedence. But the warrant creating the 
divided secretaryship of April 1540 demoted it to the lower, 
non-great officer part of the privy council. The warrant is thus 
an important gloss on the act, for it shows clearly that the 
purpose of the act was the classic noble one of equating office 
with rank: so long as the signet was held by Cromwell, 
ennobled and a great councillor·, the secretaryship had to be 
graded accordingly; when, however, it•was shared by a couple 
of knights, it sank back to its-and their-level. 44 

Its hand mightily strengthened by these acts, the council 
started to exert itself against the minister. In June 1539 
Nicholas Shaxton, the radical bishop of Salisbury, sought 
Cromwell's protection against 'the other lords of the king's 
most honourable Council'. Writing at the same time but from 
the opposite political perspective,John Hussey suggested that 
Lord Lisle, whose attempts to bring the excesses of the 
religious radicals in Calais to Henry VIll's attention had 
been persistently frustrated by Cromwell, should 'signify the 
king of it and the Council while all the lords are here' for the 
parliament. The ending of the parliamentary session on 28 
June thus raised some of the domestic pressure on Cromwell; 
simultaneously the European scene changed in his favour too 
and he was able to carry through the negotiations for the 
Cleves marriage. The prospect of another queen consort 
moved the question of household reform, which had been 
intermittently discussed since 1537, to the top of the agenda. 
And in December 1539, a week or two ahead of the marriage, 
'the new book of household' was published.45 

44 Ibid.; S. E. Lehmberg, Th Later Parliaments of Henry VIII (Cambridge, 1977), 
p. 59; E. B. Fryde et al. (edd.), Handbook of British Chronology (London, 1986), pp. 82-
8, 93~, 135-142; State Papers, i. 623-4. 

45 PRO, SP 1/152, fo. 102 (LP XIV. i. 1157); Lisle Letters v. 542 (LP XIV. i. 1144); 
Elton, Tudor Revolution, pp. 384 ff. A usable text of the ordinances of 1539-40 is HO 
162 ff., but see the fuller discussion in Starkey, 'Tudor Government', p. 925 n. 15. 
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The reform programme closely followed the lines of the 
abortive scheme of 1537, and, as we conjectured then, 
reorganization of the council lay at the heart of 'stabilishing of 
the king's household'. First, the distinction between the 
members of the inner circle of the council attendant and the 
remainder of the king's councillors, which must have long 
existed in practice, was at last formalized. The distinction was 
still unclear in late 1536; now at the reception of Anne of 
Cleves at Blackheath on 3 January 1540 (the first public 
appearance of the new household) the king's 'counsel at large' 
marched as a group. And these 'ordinary councillors' included 
two men who had still been described as 'privy councillors' in 
1536.46 Secondly, the council was now the council 'in his 
Majesty's household', and its leading members, it was 
envisaged, would be resident at court. The ordinary of 1539-
40 conceded this right to only a part of the privy council: the 
senior noble great officers, one bishop, the household officers, 
and the secretaries. Over the next few years, however, the 
right was broadened, until by 1546 it was extended to the 
whole council. 47 As well as living together in the palace, 
the council (like the privy chamber and other groups at court) 
ate together. The 153g-40 ordinances made detailed arrange
ments for this too. The councillors' dinner and supper was to be 
served 'in the king's. Council Chamber', at the table of the 
duke of Suffolk, who was both lord president of the council 
and, as lord great master, chief officer of the royal household. 
But only earls or above could dine at this table. Cromwell was 
only a baron. So 'the lord privy seal' was given his own table, 
at which ate 'such barons and bishops as do not sit with the 
great master'. 48 

46 LP XV. 14 (p. 5). Elton, 'Tudor Government', p. 432 n. 12, implies that the 
distinction between 'privy' and 'ordinary' councillors was made earlier. But in The 
Tudor Revolution, p. 323, the reception of Anne of Cleves is the earliest instance he 
cites; he has produced no new evidence in the intervening 35 years as far as I am 
·aware. 

47 See n. 45 above; Henry E. Huntington Library, San Marino, MS 41, 955, 
fo. 92v; LP XXI. i. 969/ 1. For the intervening piecemeal additions of councillors to 
the ordinary, see HO 210. 

48 Ibid. 171. The lists {Elton, Tudor Revolution, p. 339; Guy, 'Privy Council', p. 78), 
which make Cromwell head of the council as vicegerent-in-spirituals, are imaginary. 
The act of precedence ranks the vicegerint above all spiritual peers in parliament in 
§ II. But this section applied on{, to parliament; and the vicegerency is omitted, 
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This was the reality of an aristocratic council: Cromwell, 
the leading councillor, could not dine with his senior 
colleagues because his status was not high enough. It now 
becomes clear why, four months later, Cromwell was made 
earl of Essex and lord great chamberlain: the earldom gave 
him rank within a noble council; the great chamberlainship, 
standing within a household one. His promotion took place on 
18 April 1540. That day he dined in the council chamber with 
his fellow earls and the dukes. He had made the inner circle at 
last.49 Three months later still, however, in July 1540, 
Cromwell was dead. He was overthrown by his noble fellow 
councillors, who arrested him in the council chamber; tore the 
George and Garter, the symbols of his pretence nobility, from 
his person with their own hands, and added scandalum 
magnatum, or criminal contempt for the nobility, to the charges 
of treason and heresy in his attainder. Norfolk, it seems clear, 
even wanted to exact the ultimate vengeance of having him 
executed as a commoner, by hanging, drawing, and quartering. 
But Henry drew the line at that. 50 

The removal of the minister was more than a gesture of 
vengeance, however; it was the necessary step to establishing 
the reality of conciliar rule. Cromwell was executed on 28 
July; thereafter events moved rapidly {showing, incidentally, 
how much remained to be done even after the restructuring of 
the council in the 153g-40 household ordinances}. On 1 
August 1540 a commission was issued that should probably be 
regarded as the foundation document of the council. It 

intentionally, from § X, which dealt with the placing of officers 'as well in all 
Parliaments as in the Star Chamber, and in all other assemblies and conferences of 
Council' (Statutes of the Realm, iii. 72g-30). The head of the council, instead, was the 
archbishop of Canterbury. This piece of antiquarianism (C. Plummer [ed.], The 
Governance of England [Oxford, 1885], p. 301 n. 1) had been ignored by Wolsey-for 
obvious reasons-in the Eltham ordinances (HO 159), but was reasserted by the act 
of proclamations (Statutes of the Realm, iii. 726---8), which was followed by all 
subsequent privy council lists (e.g. State Papers, i. 646-7). Iii such lists, on the other 
hand, Cromwell appears only with his ranking of lord privy seal (e.g. LP XIII. i. 1; 
XIV. ii. 619/11-13, 37). 

49 LP XV. 541. The account in Starkey, 'Privy Chamber', pp. 273-96, of the great 
chamberlaincy and the great mastership concentrates myopically on their place 
within the household; their role as conciliar offices----5ketched here--is just as 
important. 50 LP XV. 498/60, 804, 847. 
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authorized seventeen named councillors to take recognizances 
'from persons appearing before them within the verge of the 
king's household' (intra virgam hospitii nostri). The list in the 
commission is identical to the membership of the council as 
given in the subsequent order of 10 August, save for the 
omission of the chancellor and the archbishop of Canterbury. 
These two, it was clearly envisaged, would hold the fort in 
London, while a circulating selection of the remaining 
seventeen followed the court in its wanderings (the 'verge', to 
which the councillors' power to take recognizances was 
limited, was the area twelve miles round wherever the king 
was staying that was the statutory definition of the court). 
Then, ten days later, an order was issued by the king, 'by the 
advice of his Highness's Privy Council'. Nineteen names are 
given: the councillors appearing in the commission, together 
with Audley and Cranmer. The order provided for 'a clerk 
attendant upon the said Council', who was to keep 'a book' of 
their proceedings, and appointed William Paget to the office. 
The order is duly transcribed at the beginning of the first 
volume of the 'Acts' of the privy council; while on 12 

September a copy of the commission to take recognizances 
was also handed to the clerk 'to the registered' and copied out 
in the council book as a precedent.51 

These measures gave the council attendant two instruments: 
a register to record the acts of the council, and the power to 
require appearance before it. The old council attendant had 
had both. But both its books and its coercive instrument 
of writs of privy seal had been purloined by the newly 
sedentary 'court' of Requests in 1519. Their restoration in 
August 1540 thus represents, indubitably, the moment that 
the '"councillors attendant on the king" turned into an 
institutional board'. Collegiate, conciliar rule was now a 
reality and was acknowledged as such-prayerfully by the 
English ambassador in the Netherlands, who ended his first 
despatch to the council (before he had written individually, 

51 PRO, C 66/699, membrane 34- dorse (LP XV. 1027/7); State Papers, i. 64-6--7; 
P[roceedings and Ordinances of the} P[rivy} C{ouncil of England, 1386-1542], ed. N. H. 
Nicolas (7 vols.; London, 1834--7) vii (154-1r2), p. ix; State Papers, i. 683 (LP XVI. 
1156) calls the chancellor 'the head of his Council' in London. For the order and 
commission as precedents: PPG vii (154-o--2), 3-4-, 34-. 
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first to Cromwell then to Norfolk) by beseeching Almighty 
God to give the councillors Nestor's years 'to rule, govern and 
counsel ... to the honour and comfort of our master and lord 
most sovereign. Amen. ' 52 

The new council was thus an amalgam. Its structure of 
office embodied a 'noble' programme; and the nobility were 
highly active within it. They made up half or a little more of 
the council, and they were regular attenders. Historians have 
held that nobles were congenitally incapable of the necessary 
hard work. Yet Helen Miller's recent study of Henry VII I's 
nobility proves them wrong: the earl of Sussex, Cromwell's 
successor as great chamberlain, attended three-quarters of 
council meetings, Norfolk a third, and even Suffolk over a 
quarter. But it was Henry's programme-and council-as 
well. 53 It was Henry who, in the early days of 1539-40, had 
used his authority, lightly disguised by the council, to impose 
the unwonted habit of regular attendance on the nobility; on 
the other hand, he did not hesitate to reverse orders conveyed 
in the 'common letters' of the council by his own instructions 
written by 'the secretary to the king's Majesty'. And by 
withdrawing temporarily from court he could suspend the 
council's sittings entirely.54 This of course explains the name 
of the new council. The council attendant had been known by 
a variety of other terms: the 'Council for [ the king's] person', 
or the council 'in his Majesty's household', as well as the 
'Secret' or 'Privy' council. From the summer of 1540 the last 
becomes increasingly common, and is used in formal contexts 
like the order of 10 August. But the official title remained the 
'Council Attendant on his person', as references to the council 
in three acts of the 1542 parliament show. One of these, 
however, employs the hybrid form 'the king's Privy Council 
Attendant on his person'. Thereafter 'Privy Council' took over 
for obvious reasons of ease and economy, but it remained-

52 Guy, Cardinal's Court, pp. 42-5; Elton, Tudor Revolution, p. 318. For Pate and the 
council: LP XV. 812,837,864,876,878 et seq.; State Papers, viii. 443-6 (LP XVI. 122). 

53 M. A. R. Graves, The House of Lords in the Parliaments of Edward VI and Mary I 
(Cambridge, 1981), pp. 130-1; H. Miller, Henry VIII and the English Nobility (Oxford, 
1986), pp. I 16-18. 

54 State Papers, i. 655,683 (LP XVI. 168, 1156); LP XVI. 227,300,334; A[cts of the} 
P[rivy} C{ouncil}, ed.J. R. Dasent (32 vols.; London, 1890-1907), (1542-7), p. 61. 
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officially and really-the council attendant on the sovereign's 
person.55 

The privy council, in other words, was 'privy' in the same 
way that the privy chamber was 'privy'. Both were supremely 
intimate with the king: the latter were his personal, confiden
tial attendants; the former his personal, confidential advisers. 
The fact was expressed geographically. Hitherto the council 
chamber at court had been part of the outer royal apartments; 
now it was moved into the privy lodgings. At Hampton Court 
it shifted from a site off the chapel gallery to one at the end of 
the queen's privy gallery; at Whitehall it opened off the king's 
privy gallery directly opposite the antechamber to Henry 
VIIl's bedchamber.56 The door of the council chamber and 
the entrance to the bedchamber were thus separated only by 
the few yards of the width of the privy gallery. The privy 
gallery and the privy lodgings, of which the gallery was the 
spine, were the territory of the other power élite of the Tudor 
court: the gentlemen of privy chamber. But now the privy 
councillors were equally at home there, and it was in urgent 
whispers in the privy gallery that Seymour and Paget settled 
the fate of England as Henry VIII lay dying in the 
bedchamber within.57 

But the two elites not only mingled, they overlapped: in 
Henry VIII's first formally constituted privy council of 1540, 
five or six out of nineteen were also gentlemen of the privy 
chamber; by January 154 7 the proportion had risen to six out 
of sixteen, with the two chief gentlemen apparently sitting ex 
officio. Under Northumberland a variant of this arrangement 
obtained, with the six lords attendant on the king in the privy 

''5 LP XI. 1244; State Papers, i. 623-4; Hill, Ancient State, p. 23; cf. J. Hawardc, Les 
Reportes del Cases in Ca11111ra Stellata, ed. W. P. Baildon (London, 1894), pp. 9, 424; 
APC i (1542-7), pp. 13, 16, 18, 52. 

56 At Hampton Court the Council Chamber was one of Henry VIII's first 
additions to Wolscy's palace in 152g-30. Its site is established by Sylvester and 
Harding (edd.), Two Tudor Lives, pp. 190-1; it was still in the same place in 1537 (BL, 
Additional MS 6, 113, fos. 81-6 [LP XII. ii. 911]) but by 1544 (and perhaps as early 
as 1540) it had moved into the Privy Lodgings (E. Law, History of Hampton Court 
Palace in Tudor Times [3 vols.; London, 1855], iii. 373). These details were worked out 
with Dr Simon Thurley, whose important study of Henry VIII's palaces is in 
progress. Colvin, King's Works, iv. 309. 

57 J. Strype, Ecclesiastical Memorials (3 vols.; Oxford, 1822), II. ii. 42g-37. 
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chamber being also the most influential councillors.58 But, 
though overlapping, the two elites of the privy council and the 
privy chamber did not merge. There were institutional 
reasons for this. But also it was a question of the two offering 
very different levels of access and opportunity to the nobility. 
Only one out of eighteen salaried gentlemen was a nobleman; 
over half (and much the more important half) of the privy 
council was.59 Likewise office in the privy chamber was non
promotional; in the privy council, on the other hand, the act of 
precedence made every office promotional against every other. 
The result was a determined climb up the official ladder: like 
Paulet's, from chamberlain, through great master, to treasurer; 
or Dudley's, from admiral and great chamberlain, to great 
master and lord president. 60 

In contrast to this cursus-honorum, the privy chamber was a 
dead-end: even for the chief gentlemen there was no way up 
but out. And that is the route that both Denny and Herbert 
took after Henry VIIl's death, when they quit the privy 
chamber for the higher rank of conciliar office-and the 
higher rewards. By Henry VIIl's will the leading councillors 
were given bequests of £500, while the senior gentlemen got 
only £300. Vastly greater were the gains from the bequests 
that the king did not make, but authorized the privy council to 
make on his behalf-and the disproportion was greater too. 
By the operations of the 'unfulfilled gifts clause' crown lands 
to the value of £3,200 a year were granted away, of which 
£1,900, or almost two-thirds, went to four leading councillors: 
Wriothesley, the chancellor, Edward Seymour and his brother 
Thomas, and Dudley. Finally, conciliar office offered what the 
noble valued perhaps most of all: status. At a time when the 
privy chamber was just emerging from obscurity into the 
public domain and becoming 'most honourable', the council 
gave the certainty of prestige. By the act of precedence the 
four senior great officers outranked all other peers, of 
whatever grade, save royal dukes; while the remaining great 

58 LP XVI. 394,/6; State Papers, i. 646-7; LP XXI. ii. 634. And cf. J. Murphy, 'The 
Illusion of Decline', in Starkey {ed.), English Court, 119-46, pp. 129-30. 

59 Above, n. 53, and cf. Miller, English Nobility, pp. 112 ff. 
60 G. E. C[okayne], The Complete Peerage, ed. V. Gibbs and later H. A. Doubleday 

(13 vols.; London, 1910-49), sub 'Winchester' and 'Northumberland'; Starkey, 
'Lords of the Council'. 
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officers took precedence of all other peers of the same rank, so 
that, for example, the earl of Oxford, as great chamberlain, 
would outrank all other earls.61 

The road of the nobility to court thus lay, not through the 
privy chamber, but through the privy council. They had 
helped create it, and it was their instrument. This means that 
we need a new model for the role of the nobility in early 
modern England. So far we have used seventeenth-century 
France, where the nobility were excluded from a bureaucratic 
council but sought power and satisfaction in the court. Plainly 
this does not apply. Instead we should look further east in 
Europe and see the act of precedence as creating a table of 
rank and establishing, as its necessary concomitant, a service 
nobility. Such tables of rank were always a bargain between 
crown and nobility. What the nobility gained is obvious. The 
benefits to the monarchy were more debatable. It had the 
great advantage of involving a larger portion of the nobility in 
the business of everyday government than had ever been 
possible in the Middle Ages. It also made government a more 
continuous thing. Early sixteenth-century government, like 
the law courts, had gone on vacation, and in 1526, Hall could 
note, 'because all this summer the king took his pastime 
hunting ... nothing happened worthy to be written of'. But 
by 1540 Henry's chosen field of action was as much the study 
as the hunt. And, in the council as in the Church, he legislated 
his changing whims into government practice: ifhe worked so 
should his councillors. Hence a council that met frequently 
the year round. If one thinks, as historians tend to think, that 
more government is better government, this was clearly a 
good thing. But there were grave drawbacks as well. The 
'table of rank' virtually legislated ambition, and with it 
faction. This led to a disorderly politics; in addition, it was 
very costly, since each official promotion also required 
advancement within the peerage, and that in turn required a 
grant ofland to sustain the augmented honour.62 

61 H. Miller, 'Henry VIll's Unwritten Will: Grants of Lands and Honours in 
1547', in E.W. Ives et al. (edd.), Wealth and Power in Tudor England (London, 1978), 
pp. 87-105; Statutes of the Realm, iii. 729-30. . 

62 Hall, Chronicle, p. 712. Elton's notion that a council which opened the way to 
the careers of Somerset and Northumberland excluded the 'satisfying of private 
ambitions' (Studies, iii. 29) is very strange. 
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Accordingly Elizabeth, as part of the remarkable conciliar 
clean sweep of 1558, abandoned the system. The act of 
precedence was not repealed, but (as a glance at the tables of 
office-holders will show) most of the great offices were either 
left unfilled or were depoliticized by excluding their holders 
from the privy council. The exception was Leicester and the 
uniqueness of his position made it all the more powerful. With 
James I, however, came the revival of the earlier pattern. He 
replenished the peerage, which had been sorely depleted 
under Elizabeth, and, as he did so, the pressure to reinstate 
the great offices became insistent. It was so because the privy 
council was now the only field of action open to the English 
nobility. James reserved the bedchamber, the new inmost 
circle of the court, first to Scots, and then to creatures of his 
favourite, the duke of Buckingham. For an English noble, 
therefore, it was a great office of state or nothing. The result 
was a final irony. The Tudor privy council had been the 
symbol of a new compact between Henry VIII and his 
nobility; it became a princial bone of contention between the 
Stuarts and their peerage. 

63 Above, n. 44, and cf. N. Cuddy, 'The Revival of the Entourage', in Starkey 
(ed.), English Court, pp. 173 ff. 
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The Court of Philip II of Spain 

M. J. RODRÍGUEZ-SALGADO 

In March 1588 the ministers of Henry III of France 
announced publicly that his fellow monarch and chief rival, 
Philip II, was mad. The grand chancellor assured his awed 
dinner guests in Paris that while Philip's councillors debated 
state affairs, his eldest daughter, Isabel, was signing docu~ 
ments and in control of government. In his rather apologetic 
letter from Paris, Philip's ambassador Bernardino de Mendoza 
explained that news of the king's ill health, combined with 
Mendoza's own casual conversation with Catherine de 
Medici had given rise to the scandalous story. Catherine, 
dowager queen of France and Isabel's grandmother, had 
questioned him about the infanta's relationship with Philip. 
She wanted to know how often the king saw his daughter and 
if he transacted business in her presence. Mendoza told her 
that Isabel was constantly with Philip and that he dealt with 
state affairs when she was present. Possibly to gratify the 
grandmother, Mendoza added that Isabel helped her father 
on occasion too. 1 Catherine had not been engaging Mendoza 
in family gossip. She was an extremely shrewd politician 
trying to evaluate Isabel's influence; and while Mendoza had 
not specified what help Isabel gave Philip, the mere fact of her 
participation in his work was of great significance. Philip's 
close relationship with his daughter had already given rise to 
speculation, leading observers to conclude that if he were 
incapacitated, Isabel would take control of the government.2 

The family bonds between Philip and Isabel were not a 

1 A[rchivo] G[eneral de] S[imancas] E[stado] K. 1567, fo. 64, Mendoza to Philip 
II, Paris, 18 Apr. 1588. 

2 The incident was not dismissed as an amusing anecdote: it had powerful political 
implications. If Philip had lost control, his allies in the French Catholic League would 
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sufficient explanation for their intimacy. There was no such 
thing as mere friendship or family affection in the early modern 
court. All relationships with the monarch were power 
relationships. Everyone with access to the sovereign, however 
menial his task, was a potential power-broker. This incident 
also illustrates the avid interest in news from the court, and 
the scrutiny of the relationships of each monarch. Contem
poraries knew that the key to understanding the strengths and 
weaknesses of a state lay in careful analysis of the sovereign 
and the court. 

But what was the Spanish court? Defining the term had 
proved difficult for earlier commentators and contemporaries. 
In the fifteenth century it had been described in Castile as the 
king and the household; or the king and his leading nobles
some of whom were not part of his official household. 'Court' 
was also frequently used to designate the place where the king, 
his officials and counsellors lived. One Castilian writer 
stressed that the court was where the nobles and other 
subjects had access to the sovereign.3 The report of the 
Venetian ambassador Tiepolo in I 563 exemplifies the con
fusion about what the court was. He devoted.separate sections 
to the king's household, to his leading advisers, and to the 
administrative machinery-while stressing that certain indi
viduals fell under all three categories, and most straddled two. 
He also made a distinction between life and work patterns 
when Philip was 'in the court' and when he was out of it, 
suggesting that it existed even without the monarch.4 A 
sampling of the literature on early modern government reveals 
no firm definition of the court. The court had a legal existence, 
as the area under the jurisdiction of special officers for the 
enforcement of law and order, but their very title adds to the 
confusion by making a distinction between household and 

be severely weakened. Mendoza believed the tale had been contrived to throw 
Philip's allies into disarray at a time of severe crisis in France which soon led to 
another civil war. 

3 A. Alvar Ezquerra, Felipe II, la carte y Madrid en 1561 (Consejo Superior de 
lnvestigaciones Cienuficas; Madrid, 1985), p. 16. 

4 E. Alberi, Le Relationi degli ambasciatori Veneti al Senato durante il secolo decimosesto 
(15 vols.; Florence 183g-63), ser. 1. v. 64, 71. 
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court: they were alcaldes de casa y carte. While the household 
could exist independently of the court, especially if the king 
was travelling, it is evident that there was no court without a 
household because the court was where the monarch resided 
and governed. And it was not only the king who formed a link 
between the different parts of the court: leading counsellors 
and administrators were often also household officials. 

An additional complication in the Spanish Monarchy was 
the distinction between 'His Majesty's Court' and other 
courts in the Monarchy. Originally the term may have been 
qualified to distinguish it from the courts of magnates, but in 
sixteenth-century Spain it was recognized that there were 
many courts in the Spanish Monarchy. Each state retained 
its sovereign and independent legal existence. When the 
monarch was absent each state was headed by a royal 
substitute: a regent, viceroy, or governor who represented and 
exercised sovereign authority, surrounded by a personal 
household and a bevy of officers of state. Although these 
courts were inferior in the sense that the king did not reside 
there, contemporaries called them courts. And so they were, 
because they had three essential ingredients: sovereign power, 
the organs of central government, and a household structure. 
The monarch's residual authority, not his presence, was the 
prerequisite of a court. Definitions of 'court' in the early 
modern period frequently varied according to the individual's 
perceptions of what constituted sovereignty and central 
government. 

During the reign of Philip II the court and central 
government changed; indeed the nature of the king's court was 
dramatically altered. The peripatetic court was transformed 
into a fixed court. This was utterly unexpected. Since the royal 
presence was vital for the successful imposition of order in the 
early modern period, the court of Philip II seemed destined to 
remain peripatetic as a consequence of the empire's size and 
the distance separating its parts. Instead, he created a 
permanent court which (as Tiepolo remarked) remained the 
court during Philip's long absences. The reasons for the 
emergence of a permanent royal court, and an analysis of the 
complex structure of court-government-household adopted 
by Philip II form the central themes of this chapter. 
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r. A permanent residence 
One of Philip's courtiers explained that the king had decided 
to establish a 'permanent capital' because France, England, 
and the Ottoman empire each had one.5 While there is no 
proof of this, it would be natural for Philip to have been 
motivated by emulation in that intensively competitive age. 
Historians are unanimous that Philip returned to Spain in 
1559 intending to make Castile his permanent residence, 
although they have debated heatedly whether his initial 
choice was to live in Toledo or in Madrid. This is not a fact: it 
is a deduction post facto. Philip returned to his native land with 
the greatest reluctance, and there was no indication that he 
would stay there. By 1567 he was busily preparing his return 
journey to the Netherlands. He travelled to Aragon in 1563-4, 
1585--6, and 1590; he also stayed for over two years (1580-3) 
in Portugal.6 His prolonged sojourn in Castile was primarily 
dictated by financial considerations. During the 1550s Castile 
had provided substantial sums to maintain the empire, and 
was the main source of funding for Philip's extensive wars 
against France. The burden of taxation and debt combined 
with an ever-worsening situation in the Mediterranean led to 
widespread opposition and rebellion in the Iberian states 
during 1556-g. Philip reluctantly acknowledged that to ensure 
a continuous flow of additional resources, he would have to 
remain in Castile and impose his authority directly.7 His 
residence there conferred honour and status on Castile itself, a 
factor that influenced the elites and encouraged them to co
operate with him. Philip also gave the Castilian aristocracy 
the best offices within his empire. As a result, Castile 
continued to provide him with the finance he required to 
sustain great power status and defend his vast empire. 

On his return in 1559, Philip established himself in To_ledo, 

5 Quoted in M. Fernandez Alvarez, 'El Madrid de Felipe II', in his Eco,wmia, 
sociedad y corona: ensayos hiswricos sabre el siglo xvi (Madrid, 1963), 257-303, p. 259. 

6 M.J. Rodriguez-Salgado, The Changing Face of Empire: Charles V, Philip l/ and 
Habsburg Authoriv,, 1551-9 (Cambridge, 1988), pp. 339 ff. For the debate surrounding 
his journey to the Netherlands: G. Parker, The Dutch Revolt (London, 1977), pp. 105, 
292 n. 28; A. W. Lovett, Philipp ll and Mateo Vtkque.e; de Leca: The Government of Spain 
1572-1592 (Geneva, 1977), pp. 3g-40. 

7 Rodriguez-Salgado, The Changing Face of Empire, ehs. 7 and 9. 
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one of several Castilian cities which temporarily housed the 
royal court during his youth. Valladolid, Toledo, and Madrid 
had been particularly favoured by the ruler and regents. All 
had suitable accommodation for the monarch or regent and 
their officials, as well as good communications. During 
Philip's last two regencies in Spain (1543-8, 1551-4) he had 
frequently lived in Madrid, and he made no secret of his love 
for the city. Nevertheless, his move to Madrid in June 1561 
has variously been explained as a show of affection towards 
his young wife, Elizabeth de Valois, who disliked Toledo; or 
as a natural reaction to the cramped conditions, lack of water 
and wood, and other difficulties encountered while the court 
was in Toledo.8 These explanations are unconvincing. Philip 
was a man of meticulous planning, acutely conscious of the 
importance of symbols for the maintenance of his power and 
dynasty. These concerns and not whim or temporary diffi
culties over provisioning determined his choice of residence. 
The king lived in Toledo quite simply while the Alcazar of 
Madrid was transformed into a grand palace. 

Philip formally announced in May 1561 that he had 
decided 'to go with our court to that city [Madrid]'.9 The use 
of the term court was deliberate and is therefore highly 
significant. At other times, officials merely stated that the king 
and/or the household-but not the court-was on the move. 
By 'court' the king meant himself, his family, their households, 
the administration, and all who had a right of access to the 
monarch, including ambassadors. But there was no suggestion 
that the move heralded the creation of a capital in Madrid. 
Castile already had permanent, fixed High Courts in several 
cities, but while other states of the empire had their capitals, 
such as Naples and Zaragoza, Castile had not developed a 
metropolis to serve as the focus and administrative centre for 
its possessions. Nor had this newly created empire of Philip II 
an obvious centre. Nevertheless, there were strong pressures 
which favoured the creation of a capital. The increasing 

8 Alvar Ezquerra, Felipe II, la carte y Madrid en 1561, esp. pp. 26 ff.; Fernandez 
Alvarez, 'El Madrid de Felipe 11'. For Isabel's reaction, A. Gonzalez de Amezua y 
Mayo, Isabel de Valois: reina de Espana 1546--1568 (3 vols.; Direcci6n General de 
Relaciones Culturales; Madrid, 1949), i. 214-19, esp. pp. 215-16. 

9 Alvar Ezquerra, Felipe II, la carte y Madrid en 1561, p. 19. 
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volume of government business required stability, easy access 
to information, and regular supervision. During the reign of 
Charles V each state had found itself at some stage { often for a 
year or more) ignored by a monarch who was constantly 
travelling and unwilling to give sustained attention to 
government. The result was instability and discontent. It was 
imperative to remedy these lapses to hold the empire together 
in the face of constant threats. 

It did not follow, however, that the evolution of a 
'permanent capital' would result in a permanent court. The 
French monarchy was a notable example of a state in whieh 
the main administrative and judicial institutions resided in 
the capital, but where the court remained 'nomadic'. 10 Yet the 
same pressures prompting sixteenth-century monarchs to 
establish fixed legal and administrative centres were propelling 
them towards the creation of a permanent court; because, 
however extensive and efficient the administrative bodies 
were, power was vested in the king, and his household 
remained the centre of government. 

Other factors contributed to the adoption of a fixed court. 
In order to create a resplendent symbol of power and wealth 
that could compete with the courts of other monarchs, it was 
imperative to spend large sums of money on the royal 
residences. Philip was extremely sensitive on matters of 
prestige, and quite deliberately set out to create a court that 
would reinforce his claim to be the greatest prince in 
Christendom. In 1556 he sent a leading architect and a 
gardener on an extended tour of France, Italy, and the 
Netherlands to collect information in palaces and gardens. 11

The king later emulated rather than imitated his fellow 
sovereigns. His intention was to supersede them. The Alcazar 
of Madrid was enlarged, and an impressive gallery-bitterly 
opposed by his architects on structural grounds, but imperative 
for a man vying with the grand new palaces of France and 

10 J.-F. Solnon, La Courde France (Paris, 1987), eh. 3, esp. pp. 51-4. The title of the 
chapter is 'Une cour nomade'. 

11 F. liiiguez Almech, Casas reales y jardines de Felipe II {Consejo Superior de 
lnvestigaciones Cientificas, Delegaci6n de Roma; Madrid, 1952), pp. 103-4, 124, 
165-6. 
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England-was added. 12 Philip personally chose the exquisite 
furniture, meddled in the design of the tapestries, and 
carefully supervised all aspects of the fitting of the palace. The 
lavish use of marble, gold, and tapestries had the desired effect 
on contemporaries, who were also impressed by his extensive 
collections of paintings, relics, books, and other objects. Philip 
would have been delighted by a Frenchman's remark shortly 
after the king moved into the palace, that, by comparison, 
those of England 'ne sont rien au prys'. 13 Even his hobbies 
contributed to the grandeur. He was an avid collector, 
particularly of books, pictures, and relics; and, as one of his 
secretaries perceptively noted, after the 1560s the king was 
trying to create the most outstanding collections in the 
world. 14 

The best items from his collections were eventually housed 
in the Escorial. Here, Philip tried to create the most 
magnificent edifice in the world. The building encompassed a 
multiplicity of functions: it was a royal residence, centre of 
government, a monastery, a school, a seminary, and also a 
vast mausoleum. Philip was involved with several projects to 
reconstruct the Temple of Solomon, and funded the publication 
of at least one book on the subject. The resemblance between 
these treatises and the king's palace-monastery was not 
coincidental. The Temple of Solomon was the ultimate 
embodiment of earthly and divine power for Christians, as 
well as a wonder of the ancient world they so admired. Philip's 
ambition to approximate to its grandeur was partly successful. 
Struck by the symmetry and 'perfect proportions', the 
Fleming Jehan Lhermite concluded that the Escorial palace 
was a fusion of the human and the divine. It was as if an angel 

12 For a brief review of European galleries and how they influenced Philip, J. 
Bury, 'Las "galerias largas" de El Escorial' (pp. 21-33), and C. Sambricio, 'Los 
corredores del sol en el monasterio de San Lorenzo de El Escorial' (pp. 35-53), both 
in Las Casas reales. El palacio. Catalogo del IV centenario del monasterio de El Escorial 
(Patrimonio Nacional, El Escorial, 1g86). 

13 Gonzalez de Amezua y Mayo, Isabel de Valois, i. 223-7, this is taken from n. 6. 
V. E. Hernandez Vista (ed.), 'El Madrid de Felipe II visto -por el humanista 
Holandes, Enrique Cock', Madrid en et Siglo XVI, ii (Madrid, 196o), p. 33, for a brief 
description of the Alcazar. 

l4- Diurnal de Antonio Gracian, secretario de Felipe II, ed. P. Gregorio de Andres 
(Documentos para la historia del monasterio de San Lorenzo el Real de El Escorial, 
5; El Monasterio, 1962), p. 10. 
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had created it in a day.15 Observers were divided between 
those who thought it equalled the wonders of the past, and 
those who argued that it outstripped them. Usually religious 
and political bias rather than artistic sentiments decided the 
viewer one way or another. 16 

In this huge palace Philip chose for himself tiny private 
rooms, his bedchamber being little bigger than a monk's cell. 
He decorated them with paintings, tapestries, and prints 
meant to edify not just delight the viewer. It included many 
religious portraits to prompt meditation and emulation of 
Christian virtue, and maps of Europe and the New World, 
which showed Philip's power and familiarized the viewer with 
the world. The king's piety is exemplified by the proximity of 
his bedchamber to the chapel and cabinets of relics. Philip 
could see the main altar from his bed, and so follow divine 
services when incapacitated by illness. The arrangement 
shows his need for close physical contact with divine power. It 
also reflects his dislike of ostentation and deep humility in the 
face of God. On a more prosaic level, it illustrates his 
attachment to the privacy and distance provided by the 
Burgundian court. 

Until 1548 Philip had lived with a household which 
enshrined both Castilian and Aragonese traditions, but 
Charles V changed that prior to Philip's visit to the 
Netherlands. The new style was far more elaborate and 
required many more nobles and officials. There were other 
important differences. Whereas the Castilian court of the late 
medieval period did not separate private rooms from other 
household departments, the private chambers of the monarch 
were clearly set apart by Burgundian ceremonial. Philip 
restructured the Alcazar of Madrid to create precisely the 
secluded royal home and grand public rooms required by 

15 Le Passetemps de Jelum Lbermite, ii, ed. E. Ouverleaux and J. Petit (Antwerp, 
Ghent and The Hague, 18g6), p. 70. His description of the Escorial takes up much of 
this volume. 

16 C. von der Osten Sacken, El Escorial. Estudio iconol6gico (Munich, 1979; Spanish 
trans., Madrid, 1g84) for one of the latest and most interesting contributions, 
particularly eh. 6. John Bury has noted a number of contemporary reactions to the 
Escorial, 'Early Printed References to the Escorial', in R. 0. W. Goertz (ed.), Iberia. 
Literary and Historical Issues. Studies in Honour of Harold V. Livermore (Calgary, 1985), 
pp. 8g-1o6. 
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Burgundian practices. His private rooms were placed next to 
those of his immediate family; quite separate from the rest of 
the palace. Only a few leading officials were allocated rooms 
near by, and these were men such as Ruy Gómez de Silva and 
the duke of Alba who combined the highest offices in the 
household and the administration. But they had to vacate 
them when the king's family grew. Other members of the 
royal households and government officials were consigned to 
lower floors and other corners of the palace, or lodged outside 
it. Access to the king was thus restricted. It is difficult to judge 
whether he was able to fulfill the strict requirements of 
Burgundian ritual, with four chambers preceding the first of 
his private rooms in the 1560s, but he had done so when the 
second stage of the building works was completed in 1585. 17 

Philip was then able to retreat almost completely from public 
contact within the palace. His rooms offered easy access to his 
library, chapel, and private galleries. He had no need to move 
outside this inner area, and access was closely controlled. 18 

Similarly, to gain entrance to the king's private rooms in the 
Escorial it was necessary to go through a small door, along a 
narrow, long, dark corridor, to get to the first chamber-for 
'allans et venans'. The bustle here gave way to the more 
restricted second chamber where general audiences were held. 
The third, a 'beautiful gallery' was used by Philip and his 
children for daily walks. The fourth chamber was Philip's 
favourite place for eating. It was decorated with beautiful 
pictures of gardens, plants, flowers, and animals, mostly from 
the New World. 19 Then came his sleeping chamber and study. 
The royal area was almost self-contained. 

Despite its magnificence and Philip's long visits, the 
Escorial was never the king's official court. 20 It was quickly 
understood by contemporaries that the royal residence and 

17 C. Hofmann, Das Spanische Hof;:,eremoniell von 1500-,1700 (Erlanger Historischc 
Studien, 8; Frankfurt-on-Main, Berne, and New York, 1985), p. 42; I.. Pfandl, Felipe 
ll (Spanish edn., Madrid, 1942). 

18 L. Cabrera de Cordoba, Felipe ll. Rey de Espana ( 1619, 2nd edn.; 3 vols.; Madrid, 
1876-7), iii. 228. . 

19 Le Passetemps dejehan Lhermite, ii. 68 ff.; Osten Sacken, El Escorial, pp.114-15. 
20 It is still widely believed that Philip 'lived at the Escorial among his [monks], 

for almost his whole reign': H. Trevor-Roper, 'Philip II and the Anti-Reformation', 
in idem, Princes and Artists (London, 1976), 47-83, p. 51. This is a colourful and at 
times misleading essay. 
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administrative structure he had created in Madrid was the 
court, even when he was away. This was partly because the 
palace there was the grandest royal residence for much of the 
reign, but, more importantly, because Philip ordered most of 
the government and household to remain in Madrid during 
his frequent absences. Large as it was, the Escorial palace 
could not accommodate the whole court-government-house
hold structure. Philip had only made provision for a limited 
section of the household and administration. The palace
monastery was effectively one of several royal retreats, albeit 
the grandest. Consequently, while the city of Madrid did not 
believe that the king would keep his court there indefinitely
there are many official documents with the phrase 'for as long 
as His Majesty's court is in the city'-by the end of Philip's 
life there was a close identification of the city and court.21 

Lhermite said of Madrid at the turn of the century: 'It is here 
that His Catholic Majesty normally resides, and where all his 
councils have their permanent residence also, for this reason 
the city is considered to be the Royal Court of the Kings of 
Spain.'22 

The desirability of providing a permanent residence for the 
court became all too apparent when it moved in ·1561. It had 
simply become too large and unwieldy to be peripatetic. The 
number of household officials can only be roughly estimated 
because documentation is partial, and officials were paid by 
more than one department. An extant nomina (account) of 
Elizabeth de Valois's household in 1560 names some 154 
members, yet we know that in May 1561 when most of her 
French servants returned home, no less than 240 individuals 
departed.23 The king's household was far larger. Over 160 
offices have been identified, the most important of which were 
held by an individual or a handful of officials: there was only 
one mayordomo mayor (grand master of the household), one 
sumiller de corps (chamberlain), and one master of the horse. 

2i Fernandez Alvarez, 'El Madrid de Felipe II', pp. 258--g. 
22 Le Passetemps de Jehan Lkermite, i, ed. C. Ruelens (Ghent, The Hague, and 

Antwerp, 1890), p. 79. 
23 There were at least 215 members in 1567, but the French ambassador (among 

others} thought her court too small. Gonzalez de Amezii!l y Mayo, Isabel de Valois, iii. 
120 ff., 160--2, 363. 
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But there were more than one hundred gentlemen attached to 
the king's person, unevenly divided between the king's 
chamber (gentilhombre de la camara), his table (gentilhombre de la 
boca), and general household duties (gentilhombre de la casa). 
Each of the three groups of royal guards had 100 members. 
Recent estimates of the total number of people serving Philip's 
person oscillate between 1,220 and 1,500.24 Since most of 
them would have had families and servants as well, the true 
number of people involved has to be multiplied several fold. 
An unmarried, non-noble secretary (Mateo Vazquez) had a 
household of fifteen. Nobles had much larger retinues.25 And 
there were other royal households apart from those of the king 
and queen: the king's sister, his children, his half-brother John 
of Austria, his nephews ( the Austrian archdukes, duke of 
Parma, etc.) had their own. The Venetian ambassador 
concluded with some restraint that given the quantity and 
quality of these multiple households, Philip need not envy the 
courts of other princes. 26 The administration also involved 
large numbers of people. There were nine councils at the 
beginning of the reign, fourteen by the end, each with its 
secretary and officials_. The court was also responsible for 
housing the embassies, usually around a dozen, and a 
multitude of lesser officials: those in charge of policing the 
court, the paymasters, tax collectors, physicians, cooks, 
washerwomen, etc. Additionally, large numbers of merchants 
and purveyors normally followed the court. Tiepolo reckoned 
that at least 25,000 people moved from Toledo to Madrid. 27 

Not surprisingly, it had to be done in stages.28 Clearly it was 
impractical to maintain nomadic habits with a court this size. 

24 Details of the Castilian and Burgundfan courts and ceremonial-such as they 
are-in Hofmann, Das Spanische Hof;:.emwniell, pp. 213-18. It should be noted that the 
most detailed account of the king's household comes from lists which probably date to 
the 1540s. For the estimates, Alvar Ezquerra, Felipe II, la corte y Madrid en 1561, 
pp. 15-18; G. Parker, Philip II (London, 1978), p. 167. This lively biography contains 
more details of court life than any others. Dr David Lagomarsino will doubtless shed 
much light on Philip's court in his forthcoming work on the Habsburgs. 

25 Lovett, Mateo Va.;que;:., p. 113. 
26 Alberi, &la;:.ione, ser. 1, iii. 71. 
27 Ibid. Also Alvar Ezquerra, Felipe II, la corte y Madrid en 1561, p. 19. 
28 Later journeys to Aragon and Portugal also required the court to split up since 

no area could accommodate or feed even a reduced court; see e.g. the interesting 
account left by Henri Cock of the journey to Aragon in 1585, &laci6n del viaje hecho por 
Felipe II en 1585 ti Zarago;:.a, Barcelonay Valencia (Madrid, 1876 edn.). 
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2. The king away from court 
By preference, Philip would have lived the simple life of a 
minor noble in a country house. 29 His obsession with honour 
made him aware of the need to dazzle his contemporaries, 
which meant being surrounded by people in carefully staged 
settings. But he disiked the crowds and the limitations of court 
ceremonial. He longed for peace and a simple life-style. Thus 
he often escaped from the court and took refuge in various 
palaces he either built or extended near Madrid: El Pardo, 
Aranjuez, later the Casa del Campo and the Escorial; sightly 
further afield there was Valsaín (in the woods near Segovia) 
and Aceca (near Toledo).30 Other smaller royal retreats were 
created along the routes linking the court and his favourite 
palaces. Philip took joy in planning every detail of the works, 
and enjoyed living among the bustle and debris of the building 
sites. He brought materials, flowers, trees, and animals from 
all over the world, creating havens which many did not 
hesitate to describe as celestial. All the royal houses had good 
hunting and fishing, as well as lovely walks, woods, and 
especially gardens. While offering the same comforts, each 
palace was nevertheless distinctive, and each was at its best in 
a different season.31 

At first Philip paid fleeting but frequent visits to these 
palaces. Moving was advisable for health reasons-palaces 
had to be cleaned, and cities such as Madrid were hot and foul 
in the summer. The three-week tour of El Pardo and Valsaín 
in late June-early July 1560 was a typical escapade from this 
first decade of his reign in Castile.32 Some were even shorter. 

29 Baltasar Parreno recounts Philip's statement that if he were not a king, he 
would prefer to be a gentleman with 6-8,ooo ds. rent, but not a titled aristocrat. 
Dichosy hechos del r~ don Felipe ll {Cuenca, 1682; 3rd cdn., Madrid, 1942), p. 294. 

30 But the old notion that he chose Madrid in order to be close to the Escorial has 
been decisively rejected. Both Alvar Ezqucrra and Fernandez Alvarez in the works 
cited above stress that he chose the site for his palace-monastery several months after 
moving to Madrid. 

31 F. Iniguez Almcch, Casas reales y jardines de Felipe ll (Consejo Superior de 
Invcstigacioncs Cicntificas, Dclcgaci6n de Roma; Madrid, 1952), offers details on 
most of the palaces. Much can be gleaned from Gonzalez Amezua y Mayo's 
biography of Isabel de Valois, and from the accounts of Lhcrmitc and Cock already 
cited, as well as from Parker's biography of Philip II. 

32 Gonzalez de Amczua y Mayo, Isabel de Valois, i. 194. 
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That year he made at least two visits to Valsain, two or more 
to Aranjuez, with El Pardo and Madrid also on the itinerary. 
Gradually the king took longer breaks away from court, 
particularly after the Escorial became habitable in 15 71-it 
was finished in 1584-as can be seen from the accounts of 
secretary Gracian. During the year March 1572 to March 
1573, the king was at the Escorial during 2-11 March; he 
spent the next fortnight in Madrid, then returned to the 
Escorial (28 March-12 April), leaving as usual via Galapagar 
and El Pardo. He stayed in Madrid until c.21 April, by which 
date he was at Aranjuez. He remained there for about two 
weeks, then proceeded to the Escorial for the first two weeks of 
May. After a brief stop of a few days in Madrid, Philip 
travelled again via Galapagar and Fresneda to the Escorial, 
where he lived from 22 May to 13 June. Although he hated 
Madrid in the summer, the crisis in the Mediterranean forced 
him to remain in the city from 13 June until 2 August, with 
only occasional days in El Pardo and San Jeronimo. The rest 
of August was spent mostly at the Escorial, and the king 
returned (via Galapagar and El Pardo) to Madrid on 22 
August, remaining there until the end of September. From 27 
September to 6 October he was again at the Escorial and El 
Pardo, then he returned for less than two weeks to Madrid. 
Rapid tours to Aranjuez, Valdemorro, El Pardo, El Escorial, 
and Galapagar followed, but Philip was back in Madrid for 
part of November and most of December. He spent Christmas 
at the Escorial, as he would do for many years, and, after the 
usual two- or three-day visits to El Pardo and Galapagar, he 
was back in Madrid on 11 January. He remained there until 
the third week of February when he left again for the 
Escorial. 33 

Looking further into the decade, we can trace the gradual 
slowing down of the king and his adoption of certain regular 
patterns.34 By the 1580s, when he was often in poor health, 

33 Diurnal de Antonio Gracian, v. i. 
34 In 1576-8 he went to the Escorial at Christmas and New Year. At the end of 

the first week of Jan. he returned to Madrid and stayed there to the end of Feb. 
or beginning of Mar., when he visited El Pardo. Most of Mar. would be spent 
in Madrid, but Easter was again celebrated in the Escorial. May was the month 
for Aranjuez, usually preceded by a brief visit to Aceca, perhaps even a few days at 
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Philip regularly spent Christmas, Easter, and the summer at 
the Escorial-although some summers were spent in Valsain
April in Aranjuez, November in the Pardo. The rest of the 
year he was in Madrid, making brief visits to other royal 
palaces in between. 35 

Whatever the pattern-brief or long visits; at the beginning 
or at the end of the reign-Philip regularly spent half the year 
or more away from the court in Madrid. This is not counting 
the longer journeys to Aragon and Portugal which kept him 
away for months, even years. Without appreciating the true 
extent of his absences, historians have noted his frequent 
departures from Madrid and judged them critically. A 'slave 
to his love of solitude' was how Gonzalez de Amezúa y Mayo 
put it. The German scholar Justi was harsher, dismissing his 
activities outside Madrid as childish pursuits. More recently, 
Parker dealt with them under the heading 'the king at play'. 6 

How can we reconcile this with Philip's reputation as a hard
working monarch? 

Of course Philip used his visits for recreation. As all 
ambassadors attest, when Philip was in court in Madrid he 
was easily accessible for formal and informal audiences. The 
king set aside a part of the day to see people and receive 
petitions. He made sure that those without official business or 
regular access could approach him on his daily walks to and 
from church. He communicated directly with his advisers and 
councillors. His days were hectic, full of direct pressure, and 
he dealt with a great diversity and quantity of business. 
Although he lived in adjacent rooms, he virtually never saw 
his family. Occasionally he would dine with them, or attend 
some court festivity, but the pressure of business did not allow 
for regular contact, and this upset him. The conflicting 
demands made upon him can be illustrated by a note Philip 

the Escorial. By the end of June Philip would be on the way to the Escorial or to 
Segovia, and might move between these two, but he definitely stayed away from 
Madrid until the end of Sept. During Oct. and Nov. he lived in Madrid and made 
brief visits to the Pardo. Collated from documents in C. Riha Garcia (ed.), 
Correspondencia privada de Felipe II con su secretario Mateo Vazquez 1567-1591, i (Consejo 
Superior de Investigaciones Cientfficas, lnstitutojer6nimo Zurita; Madrid, 1959). 

35 This comes through very clearly in Le Passetemps de Jehan Lhennite. 
36 Isabel de Valois, ii. 435; Justi, cited by liiiguez Almech, Casas reales y jardines de 

Felipe II, p. 18; Parker, Philip II, eh. 3. 
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wrote at 2 p.m. on 23 April 1577. He had already given thirty 
audiences, and dealt with various matters; now he agreed to 
see a financial official at half past three and no earlier because 
'I will not have time to see the queen and the children unless I 
go now'. The man was instructed to stay only until four 
because Philip had further audiences to give and a huge pile of 
paperwork to get through that day.37 Philip normally worked 
on his papers late into the night and constantly complained of 
exhaustion, eye troubles, and headaches. 

It was in the palaces outside the court that he came to enjoy 
a family life, taking time off to go hunting, walking, and to eat 
with his wife and children. The letters exchanged between the 
king and his two elder daughters during his stay in Portugal 
(1581-3) reveal how close they were, and how much their 
relationship was bound by their common love of nature and 
shared joy in the palaces and gardens Philip had created. 
There he would also pray with them and teach them. During 
his long visits to the Escorial in the 1590s, he saw his young 
heir, Prince Philip, for at least two hours a day, usually after 
lunch. He listened to his lessons, checked his progress, and 
generally instructed him. 38 

The king could have eased his punishing schedule and left 
more time to enjoy his houses and family if he had devolved 
more authority and power. He could have shared power with 
a favourite, as his father and son did; or he could have created 
a council of state, with wide-ranging powers. Since Charles V 
reputedly never had pen or paper in his chambers and fully 
earned his reputation as a bon vivant, why should Philip 
exhaust himself working all hours?39 There were attempts to 
relieve Philip of some of his work-load, but they were 
unsuccessful. 

3. Favourites 

Philip's desire to withdraw from court for extended periods 
was evident from the start, and inevitably prompted indi
viduals to make a bid for power. The duke of Alba was the 

37 Riha Garcia, Correspondencia privada, i. 105-6. 
38 L. P. Gachard (ed.), Lettres de Philippe II a sesfilles (Paris, 1884); Le Passetemps de 

Jehan Lhermite, i. 218, 241--2. 
39 Le Passetemps de Jehan Lkermite, i. 94. 
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most persistent, and periodically succeeded in gaining con
siderable influence. with the king in state affairs· during the 
1550s and early 1560s. Alba had the experience, status, 
energy, and will-power to establish himself as a chief minister 
or favourite. The trouble was that he vaunted his ability to 
control everything, and prompted a reaction. 40 Philip could 
not tolerate this presumption because it was incompatible 
with his honour and reputation. Moreover, it caused trouble 
at court. Whenever an individual gained too much influence, 
courtiers would align into opposing camps, and Philip hated 
the resulting tension. These divisions impeded the efficient 
transaction of state affairs and made the allocation of 
patronage infinitely more difficult. The king sought above all 
'holy harmony and good government'. He thought favourites 
should be modest, humble, of sound and grave judgement. 
They must be respectful, but honest, open, and loyal when 
giving advice. They should speak well of those the king loved, 
and must be willing to win over enemies and 'flee from all 
occasions to quarrel openly' .41 Alba failed on all counts, but 
Ruy Gómez de Silva, the king's childhood friend, came close. 
Where Alba was brutal and assertive, Ruy Gómez was 
circumspect and tactful. Alba boasted that he exercised the 
power of a favourite; Ruy Gómez denied it, assuring everyone 
he would never restrict access to Philip nor manipulate 
patronage. But as the struggle intensified in the 1560s, Ruy 
Gómez emulated Alba's tactic of storming out of the council of 
state and the court to make Philip demand his return and thus 
show his favour openly.42 The king was most distressed and 
reacted by distributing power among his closest counsellors 
even more, as well as evolving methods of overall control. By 

40 AGS, E. 89, fo. 129; E. 84, fo. 20; Rodriguez-Salgado, The_ Changing Face of 
Empire, pp. 13-16. For further details of this important character, see W. S. Maltby, 
Alba. A Biography of Fernando Alvarez de ToledJ,, Third Dulce of Alba. 1507-15812 (Berkeley 
and London, 1983). 

41 Porrefio, Diclws y heclws, pp. 139-40; B[iblioteca] N[acional] M[adrid], MSS 
I 1008(4). 

42 AGS, E. 89, fo. 129; E. 84, fo. 20; Duke of Alba, Epistolario del Ill duque de Alba, 
Don Fernando Alvarez de ToledJ, (3 vols.; Madrid, 1952), i. 572-3; D. Lagomarsino, 
'Court Factions and the Formulation of Spanish Policy Towards the Netherlands 
(155g-67)' (Ph.D. thesis; Cambridge, 1973), esp. pp. 74-5. Philip's youthful friend
ship with Ruy Gomez, and the latter's difficulties after a fight at court: J. M. March, 
NiiiJJzy juventud de Felipe II (2 vols.; Madrid 1941-2), i. 92, 230; ii. 4-og-12. 
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the 1580s, a highly successful minister, Mateo Vazquez, 
explained that he sought to make himself if not invisible, at 
least utterly inconspicuous in order to fulfill Philip's vision of 
the ideal adviser.43 Similar qualities were required of lowlier 
household officials. Lhermite was instructed by his fellow 
deputy gentleman of the chamber to be humble, circumspect, 
modest and loyal. But he was also warned not to be deceived 
by appearances. However courtiers behaved in front of the 
king, the court was full of envy, impiety, and ambition. 
Survival depended on being able to identify enemies and ward 
off constant attacks.44 

Philip might have found it more acceptable to devolve 
power on a member of his immediate family, but his early 
experiences left him scarred. The first person to challenge him 
seriously was his own son Carlos, who, in the mid-1560s, 
sought to create his own party at court, and dabbled with 
rebels in the Netherlands. The results were lamentable for 
both father and son, leading to the latter's death. In the mid-
157os it was the tum of the king's half-brother, John of 
Austria. He argued that Philip was incapable of coping with 
the government of the huge empire single-handed. The 
inhuman burden had to be shared, and John considered 
himself the best qualified in terms of status and ability. He 
also tried to give substance to his claim by creating a distinct 
court party. Here, too, death came to Philip's rescue, and the 
unity of court and empire was preserved.45 Philip trusted 
neither of these impulsive young men, and did not wish to 
share power with them. Only recurring illness and the youth 
of his heir made him turn for help to another close relative in 
1593. His nephew, the archduke Albert, was a man of different 
stamp: modest, sensible, and politically experienced. Con
scious of the need not to detract from the authority and power 
of his uncle, Albert made no attempt to establish an 
independent faction. In other words, unlike Carlos and John, 
he supported rather than challenged Philip. 46 

43 Riha Garcia, Correspondencia privada, i. 1 77. 
44 Le Passetemps de Jehan Lknmite, i. 94· 
45 G. Marafi6n, Antonio Perez (2 vols.; Madrid, 1954), i, esp. pp. 228--g. This surely 

played a more important part in the murder of secretary Escovedo than Marafi6n 
allowed. 46 Les Passetemps de Jehan Lhermite, i. 233--6. 
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Ultimately the reason why the king struggled against the 
imposition of a favourite has less to do with the character of 
the leading courtiers, than with principle. Philip believed that 
kings were made for their people and must attend diligently to 
all aspects of government. Accepting a favourite would have 
been tantamount to accepting a reduction of royal prestige 
and power, as well as admitting to dereliction of duty. Philip 
could not square his conscience. 

This may account for his decision to create a powerful 
council of state in 1559. His experiences in England and the 
Netherlands may also have inspired him to establish something 
akin to a privy council, overseeing many aspects of routine 
government and advising him on foreign affairs. A council of 
state existed before his reign, but it had no rules of 
membership, no fixed meeting-place, nor indeed ( unlike all 
other councils) a fixed place in court ceremonial. It was an 
anomaly, yet it was accepted as the most senior council, not 
least because 'councillor of state' was the term used normally 
to designate the monarch's closest advisers and honorary 
conciliar appointments. In 1559 Philip restructured the 
council of state, appointed new members, and added to its 
weight by attending meetings.47 Potentially this was a most 
powerful conciliar body since its leading members were also 
the chief officers of the royal households: the duke of Alba 
(great master of the king's household), Ruy Gómez de Silva 
( chamberlain of the same, later great master of Don Carlos's 
household), the prior Don Antonio de Toledo (master of the 
horse), and Juan Manrique de Lara (great master of the 
queen's household) were also the most regular participants of 
the council. Yet the experiment was a dismal failure. The 
council of state survived, though there were very few meetings 

47 This is striking because he was utterly opposed to royal attendance at councils, 
believing that it hindered free discussion and therefore might deprive the king of 
information and advice. He instructed all his viceroys and governors not to attend 
council meetings either, see e.g. his instructions to the duke of Alcala, on his · 
appointment as viceroy of Naples, 1556, BNM, MSS 988, fos. 82-82v. The best brief 
account of the council is Lagomarsino, 'Court Factions', pp. 31-3. See also F. 
Barrios, El Consejo de estado de la Monarquia Espana/a 1.521-1.8n1 {Editado por cl 
Consejo de Estado; Madrid, 1g84), pp. 85 ss. Note that most of our information 
about its members comes from the accounts of the Venetian ambassadors, published 
in Alberi, Re{a:(.ioni, ser 1, iii; and Cabrera de Cordoba, Felipe 11, iii~ 475. 
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of all its members, and was even expanded in 1577, but it did 
not gain much prominence or take over the king's work
load.48 

The reasons can be surmised. First, the leading members 
already had daily contact with the king as household officials, 
and could use this to advance their interests. The council 
could not be used as effectively for this purpose since their 
competitors were well represented there. Secondly, there was 
no tradition of collective action, or much to be gained by 
promoting collective policies. The most important function of 
the council of state was to advise Philip on foreign affairs, and 
the councillors disagreed substantially on all major issues. 
Philip welcomed their contradictory advice because it pre
sented him with different aspects of the argument and 
therefore helped him to make a balanced choice. The third 
reason for the failure of the council was the lack of definition of 
its business. In theory the absence of limitations gave them 
great potential, in practice it restricted them because there 
were other well-established councils which staunchly defended 
their business and jurisdiction. The bulk of state affairs and 
patronage were already designated to others. Finally, the king 
prevented the council from being effective. Very soon he 
ceased attending its meetings. More damaging was his habit 
of consulting one or two councillors on specific affairs. He 
always preferred to assign business to a small, identifiable 
group or to individuals, bypassing the more formal conciliar 
structure. While the system restricted the flow of information 
to the councils, it had many advantages for the king. It 
allowed him to create highly specialized councillors, and to 
have access to this advice without recourse to formal meetings 
and documents. Also it ensured that Philip alone had full 
access to information and so was truly in control of all 
matters. The closest Philip came to sharing royal authority 
with a council was in the last decade of his life, when he was 
constantly incapacitated by illness, and Prince Philip (born 
1578) was too young to take his place. A special committee, 
the junta de estado, later the junta de la noche, dealt with 
most routine matters and prepared the rest. The king retained 

48 Lagomarsino, 'Court Factions', pp. 33-4. 
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the power to make final decisions on all matters, and used 
Archduke Albert to help him retain overall monarchical 
control. As was the case with their predecessors, the members 
of the juntas were also the leading officials in the royal 
household and administration. 49 

Since Philip was unwilling to devolve power, and he would 
not (or could not) give up his frequent departures from court, 
he was forced to create a new system of government. He 
developed different work patterns which were more congenial 
yet allowed for efficient government. Major decisions were 
deferred until the king was away from court. In the peace and 
quiet of his royal houses the king could mull over problems 
without constant interruptions. This was where he dealt with 
one of the most burdensome and important aspects of 
government: the distribution of patronage. Philip received 
thousands ofletters each year requesting posts and favours. In 
the first two weeks of February 1571, for example, he received 
and dispatched some 300 memorials at the Escorial. In May 
of that year a total of 1,200 petitions arrived.50 Since 
patronage was the key to royal power, Philip rightly ensured 
that all private memorials went through his hands. It was 
easier to deal with them when the interested parties were not 
present. 

Far from being restful, therefore, these periods away from 
Madrid became equally laden with business. Philip frequently 
complained of exhaustion, particularly in the 1580s and 
1590s. But it was still a far more peaceful existence than at 
court, largely because contact with people was drastically 
reduced.51 Outside Madrid the king saw few individuals other 
than his immediate circle. The only exceptions he made were 
to give brief or urgent audiences or to receive particularly 

49 Barrios, El Consejo de estado, pp. 102-4; Lovett, Mateo Vikquez, pp. 201-5. 
50 Diurnal de Antonio Gracitin, i. 12-14; Parker, Philip II, p. 31. On one occasion 

Philip complained to Mateo Vazquez, who had been appointed to help him with this 
work, that he had signed 400 documents that day-Riha Garcia, Co"espondmcia 
privada, i. 36. 

51 He became very irritable when so much business was forwarded from Madrid 
that it interfered with his religious duties. Riha Garcia, Co"espondencia privada, i. 103-
4, 6 Apr. 1577. Nevertheless when he returned from Aragon in Mar. 1586 he said: 'in 
order to recover from Monzon [where he had presided over the cortes] and from the 
long journey it will be necessary to be absent from Madrid very often this summer', 
ibid., 367. 
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distinguished visitors. Otherwise, he was unavailable. The 
tenacity with which he maintained the ban on audiences when 
away from court can be seen· from his sharp reaction on 30 
April 1586, when Juan Fernandez, a leading financial adviser, 
obtained a special licence from the council of finance to visit 
Philip at Aranjuez. The king wanted to talk to him, and told 
Mateo Vazquez that he would have preferred to lose sleep in 
Madrid rather than leave him without an audience, but he 
was incensed to be asked for one now. Philip grumbled that he 
needed all the time away from Madrid to get through the piles 
of paperwork. In order to cope with state affairs 'I need time 
and peace. If I gave audiences, believe me I would have 
neither.'52 

This pattern of work and leisure had become so essential to 
him, that before his journey to Portugal he sent architects and 
gardeners to create a network of palaces outside the court at 
Lisbon which would 'replicate' the Casa de Campo or 
Aranjuez. 53 He meant to have not-only the aesthetic aspects of 
beautiful palaces, gardens, and animals, but also his escape 
routes from the court. 

4. Courtiers: household officials and administrators 
The king's continuous absences had serious implications for 
the structure of the court and the administration. Much of the 
consultative process and decision-making had to be done on 
paper, which Philip much preferred in any case. The amount 
of paperwork involved in Philip's system of government was 
extraordinary. The records of the secretary Gracian indicate 
how many dispatches arrived for the king in the Pardo and 
Escorial during the 1570s, and from whom. Unfortunately it is 
impossible to assess the real volume of work since each 
dispatch included an unspecified number of letters and 
reports. The two dispatches that arrived on I May 1572 
contained affairs relating to Genoa, Milan, Rome, Venice, 

52 Riha Garcfa, Co"espondencia privada, i. 394. 
53 liiiguez Almech, Casas reales, pp. 49-51. His work on the royal palaces led him to 

perceive that Philip had gone much further than the usual preparation of pleasure 
houses and hunting lodges. He felt Philip had created a complex (conjunto) of city
palace-royal retreats. Unfortunately neither lfifguez Almech nor other historians 
followed up this interesting hypothesis. 
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Turin, Sicily, France, and Germany.54 Nevertheless it was 
usual for the king to respond to most business on the day it 
arrived, or the day after. Without this high level of efficiency, 
government would have ground to a halt. During the year 
March 1572-March 1573, Gracián was with the king outside 
Madrid for about 161 days. He registered the arrival of some 
501 dispatches (averaging 3.1 per day). Couriers came daily, 
sometimes twice a day, from Madrid. Post normally started to 
arrive at the royal palace the day after the monarch. No less 
than 21. 1 per cent of the dispatches were forwarded by 
Gabriel Zayas, the secretary for northern affairs. This was 
more than double the amount from any other secretary. 
Eight secretaries of state accounted for over 70 per cent of the 
mail being forwarded to the king. Only five 'ministers' sent a 
substantial number of dispatches independently. The most 
important was the king's principal minister, Cardinal Epinosa 
(2.9 per cent of the total), and the count of Ladrada-who 
appears only after Epinosa's death (4.4 per cent). Ministerial 
dispatches account for 15.2 per cent of the total. The crucial 
position of the secretaries in Philip's government is clear, as is 
the evolution of a more established, bureaucratic form of 
government in the Spanish monarchy. 

The secretaries became the linchpins of the organization. 
They were the intermediaries between the king and the 
councils. Although they had no vote, the secretaries would 
attend meetings, summarize conciliar discussions and 
decisions, transmit information, undertake the preliminary 
sifting of material, and, most importantly, see the king. Often 
Philip allowed the secretaries to determine who should 
receive specific information, but he demanded secrecy when 
particularly sensitive documents arrived, and their functions 
included the gathering and storage of confidential informa
tion. 55 Conscious of their potential power, Philip tried to 
control the secretaries by making them partly answerable to 
the councils, and limiting the business they dealt with. No 
secretary was allowed to encroach on the work of others, and 

54 Diurnal de Antonio Gracian, p. 27. 
55 Ibid. 95, instance of the secretary checking the king's private letters; AGS, 

E. 1211, fo. 99; E. 888, fo. 29, collusion between king and secretaries on secret 
matters. 
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they were all warned not to accept gifts and to act with 
probity.56 

The secretaries were frequently men of middling status, at 
most from the lower nobility, so their increased power was 
bound to provoke a reaction from the higher nobility. With 
tears in his eyes, a Spanish grandee ( either the duke of Alba or 
of Medina Sidonia) predicted in the mid-157os the collapse of 
the Spanish ·monarchy if Philip continued with his system of 
government. He assured Mateo Vazquez that not even 
Madrid was safe. The root cause of the empire's malaise was 
the sheer burden of work, more than one human being could 
manage-even ifhe worked as hard as Philip II. The problem 
was compounded since state affairs were 'communicated and 
consulted in the way they are, through the secretaries'. He 
complained that the secretaries decided how and when letters 
should be forwarded to the king, and often they kept decisions 
secret. As a result of the volume of paperwork, the councils 
spent all their time reading letters rather than resolving affairs 
and disputes. The council of state was dismissed as useless. 
The solution-according to the duke-was simple and com
mensurate with the king's honour. Philip must order the 
secretaries to take dispatches straight to each councillor's 
home. After giving matters due consideration, the councillors 
would request and be granted audiences with the king, and 
give their independent opinion. Evidently the duke's primary 
consideration was not to reduce the king's work-load, but to 
increase the power of individual councillors at the expense of 
councils and secretaries.57 Ironically, of course, the duke 
chose the king's private secretary to communicate his opinion, 
and the king duly received the information and rejected it. 

It was not the first time Philip had been asked to give more 

56 The basic work on the secretaries of state is the informative but unwieldy study 
by J. A. Escudero, Los Secretarios de estadoy del despaclw (1474-1724) (4 vols.; Madrid, 
1976). Especially relevant are i. 121-222, ii, iii. Instructions to secretaries of state can 
be found in vol. iii, apps. 1 and 3. Others may be found in BNM, MSS 989; 
A. Gonzalez Palencia, Gonzalo Perez, secretario de Felipe II (2 vols.; Madrid, 1946), 
i. 173-8; G. Marafi6n, Antonio Perez (Madrid, 1947), esp. p. 42 for the reorganization 
of the secretariat in 1568; Barrios, El Consejo de estado, pp. 96--100. Instructions for the 
secretaryship of the Camara, BNM, MSS I wo8(4); and for the private secretary, 
Lovett, Mateo Vazquez, esp. PP. 36-8. 

57 Riba Garcia, Co"espondencia privada, i. 3g--40. 
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audiences to the councillors. Vazquez himself had suggested 
in 15 76 that the king should talk, rather than write to them. 
But Philip argued that he did not have the time to see them 
all, and could not apportion his time fairly between them. 
Although the need for clarification or further information led 
to extensive correspondence, Philip believed that dealing with 
his advisers by post was a fairer and more efficient system. 58 

The competition that would be created if advisers could 
compare notes on how long the king spent on each dispatch or 
with each counsellor and secretary would be highly disruptive. 
While there was much grumbling from the nobles about the 
secretaries during Philip's reign, it was low key. The main 
reasons for the low level of conflict can be seen in the 
interdependence of the secretaries and noble courtiers, but it 
was also due to the harmonious relationship between the king 
and the nobility. 

The appointment of nobles-especially leading aristocrats
both to government and household positions meant that they 
were vital to both systems. While they did not dominate all 
councils, they had a large role in them, and thus the potential 
to influence state business and patronage. As councillors they 
considered appeals, commented and forwarded them to the 
king, and short-listed candidates for many posts. Their dual 
role enabled them to exercise considerable influence, but the 
complex structure of the government and court ensured that 
they could not dominate. It was always necessary to appeal to 
a wide range of individuals and institutions to procure offices 
and concessions. When Ruy Gómez de Silva sought military 
office for his brother in Italy, he did not rely solely on his 
personal request to the king; he urged secretary Gonzalo Pérez 
to help him persuade the council to recommend his brother. 
The request was successful. 59 Similarly, when John of Austria 
was trying to build up a party in court, he asked secretary 
Antonio Pérez to help him and his supporters 'become 
courtiers' and 'wear long robes', that is, to secure household 
offices and conciliar positions. Otherwise they would not 
advance their cause. John believed that to succeed he would 

58 Riha Garcia, Corresporuncia privada, i. 25-6. 
59 Gonzalez Palencia, Gonzalo Piret, i. 189-90. 
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need both aristocratic and secretarial backing. With the help 
of the marquis of Velez, the duke of Sessa, and secretaries 
Pérez and Juan Vázquez, he thought he had a chance to gain 
considerable power.6 It was a complex system of checks and 
balances. Co-operative secretaries were invaluable for the 
ambitious aristocrat; but no secretary could survive without 
noble support, and they had little chance of advancing their 
families unless accepted by their social superiors. Although 
the social gap between secretaries and aristocrats was 
generally too great to lead to intermarriage, the most 
successful secretaries did succeed in elevating their families to 
noble rank. Consequently, Philip preferred clerics as their 
family strategies were less likely to interfere with the 
disinterested service the king required. 

Relations between the king and nobles were good because 
Philip had very extensive patronage to dispense from the 
wealthy ecclesiastical sees, the extensive lands of the military 
orders, and the multitude of posts in the army and empire-and 
he was careful in its distribution.61 Yet all these favours did 
not suffice to meet the gargantuan appetites of the elites. 
When Morata, one of the king's buffons, asked him why he 
did not give to all who asked for favours, the king wryly 
replied 'If I were to grant all their requests, I would soon be 
begging.'62 Since Philip retained control of patronage, when
ever nobles wanted an important office, they went to court to 
negotiate directly with him, as well as to gain support from 
courtiers and councillors. When the duke of Medina Sidonia 
heard that the duke of Osuna was making a bid to become 
great master of the royal household and councillor of state, he 
rushed to court, 'so as not to miss out by being absent'. Like 
his fellow nobles, Medina Sidonia took the opportunity of his 
visit to deal with 'the legal disputes he had with his vassals, 
which were worth about 10,000 ducats of rent'.63 Despite 
Philip's absences, it is clear that the king was still seen as the 
fount of patronage and law, and that the court retained its 
position as the place where favours and justice were dispensed. 

60 Maraii.6n, Antonio Pere.:,, i. 228. 
61 Alberi, Rel(l{.ioni, ser. 1, iii. 63. 
62 Cit. Porreii.o, Didios y heclws, p. 292. 
63 Cabrera de Cordoba, Felipe II, iii. 269. 
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The nobility enjoyed the privilege of being eligible for the 
highest-ranking offices in the household, which were closed to 
secretaries, and which gave frequent access to the king. Ruy 
Gómez de Silva's power in the early part of the reign was 
attributed to his position as great chamberlain which permitted 
him to see the king alone, to enter, and even to sleep in his 
chamber.64 In 1593 the Venetian envoy, Contarini, made an 
interesting comparison between the powers of a prominent 
secretary and those of a household official: Juan Idiaquez and 
Cristobal de Moura. Moura 'has a more solid and secure 
position because he is the king's great chamberlain: [Idiaquez] 
is more highly regarded because of his long service [ as 
secretary of state]. Don Cristobal's office in the king's 
chamber allows him greater opportunities to encounter his 
majesty; but the greater experience of don Juan makes his 
majesty turn to him more frequently.'65 In other words, a 
household position did not guarantee a dominant political role, 
but made it easier. Equally, a secretary could gain access and 
influence through his experience and personality. But access 
was vital to sustain a key position in government and court.66 

Just as the scales were equally weighted for household 
official and administrator at the highest levels, both groups 
were liable to be left behind in the course of the king's travels. 
When Philip departed for Aragon in 1585, he relieved the 
count of Barajas of his post as chief stewart of the infante's 
household because his office as president of the royal council 
and important role in the administration made him invaluable 
in Madrid.67 Secretaries also had to stay with their councils. 
Until now it has been assumed that secretary Antonio Pérez 
dominated the king and government for many years. But from 
the state papers it is evident that while Pérez went to Portugal 

64 Alberi, R.elationi, ser. 1, iii. 68; Lagomarsino, 'Court Factions', p. 18. 
65 Cit. Barrios, El Consejo de estado, p. I08. 
66 Moura, Chinc6n, and Idiaquez owed their predominance in Philip's govern

ment after 1586 to carefully controlled daily access to the king. Moura was the first to 
see Philip in the morning because of his household office. He woke Philip and helped 
him to dress, and stayed with him to discuss state affairs as long as necessary. 
Chinch6n saw the king after lunch, but never for long. Idiaquez went in the afternoon 
and stayed until nightfall. Each took certain matters for consultation and thus did not 
waste valuable time going over the same business. Barrios, El Consejo de estado, p. 105. 

67 Cock, Relacion, p. 11. 
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with the king, in normal years he always remained in Madrid 
with the administration. At most he was allowed the 
occasional day of consultation with the king, and his influence 
was considerably diluted during these absences.68 

Philip usually took two or three aristocratic friends and 
advisers on his journeys, all of whom were given high-ranking 
household positions; and one or two secretaries, but seldom 
secretaries of state. 69 By leaving the majority of his officials at 
court, Philip secured privacy, and ensured that the expedition 
of routine state affairs was adequately covered. His policy was 
also partly dictated by practical considerations of space. Few 
of the royal palaces could accommodate more than a small 
household, and even fewer were close to larger towns where 
courtiers could be housed. It was thus clearly impossible for a 
full Burgundian-style court to function outside Madrid, or for 
many nobles to be with the king for most of the year. The 
handful of officials who accompanied Philip had to exercise 
more than one office. 70 Sometimes a substitute was necessary 
for long periods: the duke of Alba was chief steward of Philip's 
household until his death in 1582, but he was exiled from 
court for many years. 71 Nevertheless Philip did not alter the 
basic Burgundian structure of his household; nor does he seem 
to have reduced its size. We know, however, that in the mid
I 580s he did simplify some of the complex and formalized 
Burgundian ritual. 

68 Perez was an indefatigable self-propagandist, and the biography by Maraiion, 
Antonio Pim:., confirmed the impression of his writings, but, when we examine the role 
of the other secretaries, it is possible to put him in his true perspective. 

69 At the beginning of the reign, Ruy Gomez de Silva, the prior Don Antonio de 
Toledo, and the dukes of Alba and Feria were some of his most regular companions. 
Feria was captain of the guards. Toledo was master of the horse, and thus took 
precedence over all other officials when the king was on horseback or coach (sec 
Hofmann, Das Spanische Hoft.eremoniell, p. 87). Later in the reign, the prior Don 
Hernando de Toledo, Don Diego de Cordoba, and Moura had analogous roles. 

70 When Jehan Lhermite was sworn in as assistant gentleman of the king's 
chamber, his oath should have been taken by the chamberlain (the count of 
Buendfa), but as he was not present Don Cristobal de Moura (then a gentleman of 
Philip's chamber) acted in his place. Le Passetemps de Jekan l..kermite, I. 93, 96. 

71 In court ordinances, there are references to a mayordomo semaniero (steward for 
the week), which may refer to this, or to the rotation of the four mayordomos. 
Alba's post may have been shared among the nobles, thus creating another means 
of dispensing favour and honour. Other Burgundian-style courts coped with 
similar absences and allowed for short-term substitution. Hofmann, Das Spanische 
Hof ;:,eremoniell, p. 40. 
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The reason was that, despite the apparent rigidity of the 
Burgundian household, it was a flexible structure which was 
adapted to Philip's pattern of life. The household as it existed 
on paper could never have functioned. There were simply too 
many gentlemen of the chamber, casa, and boca to fit into the 
largest palace. Clearly many of the posts were honorific. 
Office at court was used as a form of reward to those who 
could not serve there: the Savoyard count of Pont-de-Vaux, 
for example, was appointed gentleman de la boca in Philip's 
household and immediately granted a year's absence to go to 
the Netherlands, where the governor was ordered to give him 
a post in his household. 72 Although he had two household 
offices, Pont-de-Vaux probably served in neither. Yet some 
offices were shared; their titles preceded by the term 'reserve'. 
We do not yet know how often these substitutions took place, 
if on a regular basis, or merely when the chief holder of the 
office was incapacitated or had leave of absence. 73 Conse
quently, Philip's long absences from court need not have 
affected the higher nobility seriously. While they were not 
needed for most of the year, and therefore were deprived of 
regular access to the monarch, most of them would expect to 
attend court only on important occasions. The household was 
called to join the king for ceremonies such as the proclamation 
of a successor, and might also gather for a major religious 
festival. 74 These occasions provided them with a reason to 
come up to court, and that all-important contact with the 
king. This sufficed because few aristocrats were devoted 
primarily to government service. Although most aristocrats 
visited the court, usually for business rather than pleasure, 
their primary interest was to extend their local power base 
and consolidate their estates. 

Philip began his reign determined to recover royal authority. 

72 Le Passetemps de jehan Lhermite, i. 269. Charles-Emmanuel de Gorrevod, count, 
later duke of Pont-de-Vaux, was also a prince of the Holy Roman Empire. I am 
grateful to Dr Robert Orcsko for identifying him. Perhaps we should see his 
appointment also as part of Philip's attempt to broaden the membership of the court, 
discussed below. n Le Passetemps dejehan Lkermite, i. 96-7. 

74 Diurnal de Antonio Gracitin, p. 100; J. de Sepulveda, Historia de varios sucesos y de Las 
cosas notables que han acaecido en Espaiiay otras partes . .. 1584-16o3 {Documentos para la 
historia dcl Monasterio de San Lorenzo el Real de El Escorial, 5; Madrid, 1924), 
pp. 4-5. 
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This could only be done effectively by reducing the power of 
the aristocracy, but the crown's penury forced him to alienate 
royal lands, jurisdiction, towns, and villages, as well as offices 
in local and central government. Recent studies confirm that 
seigneurial power increased throughout the empire. Even in 
Castile, where his long residence leads one to expect the 
contrary, the aristocrats extended their control. In Salamanca, 
for example, over 63 per cent of lands and 60 per cent of the 
population were under noble jurisdiction. By 1600 two-thirds 
of the towns, half the villages, and 22 of the 148 cities in 
Castile were under seigneurial control (secular and eccle
siastical). The powerful dukes of Infantado alone ruled some 
800 towns and villages, and nominated over 500 public 
officials. 75 Many administrative posts were being monopolized 
by noblemen with university degrees. Philip even lost what 
little control he had recovered over the military administration 
by the end of his reign. His great efforts to establish direct 
control over all aspects of land and naval warfare collapsed 
due to the combined impact of an inadequate bureaucracy 
and a perennial lack of funds. 76 Contrary to what is often 
stated, the reign of Philip II was not a landmark in the 
establishment of Habsburg absolutism and centralization. 

The court nevertheless was vital for the nobility, and 
competition for household posts was intense. They were 
symbols of honour and status, as well as a means to get the 
attention of the monarch, however briefly. Sepulveda noted 
how highly the post of gentleman of the king's chamber was 
valued because it was 'an office of great trust and great 
honour'. 77 Court positions emphasized and reinforced the 
aristocratic hierarchy. Grandees were appointed only to the 
highest posts; their heirs were appointed to middling ones 
such as gentlemen of the chamber; and younger sons would 
receive lower positions such as gentlemen de la boca or de la 

75 M. Tunon de Lara (ed.), Historia de Espana, v. La Frustracion de un imperio 1476-
1714 (Barcelona, 1982), pp. 155-6, 185-6; H. Kamen, Spain 1469--1714. A Society in 
Conflict (London, 1983), p. 151. 

76 This is the main thesis of I. A. A. Thompson's work, War and Government in 
Habsburg Spain 1560--1620 (London, 1976); see R. L. Kagan, Students and Society in Early 
Modem Spain (London, 1974), on noble participation in higher education and gradual 
monopoly ofit. 77 Sepulveda, Historia de varios suusos, p. 61. 
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casa. 78 The court also provided leading aristocrats of both 
sexes with a suitable upbringing.79 Throughout Philip's reign 
there was at least one female household and several male ones 
to provide nobles of both sexes with posts and the requisite 
education.80 

Having a sedentary court also suited the aristocracy 
because it enabled them to estabish more permanent and 
grandiose residences in Madrid. Few courtiers lived in the 
palace. Even the king's private secretary and confidant, 
Mateo Vazquez, went to the palace only when called. He 
rented lodgings nearby and lived in cramped, unhealthy 
rooms. The shortage of space in Madrid was acute.Unmarried 
courtiers, whatever their status, were forced to share rooms. 81 

Philip ordered that anyone who built a house of more than one 
storey in the city had to make half of the house available to the 
king's officials. But this did little to ameliorate the situation.82 

Many courtiers disdained the accommodation provided by 
the court because it was inadequate. The apartments allocated 
to the presidents (of the councils) were not taken up, for 
instance.83 Yet there were bitter arguments over desirable 
rooms, and their allocation exercised Philip, Vazquez, and the 
councils for many hours.84 But most nobles had houses in the 
city and preferred to live there, or lodge with their fellows. 85 

78 Hofman, Das Spanische Hofzeremoniell, p. 83, mentions the practice. 
79 While Luis de Requesens served the king as governor of Milan and the 

Netherlands, he left his son at court and ordered him to remain there until his 
marriage. A. Matilla Tasc6n (ed.), Testamentos de 43 personajes del Madrid de Los Austrias 
(Instituto de Estudios Madrileiios, El Madrid de los Austrias; Madrid, 1983), 
pp. 22-3. 

80 When Archduke Albert arrived in the Escorial, he was greeted by the lnfanta 
Isabel and a group of meninas, the young daughters of the Iberian grandees, Le 
Passetemps de Jehan Lhermite, i. 234. 

81 Don Diego Hurtado de Mendoza was among those who had to share. 
E. Spivakovsky, Son of the Alhambra. Don Diego Hurtado de Mendoza, 1504-1575 (Austin 
and London, 1970), p. 351. In Vazquez's case, his discomfort was partly due to his 
preference for large gardens over large rooms, and the need for him to present a 
modest front. Lovett, Mateo Vazquez, pp. 118-20. 

82 Alvar Ezquerra, Felipe ll, la corte y Madrid en 1561, p. 66. 
83 The owner of the house rented the rooms to others and charged the king and the 

new tenants for the privilege! Riha Garcia, Correspondencia privada, i. 350. 
84 E.g. ibid. i. 81-2, 146--7, I 75, 180-1. 
85 Hernan Perez de Toledo opposed the move to Madrid because of the shortage 

of accommodation for lowlier officials. The grandees, he assured the king, would 
have no problem since they had great houses and always lodged with each other. Cit. 
Alvar Ezquerra, Felipe ll, la corte y Madrid en 1561, p. 25. 
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They were as anxious as the king to create an impression of 
power and wealth. If lodged within the palace, nobles were 
likely to find themselves in cramped rooms which would not 
allow them to live in a style befitting their status. When the 
count of Barajas agreed to stay 'in the palace' in 1585 during 
Philip's absence in Aragon, he did so on condition that he 
would be given at least another room.86 It suited the king to 
have a glittering array of noble residences near his palace, as it 
added to the splendour of the court. More practically, it 
meant that the grandees were able to receive and lodge 
visiting dignitaries in style during his absence from court.8 

Living outside the palace was not therefore a sign of royal 
disapproval-it could serve as a symbol of status. When 
Mateo Vazquez was principal secretary to Cardinal Espinosa, 
he lodged with his master; as the king's secretary he was 
important enough to set up an independent household, and 
this mattered more than its limited comforts. Wherever 
possible courtiers built or bought their own houses, although 
this often meant that they were at a greater distance from the 
palace. Since proximity to the palace-even living and 
working there--was no guarantee of access to the monarch in 
his new palaces, it mattered little.88 Unlike other courts, and 
quite specifically seventeenth- and eighteenth-century courts, 
a study of the allocation of rooms within the palace cannot 
lead us to an accurate assessment of power relationships in 
Philip II's govemment.89 

·Since Philip was also very sensitive on the important issue 
of marriage strategies, his relations with the nobility (with 
very few exceptions) were harmonious. The nobles had little 
reason to be dissatisfied with his rule, with the exception of 
those in the Netherlands, and, even here, the majority were 

86 He promised that he would keep the chambers very clean and take good care of 
security. Riha Garcia, Correspondencia privada, i. 350. 

87 Amadeus of Savoy, half-brother and special envoy of the duke, was received by 
an impressive group of grandees in Madrid (1585) and lodged with Don Juan de 
Zuniga, because Philip was with the children at El Pardo. Cock, Relacion, p. 8. 

88 Jehan Lhermite serves as an example, building his own house in_ Campillo, near 
the Escorial, in 1596. Philip II helped him with grants and materials. Le Passetemps, 
i. 307-10. 

89 Dr William Ritchey Newton is studying room allocation and power in Versailles 
1670-1787. His interesting work suggests that the method can be used effectively for 
the French court in the last century of the ancien regime. 
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reconciled to the king by the I 580s. As a result, royal 
authority could be maintained without need for frequent or 
direct contact at court. King and aristocracy were able to 
uphold honour and status without the constant visual and 
symbolic reinforcement offered by court ceremonial. 

Nevertheless, in the mid-158os there was a short-lived crisis 
provoked, first, by the king's attempt to withdraw even further 
at a time of great instability-his health had visibly deterior
ated and seemed to presage his imminent death, and a 
regency. Second, by the increasingly rigid and unattractive 
nature of court life. The final decade of the reign saw a 
reversal of the earlier trend, as the crown used the powerful 
bonds of court ceremonial to strengthen the weakened 
monarchy. 

5. The character of the court 

Life in Philip Il's court was fairly dull and predictable. The 
king spent much of his time working, and he did not provide 
many amusements for his family and courtiers. Although 
Philip had enjoyed masques and plays in the past, he 
begrudged spending time and money on entertainments after 
his return to Spain. He seemed unable to forget the work 
awaiting him, and at times, such as in June 1578, he took the 
work with him to a farce. 90 Life for those who were not 
involved in government revolved around singing, dancing, 
reading ( especially books of chivalry and devotional works), 
and endless board and card games. Gambling was a scourge
even Queen Elizabeth de Valois often had to borrow money 
from her officials and pawn her jewels to cover her debts.91 

Courtiers relished the antics of the court baffoons, and loved 
hunting. All this was the stuff of court life elsewhere too. 
Philip was passionately fond of all types of hunting, par-

90 Riha Garcia, Co"espondencia privada, i. 181. 
91 Gonzalez de Amezua y Mayo, Isabel de Valois. All 3 volumes certain instances of 

these amusements; some e.g.s: dancing, i. 182, 228----g; music, i. 242-4; reading, 
i. 246-7; bufoons, i. 251-2; games, i. 254---8. The will of Luis de Requesens attests to 
the habitual gambling of high-ranking officials. The king was sometimes forced to 
regulate the activities of the worst offenders. Matilla Tasc6n, Testamentos, p. 14; 
Lovett, Mateo Vazquez, p. 147; Marafion, Antonio Perez, i. 93 ff., for a brief description 
of the secretary's dissolute life-style; gambling, i. 94-5; bribes, i. 103-7. 
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ticularly falconry, and he loved fishing. 92 These courtly 
amusements were almost always confined to a very small, 
inner circle. Even the frequent plays and masques in the first 
half of the reign tended to be created by and for the immediate 
royal households, especially those of the queen and infantes. 
Courtiers who wanted to join in the fun had to bribe 
doorkeepers or gain the favour of the ladies and princes. Many 
days were wasted on the attempt.93 Those who had to remain 
with the king for long periods of time, unless they had 
administrative duties, struggled constantly against the tedium 
and boredom of routine life, particularly at the Escorial. 
There was much poetry written, read, commented, and 
exchanged among the courtiers. They shared knowledge and 
skills. Jehan Lhermite learned astrology, gilding, distilling, 
making coded messages, and finally took to writing his 
voluminous memoirs to pass the time. 94 

This is why the masque organized by Elizabeth de Valois 
and Princess Juana in Epiphany 1565 caused such a stir in 
Spain. While its eleven chivalric riddles fare badly in a 
comparison with the sophisticated and splendid festivals of 
the Habsburgs in the Netherlands during the regency of Mary 
of Hungary, or the Valois court in France, or the family 
gatherings organized by the Austrian Habsburgs, such events 
were almost unknown in Spain. Whereas the Valois and 
Austrian Habsburgs made sure that large numbers of nobles 
participated in these festivities, those in Spain were much 
more exclusive.95 Unlike his fellow monarchs, Philip did not 

92 Hunting: Le Passetemps dejehan Lhennite, i. 103-9; Gonzalez de Amezua y Mayo, 
Isabel de Valois, i. 278--82; fishing: Parker, Philip II, p. 41. 

93 Spivakovsky, Son of the Alhambra, pp. 365--6. 
94 Le Passetemps dejehan Lhennite, esp.i.116, 238, 243-4, 246--7, 305--6; ii. 1-12. 
95 The 1565 celebrations: Gonzalez de Amezua y Mayo, Isabel de Valois, i. 234-7; 

iii. 468--72; he also published (iii. 454--68) accounts of the encounter between 
Elizabeth and her family at Bayonne, which showed how direct competition forced 
the Spanish to organize more spectacular feasts. For the Valois court in this period, 
see the works of R. J. Knecht, Francis I (Cambridge, 1982), ch .. 6, pp. 83-104, and 
'Francis I: Prince and Patron of the Northern Renaissance', in A. G. Dickens (ed.), 
The Courts of Europe. Politics, Patronage and Royalty, 1400--1800 (London, 1977; New 
York edn. 1984), pp. 99-119. I. Cloulas, Henri II (Paris, 1985), esp. part 1, eh. 3, 
pp.56--65;part2,ch. 1,pp. 137-166,chs. 3-4,pp.203-53;part3,ch. 1,pp. 337-86. 
F. A. Yates, The Valois Tapestries (London, 1959; 2nd. cdn., London, 1979), esp. 
pp. 51-88. Henry III's court has been extensively studied by J. Boucher, Societe et 
mentalites autour de Henri Ill (4 vols.; Lille, 1981 ). For the Austrian Habsburgs, T. Da 
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harness the arts to promote himself, although he effectively 
used them for the promotion of the dynasty and the Catholic 
faith. On the whole he regarded poets and playwrights as 
creators of light amusements and he seldom patronized them. 
He preferred to promote mathematicians, navigators, carto
graphers, and chroniclers. While Philip spent large sums on 
paintings, his commissions after 1560 were almost entirely on 
religious subjects or portraits.96 His awareness of the message 
that even simple portraits can emit, particularly if carefully 
arranged, is clear in the attention he paid to the portrait 
gallery of the Pardo.97 Consequently it is significant that the 
family portraits should be uniformly simple. Philip's aim was 
to show wealth and power without ostentation. The portraits 
imparted the virtues that were so highly prized in the 
Castilian court: restraint, control, wisdom, piety. Philip 
deliberately disdained a heroic self-image and despised 
vainglory. Nor was he fond of war; consequently he did not 
encourage chivalresque displays. 

The ceremonial life of the court was very dependent on 
religious festivals. In a normal year, the 'gentlemen of the 
household and the court' would gather with the king for Holy 
Week processions from the 15 70s in the Escorial. The first 
official mass at the monastery-palace brought all 'the gentle
men' of the king's chamber and 'many grandees' together with 

Variations on the Imperial Theme in the Age of Maximilian II and Rudolf II (New York and 
London, 1978); R.J. W. Evans, 'The Austrian Habsburgs. The Dynasty as a Political 
Institution', in Dickens (ed.), The Courts of Europe, eh. 6, pp. 121-45; and his 
fascinating wider study of culture in Rudolf II and kis World. A Study in Intellectual 
History. 1576-161!2 (Oxford, 1973). 

96 Philip requested only 2 allegorical paintings from Titian that projected a 
specific political message: one, after the victory at Lepanto, was probably meant to 
be a companion piece to Titian's famous picture of Charles V after his victory at 
Muhlberg. Whereas Charles portrayed himself in the guise of a classical military 
hero, Philip is depicted offering his son up to heaven, and the legend prophesies that 
the son will be greater than the father. The other allegory is cif a personified Spanish 
monarchy coming to the defence of religion. I have come across one other allegory, 
probably dating from 1559, in which Philip is portrayed as Solomon, the Netherlands 
as the queen of Sheba. No imitations or other versions are known, and it is unlikely 
that Philip commissioned this. 

97 Joanna Woodall of the Courtauld Institute, London, is currently working on 
the king's portraitist, Anthonis Mor, and has produced a very interesting 
reconstruction of the gallery at El Pardo. I am very grateful to her for showing me the 
typescript of this part of her thesis. 
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the royal family. Even the count of Barajas left his adminis
trative duties for this.98 Religious events thus brought the 
nobles and the king together when he was away from court, 
but they were additionally important for the rump of the court 
in Madrid during his absence, since these rituals alone created 
the occasion to reunite those courtiers and administrators, as 
well as any other visitors, in fitting surroundings. Unwittingly, 
most of the major events of Philip's reign were connected with 
death: he lost his parents, four wives, seven children, and all 
his siblings. Additionally the reburial of his ancestors in the 
Escorial provided grand occasions for the exaltation of God 
and the dynasty. His passion for relics added to the funereal 
tone of many court ceremonies: the remains of various saints 
were given sumptuous receptions, and attracted huge crowds 
to the court. 99 

As he grew older Philip also became increasingly morose. 
The appalling death-toll in his immediate family combined 
with the continued crises in his empire depressed and 
hardened him, and drove him to seek greater solace from 
religion. John Elliott has argued that the Spanish Habsburgs 
developed religious observances and rituals further than other 
courts because they had been faced with unusually serious 
religious divisions. The survival of Islamic and Judaic 
practices, and later protestantism, threatened the unity of the 
state and provoked a reaction. Elliott also maintains that this 
deep religiosity was a way to compensate for the withdrawal of 
the monarchs from public gaze. The king's frequent attendance 
at mass was a public act. Moreover, such close links with 
divine power were meant to strengthen the prestige of the 
monarchy-a monarchy that did not claim the divine powers 
of healing that so enhanced the authority of the French and 
English sovereigns. 100 All this doubtless influenced Philip, but 

98 Sepulveda, Historia de varios sucesos, p. 4, pp. 26--8 respectively. 
99 Cabrera de Cordoba, Felipe II, iii. 238-46, gives details of the reception of the 

remains of St Leocadia in 1585. The city was packed. The body was immediately 
divided between the Church and members of the royal family after an undignified 
squabble over the most valuable parts! 

100 J. H. Elliott, 'The Court of the Spanish Habsburgs: A Peculiar Institution?', in 
P. Mack and M. C. Jacob {edd.), Politics and Culture in Ear{y Modern Europe. Essays in 
Honour of H. G. Koenigsberger (Cambridge, 1987), esp. pp. 10-11. M. Bloch, Les Rois 
thaumaturges (Paris, 1961), Engl. trans., The Royal Touch: Sacred Monarchy and Scrofula in 
England and France (London, 1973). 
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two factors above all determined his heavy reliance on 
religious ritual: first, his upbringing; secondly, his personality. 
Philip had been brought up in his mother's highly religious 
court, where courtiers were categorized in terms borrowed 
from monastic life. All courtiers belonged either to the 
claustrales (conventuals), the observantes (observant friars), or 
the capuchinos (for the most spiritual individuals). 101 Despite 
the dour mood of his later years, Philip's court never quite 
reached these extremes. Above all, it was the depth of his own 
religious sentiments, and his reverence for religious objects, 
that proved the most powerful sources of his piety. The man 
who spent hours meditating in front of Titian's Crucifixion 
clearly drew comfort and inspiration from his faith. 

But too deep an attachment to religious ritual and imagery 
could be harmful for a monarch. He must still be easily 
identified as a warrior: he must not become part of the other 
caste, those who prayed. Philip's emulation of monastic 
simplicity in the 1580s came very close to alienating him from 
his court. It changed even his manner of dressing. Whereas 
until his forties Philip had dressed with what contemporaries 
thought was exquisite taste, he increasingly adopted sombre 
colours and severe styles. It was not his wearing of black that 
worried some courtiers: black was considered a most elegant 
colour. It was the quality of materials used, and the lack of 
other accoutrements. At some of the Lent celebrations in 1584 
he appeared with such simple 'clothes and cap, he looked just 
like a physician'. He was not even wearing a sword. 102 

Ironically, Philip had become quite concerned at the lack of 
sartorial standards at court, largely because some councillors 
had given up wearing their traditional, and easily identifiable, 
long robes. Philip argued that this had led to dishonour, 
disrespect, and lack of decency, as had the new practice of 
lawyers and doctors of decorating their horses with trappings 
permitted only to councillors and nobles. He was horrified to 
hear that some clerics were not wearing their habits either. He 
had good reason to be concerned. Clothing was the most 

101 March, Nine:i:. y Juventud, ii. 393-4, letter from the Jesuit Araoz to Ignatious 
Loyola. It is probably a play on the 3 Franciscan orders, the Conventuals being the 
most worldly, the Obscrvants stricter, and Capuchins the strictest of all. 

102 Sepulveda, Historia de varios sucesos, p. 4. 
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visible sign of status and had to be rigorously controlled. He 
ordered the council to remedy the situation, and new 
sumptuary legislation was proclaimed. Curiously, however, 
he failed to perceive that he was also breaking the rules, 
although his was a sin of simplicity rather than excess. A king 
should not look like a physician any more than a physician 
should look like a councillor. A similar trend in the matter of 
titles is apparent. Upset by the common use of extreme forms 
of address in letters and greetings, Philip sought to control this 
inflation of titles, so that respect for those of status and royal 
officials should be preserved. As in the matter of clothing, he 
wanted to set an example and went too far. He discarded the 
traditional title 'Sacred Catholic Majesty' for a simple 'Sir'. In 
his eagerness to show his own simplicity and humility, was he 
not reducing the honour and grandeur of monarchy? 103 

The asceticism of the early 1580s deepened in 1584-5. It is 
from this period that an anonymous account speaks of 'palacio 
muy retirado': a very secluded (or cloistered) palace. 1 4 Even 
during his stay in Madrid in 1585, Philip withdrew to his new 
rooms, refused to give many audiences, and did not attend 
mass publicly, choosing instead to hear it in his private 
chapel, 'as quietly as ifhe had not been in the palace', noted a 
critical courtier. He behaved in fact 'as if he were still in the 
Pardo'. 105 Cabrera de C6rdoba's remark makes clear that the 
king had withdrawn further than was tolerable. His reclusive
ness and simplification of court ceremonial seem to have put 
an intolerable strain on a system which revolved around the 
semi-sacrosanct person of the monarch. Philip had hitherto 
benefited from his deliberate policy of distance. An aura of 
respect, verging on fear, had been created. 106 But a thin line 

I03 Riha Garcia, Correspondencia privada, i. 230-2, 280-1, 307; Sepulveda, Historia d£ 
varios sucesos, p. 66. 

I04 Cit. Alvar Ezquerra, Felipe II, la corte y Madrid en 1561, p. 72. The anonymous 
observer also wrote: 'I found the court where I left it, but so greatly altered that I 
could hardly recognize it. Everything had changed: the palace, the place, the 
ministers, the fashions, the men and the women.' Note the wide definition 
encapsulated by the term court, including the city of Madrid ('the place'), the 
fashions, and the individuals who lived there. 

ws Cabrera de Cordoba, Felipe II, iii. 228. 
106 Elliott, 'The Court of the Spanish Habsburgs', p. 17. Both Elliott and David 

Starkey make the important point that a monarch who maintained his distance was 
no less successful than one with a higher profile. D. Starkey, 'Introduction', in idem 



M. J. RODRIGUEZ-SALGADO 

separated awe for a distant king from disregard for an absent 
monarch. Philip had undermined respect for the monarchy by 
distancing himself from the accepted symbols of power. 

Inevitably, the king's retreat from the centre of power, and 
the absence of cultural attractions at court, encouraged 
competition from his powerful magnates. The Mendoza clan 
organized public festivities in Madrid to celebrate the 
marriage of the count of Melgar, heir to the admiral of Castile, 
at the point when Philip's withdrawal reached dangerous 
proportions. The celebrations were on such a lavish scale that 
it caused a scandal. The Mendoza tried to hold a bullfight in 
the Plaza Mayor, knowing that this was a privilege reserved 
for the royal family. Even the arrival of the dukes oflnfantado 
was in clear imitation of a royal entry: the only thing missing, 
commented an eyewitness, was the royal guard. He went on: 
'such power was intolerable and gave rise to suspicion.' 107 

Philip could not afford to alienate some of the most powerful 
families in the empire, so he pretended that he did not mind, 
but he reduced the Mendoza to size by limiting their access to 
the royal family. The duchess of lnfantado was refused 
permission to kiss the hand of the lnfanta Isabel, and was sent 
instead to greet the king's sister María. 

Notwithstanding his calm front, Philip must have been 
seething. The snub to the duchess shows his own sensitivity on 
matters of honour. While it is impossible to prove that this 
incident forced him to reconsider his recent policies, there is 
no doubt that he made considerable efforts after 1587-8 to 
broaden his court, to increase the number of ceremonial 
occasions, and to improve access, despite worsening health 
and deep despair at the reverses he was encountering abroad. 
He turned his journeys to Aragon in 1585-6 and 1591 into 
long progresses, accompanied by his children and leading 
courtiers. He even contributed to some masques in the early 
1590s. 108 In 1593 there were impressive festivities to celebrate 

{ed.), The English Courtfrom the Wars of the Roses to the Civil War (London, 1987), 1--24, 
p. 10. 

107 Cabrera de Cordoba, Felipe II, iii. 230. 
108 They were instigated by Prince Philip; Lhermite helped to organize them, Le 

Passetemps, i. 217, 220, 223-4, 228. 
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the arrival of papal gifts for the infantes and the arrival of 
Archduke Albert which involved large numbers of nobles. In 
1594 Philip celebrated the feast of the Order of the Golden 
Fleece in spectacular style. His aim was not merely to elect 
new members, but quite specifically to 'refresh the memory' of 
these ceremonies and 're-establish' them. In so doing, of 
course, Philip was restoring the predominance of royal court 
ceremonial and reinforcing the power of the crown. And this 
point was made very clearly when, contrary to the tradition 
which called for king and members of the Order to dine 
together at the same table, Philip and his son sat some 
distance apart. 109 The arrival of several Netherlands aristo
crats at court contributed to the choice of this, rather than 
other ceremonies that had also been allowed to lapse. After 
Philippe de Croy came to court in 1588, several of his 
countrymen were appointed to the king's household; lesser 
and younger nobles were given an admirable entry into the 
court when he transformed the membership of the royal 
archers, who henceforth included none but noblemen from the 
Burgundian lands.110 In other words, the court was again 
being used to integrate some of the distant states of the 
monarchy, as well as to reinforce the king's majesty and 
power. 

While Philip realized the usefulness of ceremonial to unite 
and strengthen the monarchy, he was still unwilling to live in 
Madrid longer than a few months. In order to meet the 
demand for contact, he enlarged the palaces to accommodate 
a larger proportion of the household and administration when 
he was away from court. Philip extended the palace at El 
Pardo, and added new houses 'to ensure the comfort and 
improve the lodgings of his household officials'. 111 In the 
1590s he evacuated the villages of Campillo and Monasterios 
near his new palace ( close to the Escorial) for the same reason. 
The result, according to Sepulveda, was to create a setting 
akin 'to paradise. The king in his palace, his nobles and 

109 Ibid. i. 232-4, 249-50, for the Toison festivities. 
110 Le Passetemps dejehan Lhermite, i. 86-g2. 
111 ibid. i. IOI ff. 
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servants accommodated in the houses left empty by their 
occupants'. 112 

It is difficult to assess the success of Philip's efforts to 
strengthen and extend the court in the last decade of his reign. 
There was relative calm at court, however, and very few 
challenges to the king outside it. The pasquins of 1591 
criticizing him appear to be an isolated incident. Two 
manuscript tracts appeared shortly after his death denouncing 
him and his policies, but these do not add up to widespread 
dissatisfaction.113 Doubtless the expectations of the king's 
imminent death helped to keep the nobles quiescent. Everyone 
realized that the young prince was quite unlike his father. A 
more vigorous and entertaining court headed by a more 
generous monarch was soon expected. Nevertheless, the 
achievements of Philip II should not be underestimated. 
Despite the early tensions created by his method of govern
ment, it was widely recognized that it had functioned very 
well. Consequently Philip's work-pattern, with its heavy 
reliance on paperwork, and long hours devoted to the direct 
supervision of all aspects of government, was considered the 
ideal to which all princes should aspire. Philip III and Philip 
IV were constantly reminded of the virtues of Philip II. They 
fell well below his standards in terms of ability, capacity for 
work, and control of the nobility. Nevertheless Philip's 
successors far outshone him in the creation of a brilliant court 
culture which was admired, disseminated, and often slavishly 
imitated throughout Christendom. The brilliance of the image 
projected by his successors proved more enduring than the 
solid achievements of that most prudent of kings. 

112 The monk Sepulveda could not understand why the inhabitants wept when 
they left their homes after this compulsory purchase; after all, they had been 
handsomely rewarded, Historia de various sucesos, pp. 17g-80. The story is confirmed by 
Cabrera de Cordoba, Felipe 11, iii. 278. 

113 Parker, Philip Il, pp. 203-5, for a succinct and lively summary of contemporary 
evaluations of the- king. 
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The Court as 'Civilizer' of the Nobility: 
Noble Attitudes and the Court in France 
in the late Sixteenth and early Seventeenth 

Centuries 

ELLERY SCHALK 

At the beginning of the eighteenth century Henri de Boulain
villiers, deeply concerned by what he felt was a crisis in the 
affairs of the nobility, wrote his now famous Essais sur la 
noblesse de France. In it he called for a revival of the nobility and 
argued that many of the problems facing France in his day 
could be solved if a greater political and cultural role in the 
state could be given--or, as he saw it, restored-to the 
nobility of birth. Thus in his Essais he assumed there had been 
a decline in the role of the nobility during the previous several 
centuries to reach a low point in his time, and in an attempt to 
explain that decline he turned to the role of the court. It was 
the court, he felt, that was largely responsible for the social 
and cultural transformation of the nobility that had led to its 
present lowly state. The troubles had begun in the early 
sixteenth century during the reign of Francis I. The nobles 
were then caught up in the seductive lure of the court, which 
led them into extravagant expenditure in order to keep up 
with the courtly life-style; they also adopted new manners: 
flattery, hypocrisy, dishonesty, and low morality; slowly 
giving up their former independence as they worked to gain 
the favour not only of the kings but also of the women at the 
court. The end result was the degenerate and corrupt nobility 
of Boulainvilliers's day, which had forgotten its real raison 
d'être and indeed, because of its own responsibility in the 
process, even deserved its lowly status. 1 

1 M. le C. de Boulainvilliers, Essais sur la noblesse de France, conlenans une dissertation 
sur son origine et abaissement (Amsterdam, 1732), esp. pp. 210--30. 
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The court is thus ·seen as a major instrument of social 
change for the nobility. Such ideas are, of course, familiar to 
us, although, interestingly enough, they were, as we shall see, 
essentially new with Boulainvilliers-not in terms of attacks 
on the court or on courtiers, to be sure, as these go well back 
into the French Middle Ages and further, but in terms of 
blaming the court for the decline of the nobility as a whole. 
This argument was taken up by others following Boulain
villiers and found what is probably its fullest m_odern scholarly 
expression in 1903 in Pierre de Vaissiere's Gentilshommes 
campagnards de l'ancienne France. Vaissière also blamed the court· 
for _weakening the old nobility, and saw the emergence in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, as this process of overall 
weakening took place, of a major split between the court and 
country nobility. The court nobility be.came corrupt and 
degenerate, while the virtues of the old nobility, before its 
decline, were carried on into the later period by the isolated 
country nobles, who became the butt of ridicule or disdain by 
their more sophisticated but also relatively powerless brethr_en 
of the court. With Vaissiere, the importance of the court 
versus country split, as it related to the history of the nobility, 
gained scholarly recognition and acceptance; it was an 
emphasis· that was taken up by a good number of later 
scholars including, for instance, Jean Meyer in his classic 
thesis of· rg66 on the Breton nobility in the eighteenth 
century.3 

Recent work on the nobility and on noble conceptions in 
France, however, has pointed in different directions, and 

· suggests that the time has come to re-evaluate these classic 
assumptions on the role of the court and the split between 
court and country nobility. The traditional view, for instance, 
assumes a decline in the nobility in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries,4 something that we no longer take for 
granted.5 It also usually assumes a fundamental split between 

2 P. de Vaissiere, Gentilslwmmes compagnards de l'an&ienne France: etude sur la condition, 
l'etat social et les moeurs de la noblesse de province du xvt' au XVIIf siecle (Paris, 1903). 

3 er. J. Meyer, La Noblesse bretonne au xvrn' siecle (Paris, 1966), esp. pp. 861-925. 
4 er. e.g. Vaissiere, Gmtils!UJmmes. compagnards, p. 175, where he states that the 

desire to leave their lands in the country for the court was one of the sure signs of the 
nobility's 'decadence and ruin'. 

5 er. examples among a large literature; J. Russell Major, 'Noble Income, 
Inflation and the Wars of Religion in France', American Historical Review, 86 (1981), 
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nobles and non-nobles, or between noble and bourgeois-that 
is, as it is usually formulated, a rising bourgeoisie challenges 
and eventually even moves past a declining nobility, weakened 
and debilitated by the seductive and powerful attractions of 
the court. The noble-non-noble split--often seen in France as 
a robe versus sword conflict-is something we no longer take 
for granted.6 We also understand the relationship between the 
nobility and the emerging absolutist state of the late sixteenth 
and early seventeenth centuries-the period that is usually 
assumed to be the key one for the role of the court in helping to 
create the court-country split-in a different way. It is now 
seen as less a weakening of nobility than a transformation of 
nobility and elites.7 All this suggests serious problems for the 
classic view; and what I would like to do in this chapter is 
present the conclusions of an examination I have carried out 
of noble attitudes towards the court in the late sixteenth and 
early seventeenth centuries, seen in the light of the revised 
interpretations we now have concerning the history of 
nobility. The purpose, then, is to offer what I hope is a more 
up to date understanding of the question. As will be seen, an 
examination of the interaction between the realities of the 
court-its 'real' history-and the attitudes towards it will help 
us to arrive at this understanding, and thus this interaction is 
an important theme of the chapter. 

21-48; J.B. Wood, The Nobility of the Election of Bayeux, 1463-1666: Continuity through 
Change (Princeton, NJ, 1980); andJ. M. Constant, Nobles et paysans en Beauce au xvr et 
xvn' siecles (Lille, 1981). 

6 Once again, there is a large literature. Sec e.g. J. Dewald, The Formation of a 
Provincial Nobility: The Magistrates of the Parlement of Rouen, 149!f-1610 (Princcton, NJ, 
1980); Wood, Nobility if Bayeux; R. Harding, Anatomy of a Power Elite: The Provincial 
Governors of Early Modern France (New Haven and Londo;n, 1978); and my article 
'Ennoblement in France from 1350 to 1660', journal of Social History, 16 (1982), 
101-10. 

7 Again, ·there is a large literature here. See e.g. the pioneering article by D. Richct, 
'Autour des origines ideologiques lointaines de la revolution fran~aisc: elites et 
despotisme', Annales E.S.C., 24 (1969), pp. 1-23; for a very important work on the 
relations between the catholic Ligue and the emerging absolutist state in the late 16th 
cent. see R. Descimon, Qui itaient Les seize? Mythes et rialitis de la ligue parisienne (1585-
1594) (Paris, 1983); see also my recent book, From Valor to Pedigree: Ideas of Nobility in 
France in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries (Princeton, NJ, 1986), esp. eh. 4-8 and the 
works cited therein. And for aristocratic-monarchical relations in the 1 7th cent., seen 
from a fresh perspective, and from the direction of the provinces, sec W. Beik, 
Absolutism and Society in Seventeenth-Century France: State Power and Provincial Aristocrary in 
Languedof (Cambridge, 1985). · 

I 
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We begin with a brieflook at the court itself in the sixteenth 
and first half of the seventeenth centuries. R. J. Knecht and 
Jeanjacquart have described the court of Francis I, Edouard 
Bourciez that of Henry II, and Jacqueline Boucher that of 
Henry IIl,8 and when their work is joined with other 
materials, a definite evolution can be discerned iri terms of the 
history of the French court in the sixteenth century, an 
evolution that continues fairly smoothly, in fact, into the 
seventee_nth century and the courts of Henry IV and Louis 
XIII.9 In very broad terms we can talk about a change from a 
medieval-style court, an extension of the household of the 
king, the centre and symbol for a nobility whose primary 
function was conceived of as being military, 10 to a modern 
kind of institution. This was much larger as well as more 
intellectual and literary and emphasized much more than its 
predecessor its 'civilizing' function, its courtly qualities of 
politeness and savoir-faire, of urbanity and general 'culture'. 
The key period for this change--although it is certainly more. 
a question of evolution than abrupt change-seems to be the 
later stages of the reign of Francis I and the reign of Henry II, 
roughly from the 1530s until the 1550s. This does not mean 
that the court did not have some literary and cultural and 
civilizing aspects before the middle of the sixteenth century, 
nor that it ceased completely to be the centre for what people 

8 R.J. Knecht, 'The Court of Francis I', European Studies Review, 8 (1978), pp. 1--22, 
and Fran&is I (Cambridge, 1982), esp. pp. 83-w4; J. Jacquart, FraRfois I" (Paris, 
1981 ), esp. pp. 37g-84; E. Bourciez, Les Moeurs polies et la litterature de cour sous Henri I/ 
(Paris, 1886); J. Boucher, Sociiti et mentalitis autour de Henri Ill (Lille, 1981). See also 
the recent publication ofa very interesting document by D. Potter and P.R. Roberts, 
'An Englishman's View of the Court of Henry III, 1584-1585: Richard Cook's 
"Description of the Court of France"', French History, 2 (1988), pp. 312-44; and for 
some thoughtful comments on the role of the court of Henry 111,J.-M. Constant, Les 
Guise (Paris, 1g84). 

9 Cf., for instance, in an area that needs more work, M. Magendie, La Politesse 
mondaine et Les theories de l'honnetiti, en France, au XVII' siecle, de 16oo a 166o (2 vols.; Paris, 
1925), esp. i. 1-148 and ii. 475-598, and M. Fumaroli, 'Le "Langage de cour" en 
France: problcmes et points de rcpcres', in Buck et al. (edd.), Europii.ische Hojkultur im 
16. und 17. Jahrhundert (Wolfenbiitteler Arbeitcn zur Barockforschung, 8--10; 
Hamburg, 1g81), ii. 23-32. See also, for the entire period from the early 16th cent. to 
the Revolution, the survey of J.-F. Solnon, La Gour de France (Paris, 1987); and, of 
course, N. Elias, The Court Society (Engl. trans.; Oxford, 1g83). 

10 On the nobles seeing their primary function as being a military one see_my From 
Valor to Pedigree, esp. eh. 1-4. 
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continued to think of as a military nobility after the middle of 
the century, but the shift is, I believe, unmistakable. 

The late medieval court in France was relatiyely. small, in 
many ways simply an enlarged household of the king. It 
lacked a sense of permanence, being attached to the individual 
monarch even to the extent that it was, theoretically at least, 
disbanded and broken up at the death of each king. 11 It 
moved around a good deal, and its focus seems to have been 
heavily military and chivalrous in that there was much 
emphasis· on tournaments and entertainments relating to the 
military side of nobility, or, as one scholar put it, the 'violent' 
side. 12 This was the tradition for the court at the beginning of 
the reign of Francis I in 1515, but a good deal of change took 
place in the thirty odd years of his reign. Francis liked the 
court much more than did his predecessor Louis XII. It had 
an important political function for him in terms of maintaining 
direct and often daily contacts between him and some of his 
nobles and aiding him in his task of building a royal 
clientele. 13 The number of gentilshommes de la chambre and of 
administrative offices grew steadily throughout the reign, and 
the total number of positions reached several thousand by its 
end. 14 But also, with its balls and festivals, its dances and 
celebrations, its emphasis on decorum and being civilized, its 
well-known Italian influences, and the popularity of Castig
lione's Courtier, 15 the focus of life at court had changed. And 
with this new emphasis, the court also came to play, as has 
been well shown by literary historians, a much greater role at 
the national level in the development of arts and letters. The 
court was becoming more a centre of 'culture' and of 
'civilization'. 

This evolution continued with the court of Henry II 
between 154 7 and 1559. Erudition was even more in style, 
although interestingly enough the impulses for this tended to 

11 Cf. Knecht, 'The Court of Francis I', p. 1; this was true in 1515 at the accession 
of Francis I, barely true in 1547 at the accession of Henry II, and after that no longer 
true. 12 Bourciez, Les Moeurs polits, pp. 423 ff. 

13 Jacquart, Fra"f(lis I", p. 379. 
14 Ibid., and Knecht, 'The Court of Francis', p. 7. 
15 On the popularity of the Courtier at court see P. M. Smith, Tiu Anti-CourtierTrend 

in Sixteenth Century French Literature (Geneva, 1966), pp. 26-30, 57-151, and passim.' 
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come elsewhere than from the king himself, suggesting that 
the court was responding to more widespread desires and 
needs than just those of the monarch. The court became more 
a literary centre, and the careers of Ronsard and other 
significant poets and writers and their interaction with the 
court are well known. Bourciez has studied the literary and 
cultural aspects of the court, and there is little question that 
we already have in the middle of the sixteenth century the 
kind of court, from a cultural perspective, that we find in the 
first half of the seventeenth century. We have gentilskommes 
parading at balls, admiring great paintings and sculpture, 
living in very different and more 'civilized' palaces and 
chateaux, listening to concerts and to poets such as Ronsard 
reading their sonnets, and even knowing Greek and Latin and 
reading Cicero and Homer. 16 To be sure, the Amadis of Gaul 
books were extremely popular in the years that followed their 
appearance in French in 1545, but this perhaps reflects more a 
nostalgia for a medieval way oflife than an actual living of it. 
As Bourciez concluded, this was a society (at court), which 
knew how to converse in a worldly way and which held 
politesse as a certain ideal. 1 7 

From this perspective, the court of Henry III in the later 
sixteenth century (1574-89), about which we know a good 
deal due to the work of Jacqueline Boucher,18 reflects more a 
continuation of the above themes than any fundamental 
divergence from them. There were differences to be sure. The 
court grew even larger, although efforts were made to limit its 
growth; 19 and it seems to have become a little more sedentary. 
The Italian influences, already important under Francis I and 
Henry II, became even more significant. The most striking 
contrast is probably that the court was dominated by a much 
more intellectually gifted king, one who was very interested in 
the court, who loved literature, and who understood much 
better than other kings what his artists and writers were trying 

16 Bourciez, Les Moeurs polies. 
17 Ibid. 13. 18 Boucher, Sociite et mentalitis. 
19 Ibid. 147-55. On some of Henry's innovations in terms of the founding of the 

Ordrc du Saint-Espirt and his use ofless important nobles at court to help offset the 
influence of powerful nobles such as the duke of Guise, see Constant, Les Guise, esp. 
pp. gg--103, I 18-23. 
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to do.20 The extravagance of the festivals and entertainments 
is well known, and indeed Boucher argues that Henry 
believed that the court itself, in many of its aspects, should 
function as theatre.21 But despite this theatrical aspect of the 
court, and despite the particularly strong influence of the 
personality of Henry III, the overall evolution of the court 
continued in the same directions as before. The emphasis on 
courtly graces simply grew, and worldly sociability became 
even more the ideal. 

I 

Already by the beginning of the Religious Wars in the I 560s, 
then, we have a court that is 'courtly' much more in the sense 
of Castiglione than of Bayard. The next question, however, 
becomes one of determining the significance of this changed and 
no longer medieval court in terms of the history of the nobility 
as a whole. That is, of course, an enormous and extremely 
complex question, but an examination of noble attitudes 
towards the court can help us. What I have found is that noble 
attitudes towards the court also changed, but they changed, 
and became 'modern', a good deal later than the court did, 
perhaps as much as half a century later, in the late sixteenth 
and early seventeenth centuries. What we have, then, are two 
levels of change, one in the history of the court itself and the 
other in the history of noble attitudes towards the court. 

If we begin with attitudes towards the court in the early 
sixteenth century, when the court was still essentially medieval, 
we find that people expressed relatively little concern about it. 
Important writers like Rabelais and Marot neither argued for 
nor against it, but tended to ignore it.22 Some nobles 
grumbled a bit about the inconveniences and the unpleasant
ness of court life, but most seem to have seen the court simply 

20 This is a revised view of Henry, emphasized by Boucher {cf. esp. Sociiti et 
mentalitis, pp. 32-77), and a quite convincing one, even though he was, of course, a 
king who was in serious trouble with his country at large. 

21 Cf. ibid., esp. pp. 1148--69. 
22 Rabelais ridiculed many· things, of course, but almost never the court or court 

life; Marot spent a lot of time at court, but, as far as I can tell, he rarely complained 
about it. 
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as an extension of their own military function, a place where 
one went to be around the king and have tournaments and 
other festivities, but not a place that represented a style or 
purpose of life different from what they conceived to be their 
own. 23 There was, to be sure, some anti-court and anti
courtier satire, but, as Pauline Smith has shown, it almost 
always involved a standard repetition of medieval literary 
cliches. 24 The medieval court was not conceived by nobles to 
be a threat to their way of life, and they seem to have 
continued to believe the court was not a threat to them well 
into the first half of the sixteenth century. 

All this began to change, however, as we move into the 
second third of the sixteenth century, the main period when 
the court itself was changing, and then on into the 1570s and 
1580s. The court became the bite noire for many nobles and 
others. The literary influences-ancient, Spanish, and Italian 
in particular-on this anti-court opinion have been studied by 
Pauline Smith, and there is no doubt that the main anti-court 
writers did take a good deal from these outside sources. 25 But 
it is clear to me now that these writers were also deeply 
influenced by their own particular environment and times. On 
the one hand, the reality of the 'new' and foreign-seeming 
court described above becomes more and more apparent to 
the still essentially medieval thinking nobles; on the other 
hand, their society was reaching the culmination of the crisis 
of the Religious Wars, a crisis that was shaking the foundations 
of much of what people had assumed to be given and accepted 

23 Cf., for instance, the pro-noble works of Symphorien Champier including Petit 
Dialogue de noblesse, auquel est declare que c'est de noblesse et Les invmteurs d'icelle. Ou le jeune 
prince demande, et le docteur luy respond (Paris, 1535), and the anonymous history of 
Bayard of 1527, Tres-joyeuse, plaisante et rlcriative histoire composie par le Loyal Serviteur, des 
Jaicts, gestes, triumphes et jrrouesses du ban chevalier sans paour et sans reproche, gmtil seigneur de 
Bayart, ed. J. Michaud and F. Poujoulat (Paris, 1837), iv. 47g-6o7. 

24 Smith, Anti-Courtier Trend, esp. 57-97. There was one fairly strong anti-courtier 
writer,Jean Bouchet, but even he, in his basic copying of other earlier writers, seems 
relatively unconcerned with the matter. See, for instance, his Panegyric du chevallier sans 
reproche, Louis de La Tremoille, ed. F. Michaud and F. _Poujoulat1 (Nouvelle collection 
des memoires relatifs a l'histoire de France, ser. 1/4; Paris, 1837). pp. 403-78, where 
in only one brief place (pp. 415-17) does he have the father of the young La Tremoille 
tell him how terrible the court is with the most unconvincing sorts of cliches, while the 
rest of the time Bouchet describes La Tremoille's knightly actions with barely a 
mention of the court, as if he felt his hero was really quite unaffected by it. 

25 Smith, Anti-Courtier Trmd, esp. pp. 152-218. 
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truths. It is these factors which appear to be mainly 
responsible for producing the impressive outburst of anti
court and anti-courtier feeling that dominated discussion of 
the court during the period. 

What I have found in these widespread writings of the later 
sixteenth century-and interestingly enough I have found 
almost no real defenders of the court-is the feeling that 
somehow the court and court life and what the court stood for 
went against what nobles perceived to be their purpose and 
function. I have argued elsewhere that French nobles in the 
sixteenth century tended to see themselves as fulfilling a 
function or profession, predominantly a military one, and that 
their view of nobility was based much more on action, and in 
particular on acting virtuously, than it was on heredity or 
birth. And I have also argued that this view changed in the 
late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries towards some
thing more 'modern', towards a view based much more upon 
birth, with an additional emphasis on culture, on being 
civilized, urbane, worldly, and also, often, on simply being 
better educated. 26 From this perspective, the newer court of 
the mid- and later sixteenth centuries was ahead of its time; it 
symbolized in many ways what was to become the new view of 
nobility fifty years later. And thus, this anti-court feeling of 
the later sixteenth century reflects in part the reactions of 
nobles to an institution that had ceased to be medieval while 
they-in their perceptions-still remained medieval. 

These attitudes are reflected well by Jean de la Taille when 
he suggests that the court no longer respected or held in 
esteem the values that supposedly defined nobility, that is, 
virtue and the military profession. Everything at the court, he 
wrote in his 'Le Courtisan retiré' of 1574, is turned upside 
down. Men obey women, the wise obey the ignorant, and the 
courageous obey cowards. The court is where 'vertu has no 
spot' ('où vertu n'a loger'), and courage and military values 
are held in doubt and suspense ('où l'on tient Mars encor en 
doute et suspense').27 In La Taille the contrast is especially 
clear-the court had moved away from its chivalric function, 

26 Schalk, From Va/or to Pedigree. 
27 J. de La Taille, 'Le Courtisan retire' (1574), in <Euvres, ed. R. de Mauldc (4 

vols.; Paris, 1878), iv. 26. 
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and ordinary military nobles felt out of touch-and this 
contrast is also found in a good number of other anti-court 
writers such as Jean Le Masle and Agrippa d'Aubigne.28 

In the sixteenth century, along with an understanding that 
nobility was based upon virtue and the military profession, 
the view that nobles were essentially independent prevailed; 
they of course owed lip-service to the monarch, but in the end 
the monarch was really thought of-even if this was not true 
in reality-as simply primus inter pares or first among equals.29 

The life of the court meant in many ways a servitude for an 
independent nobility, not so much what we would conceive of 
as a directly political servitude, but rather a threat to a 
particular way of life that implied pleasing oneself more than 
sublimation of one's desires to please others. From this 
perspective we can understand better, I think, the widespread 
popularity among nobles in the later sixteenth century of the 
age old myths about the rustic pleasures of country life. Many, 
like Desportes, Pibrac, Rapin, Vauquelin, and La Taille 
praised the life of the country, usually setting it off against the 
constraints of court life.30 Many complained of having to 
spend too much time and energy on clothes, on dressing well, 
and on having to look nice for those around one. For Rapin, 
for example, the happy and peaceful life in the country 
enabled one to 'commande comme un petit roi', to eat what 
and when one wished, to hunt when one wished, and in 
general lead a peaceful, happy-and independent-life.31 In 
the court one could not be free, one could not do what one 
wished, and for sixteenth-century nobles that was a sort of 
servitude. 

28 Cf. e.g. J. Le Masle, Discours traittant de la noblesse, et de son origine in Les Nouvelles 
Recreations poetiques (Paris, 1586), pp. 14v-15v, and T. Agrippa d'Aubigne, Les 
Tragiques, ed. J. Plattard (4 vols.; Paris, 1932-4). 

29 See my 'Under the Law or Laws unto Themselves: Noble Attitudes and 
Absolutism in France in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries', in idem. (ed.), 
Culture, Society and Religion in Ear?, Modem Europe: Essays by the Students and Colleagues of 
William J. Bouwsma (pub. as vol. 15, no. 1 ( 1988) of the journal Historical Reflections/ 
Rijlexions Historiques), pp. 279-92. 

30 E.g. P. Desportes, 'Bergeries', in CEuvres completes, ed. A. Michiels (Paris, 1858), 
pp. 431-7; G. de Pibrac, Les Plaisirs de la vie rustique (Paris, 1575); N. Rapin, Les 
Plaisirs du gentilkomme ckamp2tre, precedes d'une notice biograpkique par Benjamin Filion 
(Paris, 1853);J. Vauquelin, Sieur de la Fresnaie, Les Diverses Poisis, ed.J. Travers (2 
vols.; Caen, 1869), i. 233-40, 264-72, 313-22; La Taille, 'Le Courtisan retire'. 

31 Rapin, 'Les Plaisirs', p. 44 for the quotation, and pp. 44-51. 
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Indeed, for many, the enemy was not just the court, but 
anything which tended to take away their freedom of 
.movement: life in the city, public charges, and so on. For 
Montaigne, as he inscribed in his famous tower, it was a 
question of escaping 'the servitude of the court and of public 
charges', so as to devote his .time to 'his liberty, his tranquility 
and his pleasure'. 32 The result, in this case, was the writing of 
the Essais, hardly in themselves-at least without a good deal 
of stretching-a reflection of the old noble virtue and 
independence. But the impulse which impelled him to start 
them, as with the impulses which led so many to praise the 
rustic life of the country, could be seen as reflecting a 
resistance to something-the court-which suggested a new, 
more modern, and thus less independent function for nobility. 

Another aspect of the general view of the nobility of the 
sixteenth century that I have found is a certain lack of 
precision or vagueness in the way people thought about 
determining who was noble and who was not. Since they
both nobles and others-tended to understand nobility as 
action and since action is, of course, hard to define precisely, it 
is not surprising that such a lack of precision existed.33 This 
vagueness tended to disappear with the advent of the new 
emphasis upon birth, mentioned above, at the very end of the 
sixteenth and the first half of the seventeenth centuries. And 
here we also find in some of the anti-court writers of the later 
sixteenth century, before the change to the modern view, a 
feeling that the court is a threat to this old lack of precision. 
Rapin, for instance, loves the countryside because, as he 
writes: 

Heureux celui qui loin d'affaires, 
Comme les gens du temps passé, 
Avecques ses boeufs ordinaires 
Laboure les champs que ses pères 
En propres lui ont delaisse. 
De qui la noblesse connue 
Ne vint jamais en question, 

32 Trans. by the author from the Latin inscription in the chateau of Montaigne. 
33 Cf. Schalk, From Valor to Pedigree, esp. Chs. 1-4. 
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Mais de longue mais est tenue, 
Comme si elle estoit venue 
D'un des enfants de Francion. 34 

(Happy is he who finds himself far from worldly affairs 
[understood, from the context, to be essentially the court]/Like the 
people of times past/With his ordinary animals/Working the 
fields of his fathers/That have been properly left to him/ And 
whose well-known nobility/is never put into question/but is 
held through time immemorial/as ifit came/from the children 
of Francion.) We see, then, the suggestion that nobles who 
went to the court were having to prove their nobility more 
carefully and base it more precisely on birth, instead of having 
it simply 'accepted' as seemed to be happening in the less 
stringent countryside, where the old easygoing ways still 
prevailed. And here once again we have the rather strange 
contrast and lack of alignment between the modern court on 
the one hand, and the still essentially medieval noble 
mentality on the other, a misalignment that was going to 
disappear, as we shall see, as the whole noble mentality began 
to change at the end of the sixteenth century into something 
more akin to what the court had already become. 

It would be a mistake, however, to see the court as having a 
dominant influence on nobles as a whole in the sixteenth 
century. Those who had contact with it, either consciously or 
semiconsciously, tended to see it as a symbol of a way of life 
that was not their own. But no one really seems to have seen it 
as a major force that would undermine them as a social group. 
Most theoretical discussions of nobility in the second half of 
the century, such as Ernaud's,35 paid little or no attention to 
it. La Noue did complain a little about the extravagances of 
court life, but also, in his calls for a better education for the 
nobility-which put him ahead of his time-he simply called 
for other institutions, such as universities and academies for 
nobles, as well as the court, to do the job of educating and 
civilizing the nobility, without putting any particular emphasis 
on the court. 36 And when they looked for something to blame 

:i4 Rapin, 'Le Plaisirs', p. 43. 
s.\ L. Ernaud, Discours de la noblesse, et des justes ml!Jlens d'y parvenir (Caen, 1584). 
:i5 F. de La Noue, Discours politiques et militaires (Basic, 1587), esp. pp. 116-32. 
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for their collective problems, the nobles.turned to factors other 
than the court, factors such as the existence of a too easy social 
mobility and a moving away from virtue in general.37 No one 
that I have found-and really no one until Boulainvilliers at 
the beginning of the eighteenth century as far as I can tell38-

wrote a major treatise arguing that the court was or would be 
the downfall of the nobility. Most nobles of the later sixteenth 
century simply lived with the court, as we would live with 
taxes today, and as nobles of the early sixteenth century had 
lived with it, and just reflected in their complaints that it had 
changed but that they (or most of them) had not. 

2 

The relationship between the court and the attitudes towards 
it was to change dramatically, however, as we move into the 
early and mid-seventeenth century. What we find is relatively 
little change in the history of the court itself, 39 but a major 
change in the attitudes towards it. Much of the anti-court 
feeling among nobles of the previous half-century disappeare<l, 
and that which remained tended to become much less strident 
and more muted. The goals and nature of the court on the one 
hand, and the goals and understanding and self-definition of a 
major portion of the nobles on the other hand-which, as we 
have seen, had been so relatively far apart since the court had 
changed in the early to mid-sixteenth century-came together 
much more. This changed attitude, and relative acceptance of 
the court, were part of a larger change in attitudes toward 
nobility, as nobles came much more to accept the need to be 
educated and cultured, and to redefine themselves as less 
independent and thus more under the monarch on the one 
hand, and as more distinct from non-nobles on the other 
hand. This change, I have argued, and as the latter point 

37 Cf. Schalk, From Valor to Pedigree, esp. pp. 65---93. 
38 D. de Priezac, in the middle of the 17th cent. in his Discours politiques (Paris, 

1652) seems typical. He discusses and analyses a large number of topics relating to 
society, the state, social groups, royalty, and the like, including nobility, but pays no 
attention to the court. 

39 Cf. Magendie, La Politesse mondaine, and Fumaroli, 'Le "langage de cour" '. 
What we have is a continuation of the earlier trends outlined above. 
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suggests, is closely connected to the imposition of the new 
absolutist state in France after 1594, and in may ways 
parallels it. They both grew out of the chaos and breakdown 
and the general crisis of French society during the period of 
the Wars of Religion. This crisis helped bring home to nobles 
the need to redefine themselves in light of the changing times 
and led to a prise de conscience among them. 40 The result was 
this new view and definition of nobility and its raison d'etre. 

Many more noble writers, for instance, of the first decade of 
the seventeenth century-like Du Souhait, Pontaymery, 
Pelletier, and Flurance-Rivault41--echoed the few isolated 
voices of the second half of the sixteenth century in calling for 
a better educated nobility, one that, as Du Souhait put it, 
would combine arms and letters to build a new, more 
educated, civilized, and cultured noble-aristocrat. And these 
calls were followed with increased noble interest in the colleges 
and with the founding of a number of special academies for 
nobles only, beginning with Pluvinel's in 1594.42 Others, like 
Louis Guyon, tried to save the bad reputation of courtiers, 
arguing that the evils of courtiers and court life had been 
greatly exaggerated:43 Nobles, then, came to realize that the 
court, in spite of all its faults, represented many of the new 
values they were coming to accept. 

Antoine de Nerveze, in his Guide des courtisans of 1605, took 
up the cause in a slightly different way in calling for the 
educating and reforming and civilizing of the nobility as a 
whole, but with the focus especially on the nobles of the court. 
These nobles, he felt, also needed to be reformed, and the goal 
of his book was to help lead the way to do this.44 In this case, 

40 Cf. Schalk, From Valor to Pedigree, esp. chs. 4-8. 
41 Du Souhait, Le Parfaict Gentil-homme (Paris, 1600); A. de Pontaymery, L'Academie 

ou institution de la noblessefrflllfOise, in Les CEuvres (Paris, 1599); Pelletier, La Nourriture de 
la noblesse ou sont reprisenties comme en un tableau, toutes Les plus belles vertus, qui peuvent 
accomplir un jeune gentillwmme (Paris, 1604); D. Flurance-Rivault, Le Dessein d'une 
acadimie, et ['introduction d'icelle en la cour (Paris, 1612). 

42 See Schalk, From Valor to Pedigree, pp. 174-201. For some examples of nobles in 
their cahiers for the estates-general of 1614 calling for better education for the nobility 
as a whole see R. Chartier, 'La Noblesse et les etats de 1614: une reaction 
aristocratique?', in idem. and Rich et ( edd.), Representation et vouloir politiques autotir des 
itats-giniraux de 1614 (Paris, 1982), pp. 119-20. 

43 L. Guyon, Les Diverses UfOns (Lyons, 1604), esp. 113-25, pp. 192-202. 
44 A. de Nerveze, Le Guide des courtisans, in Les CEuvres morales (Paris, 1605). 
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he wanted to civilize the nobility as a whole, including court 
nobles, which suggests once again that the impulses for this 
desired transformation of the nobility came from directions 
other than the court. In other words, Nervèze does not say: let 
us impose courtly values on the nobility; instead, he says 
essentially: we have new values through which we need to 
reform the nobility as a whole, and they should also, even if 
the need is less, be applied to court nobles as well. This overall 
direction of change thus suggests not a court nobility that was 
imposing its values on others and that would help lead to a 
split between court and country nobles, but rather a movement 
coming from other directions, towards a more reformed and 
more educated nobility as a whole. In this new 'arrangement' 
of the early seventeenth century, then, the court could-and 
would-remain as an institution, and nobles would move in 
and out of it as they had in the past-to hold a job, to gain 
advancement, to gain favours for their clients or for themselves 
directly-but the court would not be, as it had not really 
previously been, a major divider of the elites of society. 

The more positive attitudes towards, and the greater 
acceptance of the court among nobles are also evident in the 
relatively new kind of handbook of the period that attempted 
to show nobles how to survive and succeed at the court. A 
good example is the one published by de Refuge in 1616. De 
Refuge agrees that the court is not an easy place, and that one 
may even be forced to flatter at times and do other things that 
one may not believe to be virtuous or moral. 45 But the court 
for him is really in many ways simply an extension of the 
outside world; morality is hardly worse in the former than in 
the latter, and therefore there is nothing wrong with learning 
how to cope with the so-called evils of the court. In fact, the 
court, like the world, is not all bad, and many of the values the 
court stands for-culture, civilization, pleasing others, and 
setting oneself apart from the ordinary by excelling in such 
things-are not different from what should be in the make-up 
of a good noble. In the second half of the sixteenth century, 
then, the more medieval, 'virtuous', and military oriented 
nobles were writing handbooks saying how horrible the court 

45 [E.] de Refuge, Traite de la cour (n.p., 1616). 
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was and how one should instead go out into the country and 
live a more peaceful, independent-and, it could be argued, a 
more self-indulgent and more brutal and less cultured and 
civilized-existence, while in the early and mid-seventeenth 
century, the nobles who represented a newer, more modem 
type of nobility were writing handbooks on how to succeed at 
court, with the apparent assumption that the court was 
neither less nor more virtuous than the rest of the world. 

These conclusions suggest that the court of the second half 
of the sixteenth century was a place that could-at least for 
those who were interested-teach things, while the court of the 
first half of the seventeenth century, because of the changed 
noble attitudes and not because of any fundamental change in 
the court itself, was a place that one learned for. And the 
recent work of Marc Fumaroli, contrasting the sixteenth- and 
seventeenth-century French courts, fits well with this conclu
sion. Fumaroli has shown how, in the court of the first half of 
the seventeenth century, what he calls the 'language of the 
court' ('le langage de cour'), a more urbane and worldly 
language, triumphed over the more intellectual language of 
the second half of the sixteenth-century court.46 Thus we have 
a sixteenth-century court that is separated from the bulk of the 
nobles, an island of intellectual and cultural life; and as the 
nobles themselves came to change their self-definition in the 
early and mid-seventeenth century, the court modified itself a 
little to reflect this change and to reflect the concerns of the 
more modem nobles, and the distance between court and 
society diminished.47 But here again it is not the court that is 
the agent of change for the other nobles, but rather, if 
anything, the other nobles that are the agent of change for the 
court. 

Despite this movement towards greater acceptance of the 
court by nobles at large, some anti-court feeling still continued 
into the seventeenth century; and indeed;one of the liveliest and 
sharpest satires of court life, Agrippa d' Aubigné's Les Aventures 

46 Fumaroli, 'Le "langage de cour" '. 
47 Another interesting perspective on the relative lack of distinction between court 

and non-court in Paris in this period can be seen in Louis Chatellier's recent book on 
catholic sensibilities in early modern Europe, L'Europe des divots (Paris, 1987), 
pp. 1o8-16. 
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du Baron de Faeneste, was published only in 1616 and 1617. The 
court for d' Aubigne still represents in the early seventeenth 
century all that is in opposition to what sixteenth century 
nobles stood for: in particular, it goes against their vertu and 
their military function, but also their independence, their 
ability to be honest rather than to be flatterers and to appear 
to be something else than they are, and their not having to 
dress in the latest mode nor please others whom they do not 
respect.48 D' Aubigne, in fact, seems an ideal sixteenth
century noble, and his Faeneste, if it came from the late 
sixteenth century instead of a little later, would offer perfect 
evidence for the arguments made in this chapter for tying 
together the noble anti-court feeling of the second half of the 
sixteenth century with the general medieval view of nobility 
held at large by nobles and others. And indeed, if we look at 
d' Aubigné's life, and examine carefully his text, we see that 
his Faeneste becomes in a sense the exception that proves the 
rule. D' Aubigne turns out to be the perfect example of the old 
noble who lived too long, ending up in another world that was 
foreign to him, and carrying the ideas of another age into that 
period. D' Aubigne was very much the typical military noble 
of the second halfofthe sixteenth century; his impetuosity and 
seemingly misguided courage had already almost killed him 
several times in 1571 and 1572 when, as a nineteen and twenty 
year old, he fought over a woman in quite medieval-chivalric 
fashion.49 And the Baron de Faeneste does project a sense of 
being out of touch with other people's opinions. This I would 
contrast with anti-court writers of the second half of the 
sixteenth century who reflected a sense of holding opinions 
that they assumed were commonly accepted. In d' Aubigné's 
Faeneste (but not his earlier works written in the second half of 

48 T. Agrippa d' Aubignc, Les Aventures du Baron de Faeneste, ed. P. Mcrimcc (Paris, 
1855). 

49 After a brutal battle over Diana Salviati and his refusal to give her up despite 
the wishes of her family, a battle which hardly resembles the relatively more 
'civilized' and planned duels of the age of Richelieu, he was left for dead and only 
survived by a remarkable chance, and certainly also because of his own physical 
strength and stamina. See e.g. a brief summary of this in T. Agrippa d'Aubignc, 
<:Euvres completes, ed. E. Reaume and F. de Caussade, 1 (Paris, 1873), pp. 18-:21, and 
the more general comments of Mcrimce in Les Aventures du Baron du Faeneste p. vi. 
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the sixteenth century),50 there is much more a sense of being 
isolated, of being against the general trend of the times. The 
book thus could offer even further proof that its ideas and 
arguments were essentially remnants of the past. 

The much more prevalent positive attitudes towards the 
court of the early and mid-seventeenth century are shown 
especially strongly in Nicolas Faret's L'Honneste Homme ou ['art 
de plaire à la court, which was first published in 1630.51 Faret 
was not a noble himself, but his work was extremely popular 
with nobles.52 An examination of the treatise, however, shows 
that-despite its title-the focus of the book is a good deal 
more on the individual noble--whether he is in the court or 
not-and ·the need for him to become cultured, worldly, 
civilized, and the like, than it is on some sort of 'court' noble in 
particular. There is, to be sure, some information on how to be 
a good courtier, on how to handle oneself at court better and 
more effectively-and without lying, cheating, and flattery
but Faret is much more concerned with making a reformed 
and better nobility as a whole than he is on just making a 
better court nobility. The conduct of life in general is what 
matters, and if one ends up spending a portion of that life at 
the court, then that is fine, and he offers some pointers as to 
what to do; but if one does not, then the advice he gives will be 
just as useful and just as important. Faret, in other words, 
does not really see a major division between court and non
court nobility. 

The ideas in François de Grenaille's L'Honneste Garçon  of 
1642, also a very popular work-and this time written by a 
noble himself-resemble those of Faret. There is, as with 
Faret, little of the sixteenth-century dislike and horror of the 
court. Like the others, Grenaille wants to change the nobility, 
to make it more civilized and educated; and these goals, of 
course, do not, as the sixteenth-century noble ones did, stand 
in opposition to what the court represents. And there is indeed 
very little focus on the court. He points elsewhere, especially 
to the académies for nobility where nobles could, along with the 
reading of treatises like his, gain the necessary new accoutre-

so e.g. Les Tragiques, which were written mainly between 1577 and 1590. 
51 N. Faret, L'Hontl8ste Homme ou l'art de plaire a la court, ed. M. Magendie (Paris, 

1925). 52 Cf. Magendie, La Politesse mondaine, i. 355--6. 
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ments. 53 Once again-and these ideas of Faret and Grenaille 
tum out to be common ones of the time54-we have an 
acceptance of what the court represents, but also a relative 
indifference to it, with a focus on other, more pressing 
concerns and in particular the remaking of the nobility as a 
whole. 

3 
To conclude, then, we have seen that the history of the court 
and the history of noble attitudes towards the court have 
followed more or less their own individual development. The 
court changed first, and became modem first, in the early and 
mid-sixteenth century. The attitudes changed later, at the end 
of the sixteenth and early in the seventeenth century, as part 
of a larger, more widespread change in noble conceptions. 
larger, more widespread change in noble conceptions. 
Consistent with the essentially medieval world-view they had 
inherited, nobles in the second half of the sixteenth century 
first responded negatively to the new court, but then, as their 
own medieval outlook changed, grew much more positive 
towards it in the early and middle seventeenth century. 

In showing that the history of the court and the history of 
attitudes involved essentially two parallel changes, this 
chapter also suggests that Boulainvilliers was wrong, and that 
the court itself had less to do with the change towards a more 
cultured nobility than is normally thought; other factors, 
those which helped lead to the overall change in noble 
conceptions, were more important. In the end, then, we find 
even further evidence for conclusions now accepted more and 
more by social historians working in the field: that the nobility 
itself was never really substantially weakened during the 
period, while more modem types of elites, not really divided in 
any fundamental way either by noble vs. non-noble or court 
vs. non-court distinctions, 55 continued to dominate. 

53 M. de Grenaille, L'Honneste Garfon ou l'art de bien ilever la noblesse a la vertu, aux 
sciences, et a tous Les exercices convenables a sa condition (Paris, 1642). 

54 See e.g. P. Bardin, Le Lycie du sieur Bardin, ou en plusieurs promenades ii est traiti des 
connaissances, des actions et des plaisirs d'un honnete homme (2 vols.; Paris, 1632-4); and sec 
also Magendie, La Politesse mondaine. 

55 Cf. e.g. P. Goubert's section on the nobility in The Ancien Regime, French Society, 
16oo-1750 (Eng. trans., New York, 1973), pp. 153--201. 
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Favourites and Factions at the 
Elizabethan Court 

SIMON ADAMS 

As the household of a virgin queen regnant, the court of 
Elizabeth I was all but unique for the sixteenth century. The 
limited exceptions of her sister's essentially female privy 
chamber and the court of Mary Stuart in Scotland between 
1561 and 1565 prove, as it were, the rule. In institutional 
terms, Elizabeth's court was simply a restricted version of its 
predecessors. The privy chamber, central to the courts of 
Henry VII and Henry VIII, was reduced to a feminine inner 
sanctum similar to that of Mary Tudor. 1 As ifin compensation, 
however, the reign produced a controversial novelty: the male 
favourite, whose leading characteristic was his physical and 
personal attraction for the queen. Unlike the 'favourites' of 
Henry VIII (or, for that matter, those of Francis I), these men 
were neither a large nor a transient series of companions. 
Rather, they were individuals who both occupied the central 
positions at the court, and enjoyed an apparently unequalled 
degree of intimacy with and indulgence by the queen. 

By the end of Elizabeth's reign there was general agreement 
that there had been four favourites of this rank: Robert 
Dudley, earl of Leicester, Robert Devereux, earl of Essex, Sir 
Christopher Hatton, and Sir Walter Raleigh. But 1603 did not 
bring the era of favourites to an end. The homosexual 
affections of James I led to the rise of two men, Robert Kerr, 
earl of Somerset, and George Villiers, duke of Buckingham, 
whose influence and position were as great if not greater than 

1 On the structure of the court, see S. Adams, 'Eliza Enthroned? The Court and its 
Politics', in C. Haigh (ed.), The Reign of Elizabeth I (London, 1985), pp. 55-77, and 
P. Wright, 'A Change of Direction: The Ramifications of a Female Household, 1558-
1603', in D. Starkey (ed.), The English Court from the Wars of the RDses to the Civil War 
(London, 1987), pp. 147-72. 
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those of their Elizabethan predecessors. 2 By the date of the 
assassination of Buckingham ( 1628) there had been nearly 
sixty years of favourites; by then also their role had become 
both the subject of major controversy and a political issue in 
its own right.3 This debate has in turn had a major influence 
on all later comment on the court of Elizabeth I. 

In a perceptive survey of the present state of Tudor studies, 
Ralph Houlbrooke has drawn attention to a recent revisionist 
emphasis on 'harmony' in Elizabethan politics. He refers in 
particular to the work of Sir Geoffrey Elton and NormanJones 
on parliament, which has disputed the presence of 'a powerful 
puritan opposition', and to an earlier essay of mine on the 
court, which 'denies the existence of destabilising factional 
rivalries at any time before the 1590s'. The latter, he feels, 
might have gone 'too far in playing down the volatility of court 
politics'. The comment is a fair one, for the classic image of 
the Elizabethan court, as established in such works as Sir 
John Neale's essay 'The Elizabethan Political Scene' is one of 
intense rivalry and factionalism.4 Indeed, it has been con
sidered one of Elizabeth's strengths that she was able in the 
main to 'manage' this factionalism to her own advantage. 
What has not been sufficiently appreciated, however, is the 
way in which this image of the court was a product of the 
contemporary debate on favourites. Even less understood is 
the way in which the Stuart context of the later stages of the 
debate came to influence the portrayal of Elizabeth's reign.5 

The result has been a confused tapestry in which myth and 
reality have been deeply interwoven. 

About one point there is no real controversy. During the 
1590s the court was nearly torn apart by a factional struggle of 

2 N. Cuddy, 'The Revival of the Entourage: The Bedchamber of James I, 1603-
1625', in Starkey (ed.), The English Court, pp. 173-225. R. Lockyer, Buckingham: The 
Life and Political Career of George Villiers. First Duke of Buckingham, 1592-1628 (London, 
1g81), pp. 17, 21-2, makes the sexual connection explicit. 

3 R. P. Shepheard, 'Royal Favorites in the Political Discourse ofTudor and Stuart 
England' (Ph.D. thesis; Claremount, 1985), surveys the literature but draws different 
conclusions to those advanced here. 

4 R. Houlbrooke, 'Politics and Religion in Tudor England', The Historian 17 ( 1987-
8), 9-12, pp. 11r-11. See J.E. Neale, 'The Elizabethan Political Scene', in Essays in 
Eli(.abethan History (London, 1958), pp. 59-84. 

5 See, however, Haigh's comments in the introduction to The Juign of Eli(.abeth I, 1-

25, pp. 6--11. 
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major proportions that culminated in an attempted coup d'etat. 
The antagonism between the earl of Essex and Sir Robert 
Cecil spread into the country at large, and left scars on the 
English body politic for at least a generation. Less clear, 
however, is the relationship between the politics of this decade 
and the three that preceded it. Was the difference one of 
degree or of kind? If the former, was there a 'controlled' 
factionalism in the earlier period that degenerated in the 
latter? If the latter, did the Essex-Cecil rivalry initiate a new 
political world quite unlike the earlier years? 

Any study of the Elizabethan court prior to the 1590s must 
focus on the earl of Leicester, who, as the leading favourite, was 
at its centre. Moreover, it was Leicester rather than Essex who 
inspired the controversy over the favourite. Essentially there 
were two extreme arguments. Was Leicester an all-powerful, 
hegemonic, or monopolistic force or was he but one of a 
number of personalities or factions competing in a more fluid 
environment? The manner in which these questions were 
phrased is best revealed if the debate is set in its immediate 
context, and the ways in which the issues it raised were 
exploited for later political and polemical ends are examined. 
Although the debate was primarily concerned with the 
structure of power at the Elizabethan court, its implications 
were much wider. At its heart lay the impact of the 
Reformation on the English political system. 

I 

The central document in the controversy is the most notorious 
of Elizabethan political libels: The Copy of a letter written by a 
Master of Arts of Cambridge of 1584, better known as 'Leicester's 
Commonwealth'.6 It was not, however, sui generis. Rather it 
formed part of a particular strand of Elizabethan catholic 
polemic that included two other important tracts: A Treatise of 
Treasons against Q. Elizabeth of 1572, and A Declaration of the 
True Causes of the Great Troubles presupposed to be intended against 

6 The excellent recent ed. by D. C. Peck, Leicester's Commonwealth: The Copy of a 
Letter written by a Master of Art of Cambridge (1584) and Related Documents (Athens, Ohio, 
1985), supersedes all earlier ones. 
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England of 1592.7 Like 'Leicester's Commonwealth' these were 
celebrated enough to receive familiar titles, 'The Papists 
Commonwealth' and 'Burghley's Commonwealth'. In all 
three cases the putative author or authors are still disputed. 8 

These tracts are distinguished from the main body of 
Elizabethan catholic literature by their concern with the 
structure of politics. They share an initial premiss common to 
many other sixteenth-century catholic interpretations of the 
Reformation: the argument that heresy had been introduced 
by new men, whose intentions were political revolution. These 
men were 'Machiavellian' in the sense made explicit in A 
Treatise of Treasons: 'it is that I call a Machiavellian state and 
regiment: where religion is put behind in second and last 
place, where civil policie, I meane, is preferred before it.' Thus 
'to set up a lawless faction of Machiavellian Libertines ... a 
new religion was pretended' .9 

The argument was itself a variant on the old theme of evil 
councillors. Its significance lies in the identification of the 
supporters of the Reformation as new men, and the attribution 
of Machiavellian motives to them. In this way the cause of the 
catholic Church was linked to that of the 'ancient nobility', an 
association that had first been made in the 1530s. The attacks 
on Thomas Cromwell by the rebels of the Pilgrimage of Grace 
of 1536 and then by Cardinal Pole in 1539 had made explicit 
both the threat to the ancient nobility and the Machiavellianism 
of the new men. 10 The charge was revived during the rebellion 
of the northern earls in 1569. In the Darlington proclamation 

7 A. W. Pollard and G. R. Redgrave (edd.}, A Short-Title Catalogue of Books printed in 
England ... (1g69 edn.), nos. 7601 and 10005. Neither has been published in a 
modem edn. 

8 For the debate over the authorship of 'Leicester's Commonwealth', see Peck, 
Leicesm's Commonwealth, pp. 25-32. A Treatise of Treasons is generally attributed to John 
Leslie, bishop of Ross, the agent of Mary, queen of Scots; A Declaration of the True 
Causes to Richard Verstegan. The tracts are briefly discussed in P.J. Holmes, 
Resistance and Compromise: The Political Thought of the Elk,abethan Catholics (Cambridge, 
1982), pp. 25-6, 138, 141. 9 Treatise, sigs. [as], '14· 

10 See art. 4 of the York Articles and art. 8 of the Pontefract articles, and the advice 
of Sir Thomas Tempest, printed in A. Fletcher, Tudor Rebellions (3rd edn., London, 
1983), pp. 105, 109, 111. Cf. W. G. Zeeveld, The Foundatio,is of Tudor Policy 
(Cambridge, Mass., 1948), pp. 19&-200, and G. R. Elton, 'The Political Creed of 
Thomas Cromwell', in idem, Studies in Tudor and Stuart Politics and Government, ii 
(Cambridge, 1974), 215-35, pp. 21&-20. 
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of 16 November the earls of Northumberland and West
morland identified their enemies as 'diverse newe set up 
nobles about the Quenes Majestie, [who] have and do dailie, 
not only go about to overthrow and put down the ancient 
nobilitie of this realme, but also have misused the Queens 
Majesties owne personne, and also have ... mayntayned an 
new found religion and heresie ... '. 11 

This argument was taken up more extensively in A Treatise 
of Treasons, which was published on the eve of the trial of the 
fourth duke of Norfolk for his involvement in the Ridolphi Plot 
of 1571. Its immediate purpose was to defend Norfolk and 
Mary, queen of Scots, from the charges against them. To do so 
it associated Mary's cause with that of the catholic Church 
and the ancient nobility. The link was forged by a common 
threat: the attempt to eliminate Mary from the succession 
'under the title of a third family' by 'two Catalines'. 12 The two 
are not named, but there are sufficient personal allusions to 
identify them clearly as Lord Burghley and Sir Nicholas 
Bacon, the lord keeper. Their aim was said to be 'a new crew 
and the setting up of a partie Protestant', by means of a 
puppet monarchy first under Elizabeth, who had been kept 
unmarried deliberately, and then under the children of the 
earl of Hertford and Lady Catherine Grey. Their control of 
the court provided them with the means to do so, for Elizabeth 
had been isolated and 'al accesse of those that would intimate 
it unto her is by one crafte or other restrained and prohibited 
from her'. 13 

A number of subsidiary accusations were also made--
financial malversation and corruption, the encouragement of 
foreign immigration that drove Englishmen out of work, and a 
major change in foreign policy, which involved the alienation 

11C. Sharp, The Rising in the North: The 1569 Rebellion, ed. R. Wood (Shotton, 1975), 
p. 42. The extent to which the rebellions of 1536 and 1569 were revolts of a self
conscious 'old nobility' cannot be adequately discussed here. Certainly the earl of 
Westmorland came close to seeing his actions in 1569 in this light. The general point 
is touched on in passing in M. R.James, English Politics and the Concept of Honour, 1485-
1642; Past and Present, suppl. 3 (1978), pp. 32-43, rcpr. in idem, Politics and Culture. 
Essays in Early Modern England (Cambridge, 1986), pp. 308-415. The long-running 
debate over the causes of both rebellions has revealed the difficulty of isolating a 
sin~le issue. 

1 Treatise, sig. a3v, fo. 84. 13 Ibid., sig. [a6v]. 
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of old allies, the stirring up of panics of foreign invasions, and 
the encouragement ofrebellion abroad-though little evidence 
was advanced to support the charges. However, the tract does 
contain a detailed account of the complex events of 1569. 14 

This is of major importance for the events described were the 
one apparent example ofa major power struggle in Elizabeth's 
court. The Treatise distinguishes between two separate in
trigues. One was the proposed marriage of Norfolk and the 
queen of Scots, which it claims was agreed to by all the privy 
council except Bacon. The earls of Arundel, Pembroke, and 
Leicester, and Cecil himself are specifically mentioned. The 
second was the attempt to overthrow Cecil, organized by 
Norfolk 'and the other nobility'. In the belief that the queen 
was 'but queen in name', it was 'at length decided and 
resolved by a general consent of many both of the council and 
other nobility ... in removing from her by some good mean, 
twoo or three persons of meane birth and condition' .15 Having 
discovered this conspiracy Cecil and Bacon then turned 
Elizabeth against Norfolk. His subsequent imprisonment led 
the northern earls to fear a wider attack on the nobility, and 
thus forced them into rebellion-not against the queen but 
against her evil councillors. 

It does not perhaps need to be emphasized how important 
the events of 1569 are to any study of Elizabethan court 
politics. The significance of this interpretation lies in the 
theme of the supplanting of the ancient nobility by the new 
men. The key figures are Cecil and Bacon, Leicester plays 
hardly any role at all. He is mentioned as a supporter of the 
Norfolk marriage, but is not included by name among those 
who sought to overthrow Cecil. In 'Leicester's Commonwealth' 
the emphasis is reversed, and Leicester rather than Cecil 
becomes the villain of the piece. The events of 1569 are 
overtaken by a number of new issues that emerged in the 
twelve years that separated the two tracts-the execution of 
Norfolk in 1572, the failure of the queen's marriage to the 
duke of Anjou in 1578-81, the spread of puritanism, and the 

14 The familiarity with the 156g intrigues supports the case for the authorship of 
the bishop of Ross, whose involvement in them was considerable. 

15 Treatise, fos. 11v-12v, 29v-3ov. 
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passing of more severe legislation against papal allegiance
yet many of the basic arguments remain. The threat to the 
crown is the central political issue. Leicester is said to be 
seeking a puppet monarchy for his brother-in-law the earl of 
Huntingdon. To that end, the queen has been kept unmarried 
(his own efforts in that direction having failed), and the Stuart 
succession blocked. Leicester is also the enemy of the old 
nobility and the betrayer of Norfolk. He was less obviously a 
baseborn new man ( despite an attempt to blacken the Dudley 
ancestry in passing), but his notorious father and grandfather 
provided a more effective line of attack. 16 In seeking to usurp 
the crown Leicester was simply trying to realize his father's 
earlier ambition. Leicester's influence on the new foreign 
policy is not so obvious, although he too is accused of 
exploiting fears of non-existent foreign threats. 17 

It is, however, for reasons other than its defence of the 
Stuart succession that 'Leicester's Commonwealth' obtained 
its notoriety. The intensity of the personal vilification is 
noteworthy even by contemporary standards. A few themes
notably cowardice and duplicity-are found in the earlier 
attack on Cecil, but others, Leicester's spectacular sexual 
appetites and his skill as a poisoner, are unique. More 
significant, however, is the description of Leicester's domin
ance of the court. His 'reign is so absolute in this place (as 
also in all other parts of the Court) as nothing can pass but by 
his admission'. 8 The charge is supported by details of a 
number of incidents of tyranny and corruption, which reveal a 
considerable knowledge of events at court between 1575 and 
1584. His position had been equalled only by the notori
ous fourteenth-century favourites, Piers Gaveston, Hugh 
Despencer, and Robert de Vere. A few councillors, Burghley, 
Bacon, and Thomas Radcliffe, earl of Sussex, had been able to 
remain independent, but they were powerless to halt him. 
Sussex (who was not mentioned in A Treatise of Treasons) is 
here portrayed as the surviving representative of the ancient 
nobility at court. 19 

16 Peck, Leicester's Commonwealth, pp. 172-4, 193. Cf. p. II I. 
17 Ibid. 186. 18 Ibid. 95, cf. pp. 93, 98-g. 
19 Ibid. 103, 92. 
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Yet Leicester was more than simply a court figure, for he 
had been able to create a faction that dominated the realm as 
well. This was the 'puritan faction', which serves an important 
polemical purpose in 'Leicester's Commonwealth' and was to 
some extent its creation. In a novel variant of the 
Machiavellian argument, 'Leicester's Commonwealth' makes 
an unusual plea for toleration for catholics, on the ground that 
they were less of a danger to the crown than Leicester and his 
followers. Burghley (it is implied) was open to argument; the 
real advocate of persecution was Leicester, acting as patron of 
the puritans.20 Puritanism thus drives a wedge between 
Leicester on the one hand and Burghley and Bacon, the 
earlier 'Catalines' of protestantism, on the other. (There is 
scarcely any reference to Sir Francis Walsingham, it might be 
noted.) It also provides the vital cement that holds Leicester's 
faction together, for without it Leicester was too odious to 
retain any man's allegiance. As befits the Machiavellian 
emphasis his purpose in patronizing puritanism was to exploit 
religion to advance his own political ends. It is revealing that 
the tract has little otherwise to say about Leicester's involve
ment in the Church, apart from the claim that the university 
of Oxford had been ruined by his chancellorship.21 

'Leicester's Commonwealth' therefore replaces the protest
ant faction of A Treatise of Treasons with an hegemonical 
favourite exploiting internal protestant divisions. 'Burghley's 
Commonwealth' combined the monopolist of the former with 
the themes of the latter. The emphasis is very much on foreign 
policy. Burghley had led England into a series of military 
adventures and a disastrous war with Spain. Seeking to make 
himself 'dictator perpetuus', he had overthrown the nobility and 
ruled all. Recent events confirm his hegemony: 'for better 
contriving of the whole domination to ·himself he hath lately 
brought in his second son to be of the queen's council and 
keeper of her privy seal'. Leicester and Walsingham, both 
dead by 1592, appear only peripherally, and then as tools of 
Burghley's: his 'chiefest actors'. 2 

20 Peck, Leicester's ·commonwealth, 73, cf. pp. 67--g, 104-5. 
21 Ibid. I 15-17. 
22 A Declaration of the True CQJJ,Ses, pp. 10, 52-3, 70 . 

. 
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Whatever their differences the three tracts advance the 
central proposition that the Elizabethan court had been 
dominated by a monopolistic figure who had treated the 
queen as a puppet. This, Francis Bacon noted in his 
observations on 'Burghley's Commonwealth', was an old 
tactic, 'for this hath some appearance to cover undutiful 
invectives, when it is used against favourites or upstarts and 
sudden risen councillors'. Moreover, the employment of the 
charge against more than one of Elizabeth's councillors had 
weakened the force of the argument: 'When the match was in 
treating with the duke of Anjou ... all the gall was uttered 
against the earl of Leicester.' Lastly, it was an inaccurate 
description of the relationship between the queen and her 
ministers: 'it is well known that ... there was never counsellor 
of his lordship's [i.e. Burghley's] long continuance that was so 
applicable to her majesty's princely resolutions; endeavouring 
always, after faithful propositions and remonstrances ... to 
rest upon such conclusions as her majesty in her own wisdom 
determineth ... '23 

The prominence of Raleigh and Essex in the 1590s and the 
open factionalism of the decade weakened the argument for 
the hegemony of the favourite. There were now several 
favourites whose relationship both to each other and to the 
Cecils needed to be explained. John Clapham, in his 
unpublished 'Observations' written immediately after the 
accession of James I, took the extreme position of playing 
down the importance of the favourites as a group. A former 
servant of Burghley's, he saw no shame in the regnum 
Cecilianum. Burghley had ordered 'the affairs of the realm in 
such manner, as he was respected by his enemies, who 
reputed him the most famous councillor of Christendom in his 
time; the English government being then commonly termed 
by strangers Cecil's Commonwealth'. Clapham refers to a 
mysterious (though undated) plot to overthrow Cecil by 
'diverse councillors of noble birth, pretending that he went 
abou.t by suppressing them to establish his own greatness', but 

23 'Certain Observations made upon a Libel Published this Present Year 1592', in 
The Leturs and Liji of Francis Bacon, ed. J. Spedding et al. (7 vols.; London, 1861-74), 
i. 197-8. 
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also relates that Cecil surmounted this and other intrigues 'by 
advised patience'. The prominence of the four favourites he 
attributes to the weakness of the queen, who, he claims, was 
too susceptible to flattery. Leicester and Hatton were primarily 
self-interested courtiers; Raleigh and Essex, on the other 
hand, were at least men of ability and heroic ambition. 24 

The contrast between Leicester's 'domestical greatness' and 
Essex's martial actions had the paradoxical effect of strength
ening the growing legend of Leicester the master courtier. 25 

By the end of the reign he was being seen more and more as an 
intriguer of unrivalled skill.26 A Welsh author considered 
'how wise and politike was the late earl of Leicester in all the 
course of his actions' one of the major questions of the day, but 
refrained from comment on the ground 'it concemeth an 
honourable personage, the greatest subject of late days in 
England and now dead. And I do take that it is rather my part 
and duty being but a poor gentlemen to honour his memory in 
the grave than to discourse of his life and actions .. .'.27 In 
1599 a court observer wrote of Leicester's influence as a model 
for others: 'I am credibly made beleve ... that at this Instant 
the Lord Admirall is able to doe with the Queen as much as 
my Lord Lester was ... '28 

Simultaneously, a second aspect to the legend emerged as 
the Machiavellian patron of puritanism of 'Leicester's 
Commonwealth' was taken up by Anglican apologists and 
employed for their own purposes. During the 1570s and 1580s 
the standard charge against clerical puritanism and presby
terianism had been that of political subversion.29 In the 1590s 

24 E. P. and C. Read (edd.), Certain Observations concerning the Life and Reign of Queen 
Elk,abeth by John Clapham (Philadelphia, 1951 ), pp. 75-7, go-4. 

25 The phrase used in a letter of I July 1591, P[ublic] R[ecord] O[ffice], S[tate] 
P[apers], 12/239/70. 

26 See e.g. Sir Walter Raleigh, Works (8 vols.; Oxford, 1825), viii. 758--g, 76g-70, 
Lord Henry Howard to Sir R. Cecil, c. 1602. 

27 Huntington Library, Ellesmere MS 1598, Treatise by R. Griffith, c. 15g8-1600, 
fo. 17v. I should like to thank the Huntington Library for permission to cite this 
manuscript. 

28 A. Collins (ed.), Letters and Memorials of State in the Reigns of Qµeen Mary .. • from 
the Originals at Penshurst (2 vols.; London, 1746), ii. 122, R. Whyte to Sir R. Sidney, 12 
Sept. 1599. 

29 See e.g. the 2 anti-puritan tracts of Richard Bancroft, Daungerous Positions and 
Practices and Survay of the Pretended Holy Discipline (both London, 1593). 
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a new theme can be detected. Puritanism was now depicted as 
a front for lay attempts to complete the expropriation of the 
wealth of the Church; the motive for lay patronage of puritan 
clergy was the hope that in the confusion created by attacks on 
the government of the Church the remaining ecclesiastical 
estates would fall into their hands. Leicester had been simply 
seeking to continue his father's expropriations of 1552-3. 
The threat to the Church was made explicit by Archbishop 
Whitgift in 1585.30 An early example of the use of the 
Machiavellian portrait of 'Leicester's Commonwealth' to 
explain the danger to the Church can be found in William 
Harrison's manuscript 'Chronologie', written between 
Leicester's death in 1588 and Harrison's own in 1593. 
Leicester was: 

the man of grettest powre (being but a subject) which in this land, or 
that ever had bene exalted under any prince sithens the times of 
Peers Gavestone & Robert Vere ... Nothing almost was done, 
wherein he had not, either a stroke or a commoditie; which together 
with his scraping from churche and commons . . . procured him 
soche inward envie & hatred.31 

In 1602 even one of Leicester's former clerical protégés, the 
archbishop of York, Matthew Hutton, could write of his 
designs on ecclesiastical estates. 32 The very range of Leicester's 
ecclesiastical patronage, of which Hutton himself had been a 
beneficiary, strengthened the depth of his Machiavellianism. 
Sir John Harington, who was himself no admirer of Leicester, 

30 B[ritish] L[ibrary], Lansdowne MS xiv, fo. 98, Whitg1ft to Burghley. The 
question of the truth of the charges demands more space than can be devoted to it here. 
In 1588 Leicester received a grant of episcopal estates in recompense for his 
expenditure in the Netherlands. This was supported by both Walsingham and 
Burghley, see BL, Cottonian MS Titus B vii, fo. 32, and Lansdowne MS xxxi, fo. 103 
(misdated to 1580). Leicester's secretary, Arthur Atye, later commented on the 
'novelty ofit', Longleat House, Dudley MS ii, fo. 261, to Leicester, 27 Aug. 1588. The 
Welsh separatistJohn Penry proposed to Essex in 1593 that the queen should abolish 
the bishops and 'employ their livings for the benefit of hir crown and the support of 
hir subjects'. A. Peel (ed.), The Notebook of John Penry 1593 (Camden Society, 3rd ser., 
67; 1944-), p. 89. 

31 F.J. Furnivall (ed.), Hartison's Description of England (New Shakespeare Society, 
6th ser., 1; 1877), pp. lviii-ix; cf. pp. Iix-Ix for Harrison's fears of attacks on Church 
lands in the parliament of 158g and 1593. 

32 Historical Manuscripts Commission, Calendar of the Manuscripts of the .•• 
Mar(Jll8SS of Salisbury, xii (1910), p. 113, to Sir R. Cecil, 17 Apr. 1602. 
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observed at the beginning of James I's reign that if Leicester 
'made no great conscience to spoyle the church lyvings no 
more than did his father, yet for his recreation [he] would 
have some choyse and excellent men for his chaplayns'. 33 

2 

The growing confusion surrounding Leicester and the 
Elizabethan court was not clarified by the Stuart commentary, 
least of all by William Camden's Annals.34 It has been claimed 
that Camden 'went out of his way to paint the blackest 
possible picture' of Leicester. 35 This may be an exaggeration, 
but it is also clear that Camden's much-praised objectivity did 
not apply in his case. The reasons have been less obvious, 
owing in part to the controversy that still surrounds the 
composition of the Annals. It is now accepted that the first 
three books were not rewritten by James I or Henry Howard, 
earl of Northampton, but what can be attributed to the 
influence of Burghley, who first commissioned the work, is still 
to be decided.3 The consistency of Camden's emphasis on 
Leicester's malignant influence makes its source a question of 
no small importance. 

Camden's observation that 'evill speakers tooke occasion to 
tugge and tear at him continually, during the best of his 
fortune, by defamatory libels, which contained some slight 
untruths', reveals both a knowledge of, and a certain 
distancing from, 'Leicester's Commonwealth'.37 The latter is 
revealed in his handling of two important episodes. The death 

33 Nugu Antiquu (2 vols.; London, 1804), ii. 268. 
34 The edns. employed here are the Abi:aham Darcie trans. of 1625 (Annales, The 

True and Royal History of Elkabeth, Queene of England) for the first 3 books (1558-a8), 
and the 1688 trans. (The History of the Most Renowned and Victorious Princess Elkabeth) for 
B. IV (158g-16o3). Although the Darcie trans. is clumsier it is less influenced by later 
commentary. 

35 W. Camden; The History of the Most Renowned and Victorious Princess Elkabeth, ed. 
W. T. MacCaffrey (Chicago, 1970), p. xxxviii. 

36 Ibid., pp. xxxv-xxxvi, cf. p. xxvii. H. R. Trevor-Roper, 'Queen Elizabeth's First 
Historian: William Camden', in idem, Renaissance Essays (London, 1985), 121-48, 
pp. 134-5. The only sources Camden specifically mentions are Sir John Fortescue 
and Essex's secretary Henry Cuffe. See Bk. IV, pp. 438, 624. 

37 Ibid., Bk. m, p. 288. 
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of Amy Robsart is passed over very rapidly. More striking is 
the long passage devoted to refuting the charge that Leicester 
poisoned Walter Devereux, earl of Essex, in 1576, which 
'Leicester's Commonwealth' made much of as evidence for 
Leicester's plot to destroy the nobility.38 Yet a number of 
incidents from 'Leicester's Commonwealth' are found in very 
similar form in the Annals: the disgrace and death of Sir 
Nicholas Throckmorton, the suspension of Archbishop 
Grindal in 1577, the fall of Sir John Throckmorton, the 
Somerville affair, and the attempted assassination of the duke 
of Anjou's agent Jehan Simier. There are also a number of 
further malign intrigues. Several, like Leicester's ambition to 
become ruler of the Low Countries in 1586--7, or his advice 
that Mary, queen of Scots, be poisoned instead of being 
executed in 1587, occurred after 'Leicester's Commonwealth' 
was published. Others, however, did not: Leicester's plot 
against Sir Nicholas Bacon for encouraging the Grey succession 
tracts in 1564, his involvement in the release of Lord Darnley 
in 1565, and his sabotaging of the Austrian marriage 
negotiations in 1565-7. 

The accuracy or inaccuracy of Camden's version of these 
incidents cannot be discussed here.39 What can be suggested, 
however, is that they serve a very important purpose. By 
establishing Leicester as the evil genius of the court, a number 
of awkward episodes in the reign can be explained away. This 
is particularly the case with regard to the two major concerns 
that Camden shares with 'Leicester's Commonwealth': the 
cause of Mary, queen of Scots, and the cause of the ancient 
nobility. Elizabeth's treatment of Mary provided him with his 
most difficult problem, and the disproportionate amount of 
space devoted to her in the Annals has been commented on.40 

Thus by emphasizing Leicester's role in the release of 
Darnley, or his poisoning proposal, for example, Camden is 
able to defend the queen's innocence and moderation, and 
transfer the blame elsewhere. 

38 Ibid., Bks. 1-n, pp. 100, 366-7. Cf. Peck, Leicester's Commonwealth, pp. 82-4. 
39 I have examined one of them in 'The Release ofLord Darnley and the Failure of 

the Amity', in M. Lynch (ed.), Mary Stewart: Queen in Three Kingdoms (Oxford, 1988), 
pp. 123-53. 

40 J. McGurk, 'William Camden: Civil Historian or Gloriana's Propagandist?', 
History Today, 38 (Apr. 1988), 47-53, p. 52. 
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Camden's loyalty to the ancient nobility comes into play in 
his account of the tension between Leicester and Sussex in 
1565: 

Sussex inuriously despised him as an upstart, and, to detract him, 
would say, that bee could cite onely to of his pedigree, that is to wit, 
his Father and Grand-father, both being enemies to their Countrey.41 

From this perspective his account of the events of 1569 is of 
particular interest. His source (as was probably also the case 
for Clapham) for the attempted coup against Cecil appears to 
have been A Treatise of Treasons, for 'Leicester's Commonwealth' 
has little to say on the subject.42 But Camden also provides a 
much more detailed account of the marriage negotiations 
between Norfolk and Mary, clearly derived from the text of 
Norfolk's later confession.4 It is also heavily edited to convict 
Leicester of betraying Norfolk. Leicester's revelation of the 
marriage scheme to the queen at Titchfield in the summer of 
1569 was caused by fear, 'beholding his blood and vital! senses 
to shrink in himselfe'. Sir Nicholas Throckmorton's involve
ment in these intrigues is attributed to his being Cecil's 
'ambitious emulator'. His disgrace and sudden death, 'eating 
salads' at Leicester's house, are portrayed as the consequence 
of allying with the favourite. 44 

Similarly, the attribution of the fall of Archbishop Grindal, 
'because hee condemned as unlawfull the marriage of Iulius 
an Italian Physician, with another man's wife, which much 
distasted the Earle of Leicester', to a court intrigue rather 
than the dispute over prophesyings serves to obscure an 
otherwise awkward moment in the queen's government of the 
Church.45 Camden's hostility to puritanism leads him to give 

41 Camden, Annales, Bk. 1, p. 121. 
42 See Peck, Leicester's Commonwealth, pp. 172-3. 
43 Printed in W. K. Boyd (ed.), Calendar of State Papers relating to Scotland and Mary, 

Qµeen of Scots, iv (Edinburgh and Glasgow, 1905), pp. 32-40. Cf. Camden, Annales, 
Bk. 1, pp. 208--13. 

44 Camden, Annales, Bk. 1, p. 199; Bk. II, p. 256. Cf. Peck, Leicester's Commonwealth, 
pp. 84-5. The reference to salads may reflect a well-known taste of Leicester's. See his 
attempt to hire a French cook to make salads in the winter of 1584-5, Huntington 
Lib., MS HM 21714, toJ. Hotman, 2 Nov. 1584, and Paris, Archives du Ministere 
des Relations Exterieures, Correspondence Politique, Hollande, ii, fo. 215, to 
Hotman, 4Jan. 1585. 

45 Camden, Annales, Bk. m, p. 45. Cf. P. Collinson, Archbishop Grindal 1519-1583 
(London, 1979), pp. 253-6. 



Favourites at the Elizabethan Court 279 

the Machiavellian theory the full weight of authority. Arch
bishop Whitgift's attempts to restore unity in the Church in 
1583 were hindered by 'certaine Noblemen; who by placing 
men unfit in the Church encreased their estate, or else had 
hopes upon the goods of the Church'.46 The puritan court 
faction was thus established, as -can be seen in a more 
elaborate form in Peter Heylyn's later history of the presby
terians. Heylyn explained the growth of puritanism in the 
1560s and 15 70s by 

the secret favour of some great men in the Court who greedily gaped 
after the Remainder of the Churches patrimony. It cannot be denied 
by that this faction received much encouragement underhand from 
some great persons near the Queen; from no man more then from 
the earl of Leicester, the Lord North, Knollys, Walsingham; who 
knew how mightily some numbers of the Scots, both lords and 
gentlemen, had in short time improved their fortune, by humouring 
the Knoxian Brethren in their Reformation; and could not but 
expect the like in their own particulars, by a compliance with those 
men, who aimed apparently at the ruine of the bishops and 
Cathedral Churches.47 

The faction nearly enjoyed a revival in the 1620s. Both Heylyn 
in his biography of Archbishop Laud, and John Hacket in his 
life of Laud's rival John Williams, give their respective heroes 
the credit for dissuading the duke of Buckingham from a 
similar plot to expropriate Church lands in 1624-5.48 

Camden also strengthened Clapham's distinction between 
Leicester the courtier and Essex the hero. In phrases echoed 
by several Stuart commentators, Camden doubted whether 
Essex was a courtier at all: 'indeed he seemed not a man made 
for the court, being not easily induced to any unhandsome 
Actions ... No man was more ambitious of glory by vertuous 
and noble deeds, no man more careless of everything else. '49 

46 Camden, Annales, Bk. 111, p. 46. 
47 Aerius Redivivus; or the History of the Presbyterians (London, 1670), p. 258. 
48 P. Heylyn, Cyprianus Angli&anus or, The History of the Life and Death . . . of 

William ... Lord Archbishop of Canterbury (London, 1668), p. 123; J. Hackct, Scrinia 
Reserata: A Memorial ojfer'd to . .. John Williams (London, 1693), pp. 204-6. 

49 Camden, History, Bk. 1v, p. 624. Cf. Sir H. Wotton, 'The Parallel ofR. Devereux, 
earl of Essex and George Villiers, duke of Buckingham', and [E. Hyde], 'The 
Difference and Disparity between ... George Villiers, duke of Buckingham and 
Robert, earl of Essex', Reliquiae Wottonianae (London, 1685), pp. 175, 186-7. 
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Leicester by contrast 'was reputed a compleat Courtier', who 
'was wont to put up all his passions in his pocket'.50 Yet by 
posing this contrast Camden did create other problems. 
However unsuccessful Leicester's intrigues may have been,_ 
the malignant favourite still raised doubts about Elizabeth's 
wisdom and judgement. Camden evaded the problem in part 
by employing the standard trope of the court as the seat of 
underhanded behaviour, and thus the natural environment 
for Leicester.51 But he is also quick to deny that Elizabeth was 
a puppet queen; her favour was a product of her 'rare and 
royal clemency'. Thereafter he disappears into astrology: 

whether this might proceed from some secret instinct of those 
vertues apparant in him, or out of common respect, they both being 
prisoners under Queene Marie, or from their first procreation, by a 
secret coniunction of the Planets at the houre of their birth 
combining their hearts in one, no man can easily conceive.52 

His conclusion 'it is most certain, that onely Destinie 
causeth Princes to affect some, and reiect others', may 
legitimately be termed evasive.53 Camden's primary concern 
with res gestae absolved him from the need to draw any explicit 
wider political deductions from his history. Nevertheless he 
was clearly unhappy with a Leicesterian monopoly of the 
court and moved tentatively towards a more open environment. 
Leicester's attempt to obtain a 'general lieutenancy under the 
queen' in 1588 was halted by Burghley and Hatton, and the 
queen 'betimes prevented the danger which might have 
ensued in giving too-much power to one man'.54 Similarly 
Elizabeth herself attempted to extinguish the Leicester-Sussex 
quarrel of 1565, 'For she condemned dissension among 
Peeres, and that old proverbe used by many, Divide et 
lmpera .. .'55 

The publication of the Annals had a major influence on the 
Stuart debate over favourites. The comparisons drawn between 
Essex and Buckingham in the late 1620s were based in the 
main on Camden's portrait of Essex.56 Despite his ultimate 

r,o Camden, Annales, Bk. 111, p. 288; Wotton, 'Parallel', p. 175. 
51 Sec e.g. Camden, History, Bk. IV, pp. 5og-543. 
52 Camden, Annales, Bk. 1, p. 57; cf. Bk. 111, p. 288. 53 Ibid., Bk. 1, p. 57. 
54 Ibid., Bk. 111, p. 288. 55 Ibid., Bk. 1, p. 121. 
56 Sec the Wotton and Hyde essays cited in n. 49 above. 
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obscurity on the relationship between factions and favourites 
his portrait of the Elizabethan court provided evidence for the 
argument for a 'balanced' court. In the final version of his 
essay on 'Faction', Bacon reveal the contemporary concern. 
Princes should not govern their estates 'according to the 
respect of factions'; yet the instability of factions enables 
monarchs to control them.57 It was, however, Sir Robert 
Naunton's Fragmenta Regalia that delivered the most open 
attack on the tradition of 'Leicester's Commonwealth', and 
painted the most radical portrait of Elizabeth's court. 

Naunton was nothing if not explicit about his position; 
Elizabeth was puppet-mistress, never a puppet. 

The principal note of her reign will be that she ruled much by 
faction and parties, which she herself both made, upheld and 
weakened as her own great judgement advised, for I disassent from 
the common and received opinion that my lord of Leicester was 
absolute and alone in her grace and favour. 

The hegemonical favourite had never existed. 

Her ministers and instruments of state ... were favourites and not 
minions, such as acted more by her own princely rules and 
judgement than by their own will and appetites; which she observed 
to the last, for we find no Gaveston, Vere or Spencer to have swayed 
alone during forty-four years.58 

Given the probable date of completion of the Fragmenta 
( 1633), and the comparison between Elizabethan and Caroline 
parliaments, the implicit contrast between the Elizabethan 
and the Stuart court (of which Naunton himself had first-hand 
experience) is clear. By doing so Naunton's work played a role 
in the creation of the Elizabethan legend second only to the 
Annals. Yet Naunton also described the Elizabethan court in 
terms unlike anything encountered previously. 59 The twenty
two portraits of the leading men of the reign are divided into 
two categories, togati and de Militia, which owe more to 

57 The Works of Francis Ba&on, ed. J. Spedding et al. (7 vols.; London, 1857-g), vi. 
4,98-50. 

58 Sir R. Naunton, Fragmenta Regalia; or Observations on Qµeen Eli;;,abeth Her Times and 
Favourites, ed. J. S. Cerovski (Washington, DC, 1985), pp. 40-r. 

59 Shepheard, 'Royal Favorites', p. 134, describes Naunton's portrait of the court 
as 'idiosyncratic'; cf. p. 139. 
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classical parallels than historical reality. The portraits include 
extensive borrowings from Camden, both directly, and 
indirectly through Wotton's Parallel between Essex and 
Buckingham, but Naunton's most dramatic and frequently 
quoted anecdotes have no prior source. These include the 
famous 'I will have here but one mistress and no master' 
speech (employed to reduce Leicester to place), Sussex's 
death-bed denunciation of the gypsy, Leicester's claim that 
the queen's relations were of 'the tribe of Dan', and the 
marquess of Winchester's excuse 'ortus sum ex salice non ex 
quercu'. It may be going too far to dismiss them completely as 
artistic inventions, but they can be regarded as no more than 
Elizabethan apocrypha. 

Naunton's defence of Elizabeth from the charge of taking 
into her favour 'a mere new man or a mechanic' on the ground 
that 'it was part of her natural propensity to grace and 
support ancient nobility' also reflects the earlier debate.60 Yet 
the attempt to restore the nobility to the court is equally 
suspect. Nor can the importance he assigns to his characters 
be accepted outright. His personal animus against Sir 
Christopher Hatton and defence of Sir John Perrot are well 
known. Why the relatively obscure Sir John Packington was 
included, when a number of leading court figures (like Sir 
Thomas Heneage) were omitted, remains a mystery.61 The 
Knollys-Norris feud to which he gives such prominence is also 
difficult to trace elsewhere. These biographical details would 
not in themselves deserve much attention, were it not for the 
profound effect Naunton's picture of a volatile and faction
ridden court that the queen manipulated to her advantage has 
had on so many later accounts of the reign. 

3 

By the middle of the seventeenth century Naunton's Queen 
Elizabeth had become the model of political wisdom. As the 

60 Fragmenla Regalia, pp. 69, 72. 
61 There is a 17th-eent. life of Paekington which portrays him as a defender of the 

lands of the Church against Leicester. Cambridge University Library, MS MM.i.39, 
see fo. 224v. 
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republican Francis Osborne, who regarded favourites as an 
'Epidemical mischief, put it, Elizabeth's inconstancy of 
favour was a virtue, for it created 'the double and contrary 
interests of a divided party, no vertue was excluded or vice 
admitted'.62 This was not, however, the view of nineteenth
century scholarship. J. A. Froude's portrait of the queen as an 
overly indulgent woman was deeply influenced by his 
discovery of the Spanish ambassadorial reports of the matri
monial intrigues of the 1560s. These led him to view Elizabeth 
as 'dashed with a taint which she inherited with her mother's 
blood'. The successes of the reign were to be attributed to the 
'policy' of Burghley and the 'skill' of Walsingham. Leicester, 
consumed by his ambition to marry the queen, was an 
ornamental, if malignant, figure: 

he combined in himself the worst qualities of both sexes. Without 
courage, without talent, without virtue, he was the handsome, soft, 
polished, and attentive minion of the court. The queen ... selected 
her own friends; and in the smooth surface of Dudley's flattery she 
saw reflected an image of her own creation ... 63 

Froude had little to say about faction as an aspect of 
Elizabethan politics; this was the discovery (or rediscovery) of 
Conyers Read. Read's research into the conduct of foreign 
policy in the later 15 70s and early 1580s led him to query 
Froude's description of the relationship between Burghley and 
Walsingham. 64 Instead of a single 'policy' there were now 
distinct rival policies. More profound, however, was his 
positing of an 'inveterate antagonism [between] Burghley and 
Leicester' that decisively shaped the politics of the reign. 

It is certain that each one continually tried to displace the other 
from his position of influence. The contest between them began at 
the very beginning of Elizabeth's reign and ended only with 
Leicester's death.65 

Arising from these tensions was a central factional division in 
the court. Burghley 'the Erastian' led a conservative coalition 

62 The Works of Francis Osborne ... in four several parts (10th edn., London, 1701), 
pp. 562, 559· 

63 The Reign of Eli;:,abeth (Everyman edn., 5 vols.; n.d.), i. 60. 
64 'Faction in the English Privy Council under Elizabeth', Annual Bulletin of the 

American Historical Association (1911), pp. 111-19. 65 Ibid. 113. 
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with Sussex, who 'hated Leicester with all the fervour of a 
passionate nature' as his deputy. Leicester was the patron of 
what was a more sophisticated version of the puritan faction of 
'Leicester's Commonwealth', 'not because of his abilities, 
which were mediocre at best, but because his commanding 
position beside the queen gave them an advocate and won for 
their ideas a consideration which they could hardly otherwise 
have got'. Walsingham 'supplied the brains and framed the 
policy while Leicester furnished the court influence of the 
faction'. 66 

Read's factional division was essentially one over policy. A 
more radical approach to the role of faction was taken by Sir 
John Neale. Not only was it of the essence of court life-
'competition at the court was ceaseless'-but it was less 
concerned with policy than patronage. 'The place of pari 
was taken by faction, and the rivalry of the factions was 
centred on what mattered supremely to everyone: ... control 
of patronage.'67 Neale's Elizabeth, who 'played the factions 
one against the other', is openly Naunton's (an 'astute' 
observer, who is accepted uncritically), garnished with 
examples drawn mainly from the 159os.68 Between them Read 
and Neale established factionalism as the central phenomenon 
of Elizabethan court politics, yet the bases for their factions
policy or patronage-were fundamentally different. The 
difficulties thus posed can be seen in Wallace MacCaffrey's 
two volumes. MacCaffrey also posits an antagonism between 
Burghley and Leicester, but one more active in the 1560s 
when it was provoked by Leicester's efforts to marry the 
queen. However, once Leicester abandoned this ambition in 
the early 15 70s factionalism diminished. 69 Patronage does not 
appear to play much of a role one way or the other, except in 
the Church. MacCaffrey sees the growing division over 

66 Ibid. 116. idem, 'Walsingham and Burghley in Queen Elizabeth's Privy 
Council', English Historical Review, 28 (1913), 34-58, pp. 3g-41. 

67 'Elizabethan Political Scene', p. 70. The argument is also developed in W. T. 
MacCaffrey, 'Place and Patronage in Elizabethan Politics', in S. T. Bindoff, J. 
Hurstfield, and C. H. Williams (edd.), EliQJbethan Government and Society: Essays 
presented to Sir John Neale (London, 1961), pp. 95-126. 

68 Ibid. 79 and passim. 
69 W. T. MacCaffrey, Qµeen Eli-tabeth and the Making of Policy, 1572-1588 

(Princeton, NJ, 1981), pp. 458-g. 
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puritanism in the 1580s leading to the increased prominence 
of Hatton, to whom he assigns more importance than his 
predecessors have done, as the patron of the more conservative 
clergy. 70 

MacCaffrey's account of court politics has, if nothing else, 
raised major doubts about Read's conception of factionalism 
over policy. There have been similar problems with the role of 
patronage. In his later work Read was frequently forced to 
admit that the evidence for the antagonism between Burghley 
and Leicester was not as clear-cut as he would have liked. 71 

Sir Geoffrey Elton, though prepared on balance to accept the 
existence of factions, has injected an important note of 
scepticism in the observation that 'we have grown so familiar 
with the notion of faction . .. that we forget how little the 
structure of those groupings has been studied'. 72 The difficulty 
of explaining the dynamics of court politics in conventional 
terms is revealed in two recent essays. Eric Ives comments, 
'Burghley and Leicester-Elizabeth's closest confidant and 
her most intimate courtier-were recognised rivals, but there 
was never a complete breakdown of relations' .73 Pam Wright 
rephrases it slightly: 

[after 1572] the principal contenders for power seem to have decided 
that while competition was healthy, full-blown factional disputes 
were a destructive and time-consuming diversion . . . This modus 
vivendi among the leaders chimed nicely with the instinct of everyone 
else to run with the hare and hunt with the hounds. 74 

In other words, hard evidence for the central argument that 
factionalism and patronage were the central constituents of 
court politics has so far been lacking. In some cases factions 
have been created out of thin air: the 'too blatant a vendetta' 
William, Lord Cobham, is said to have conducted against 

70 Ibid. 452-4. However cf. P. Collinson, The Elizabethan Puritan Movement (London, 
1967), pp. 313-14. 

71 See e.g. Lord Burghley and Queen Elizabeth (New York, 1960), p. 375. 
72 'Tudor Government: The Points of Contact: III. The Court', Transactions of the 

Royal Historical Society, 5th ser., 26 (1976), 211-28, p. 224. 
13 Faction in Tudor England (Historical Association, Appreciations in History, 6; 

1979), p. 22. 
74 'A Change of Direction', p. 170. 
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Leicester, for example.75 Equally dubious has been the 
attempt to build the. authors of 'Leicester's Commonwealth' 
into a 'catholic court faction'. 76 Patronage struggles within the 
court between Burghley and Leicester have been noteworthy 
by their absence. In fact the opposite is the case. In a number 
of cases-for example, those of Walsingham himself, Henry 
Killigrew, Robert Beale, William Herle-clear lines of 
allegiance have been very difficult to draw. Central to the 
argument for a struggle between Burghley and Leicester has 
been Leicester's putative involvement in the attempted 
overthrow in 1569. Yet the evidence for this incident is very 
thin. Apart from the tradition of A Treatise of Treasons, 
discussed in this Chapter, which does not mention Leicester, 
the only other source is the notorious Roberto Ridolphi, who 
is scarcely reliable. 77 This does not mean that Cecil looked 
upon a marriage between Leicester and the queen with 
enthusiasm, that they did not disagree over foreign policy, or 
adopt different approaches to ecclesiastical policy, but these 
instances must be weighed against the major areas of 
agreement. 

Once the Burghley-Leicester hostility is queried then the 
role of the favourite becomes clearer. The favourites, like the 
other central figures of the court, were there ultimately at the 
queen's choice. Unlike the favourites at the court of Henry III 
of France, for example, their rise was neither overtly political 
nor factional. 78 Yet, unlike Hatton and Raleigh ( or the Stuart 
favourites), Leicester did not come from a minor gentry 
family, but from the leading family of the Edwardian court, 
however notorious it may have become after 1553. Thus 

75 P. Clark, English Provincial Society from the Reformation to the Revolution: Religion, 
Society and Politics in Kent, 1500-1640 (Hassocks, 1977), p. 129. This is based on a 
misreading of D. B. McKeen, '"A Memory of Honour": A Study of the House of 
Cobham of Kent in the Reign of Elizabeth I' (Ph.D. thesis; Birmingham, 1964), 
pp. 202, 253. C£ p. 496. 

76 Peck, Leicester's Commonwealth, pp. 13-25. P. Roberts, 'Elizabeth and her 
Dazzling Court', in R. Smith (ed.), Royal Armada, Guide to the 400th Anniversary of the 
Sailing of the Armada (London, 1988), 7<Hl8, p. 76. 

77 See the correspondence printed in J.M. B. C. Kervijn de Lettenhove (ed.), 
Relations politiques des Pays-Bas et de l'Angleterre sous le regne de Philippe II ( 1 1 vols.; 
Brussels, 1882-1900), v. 307. 

78 For Henry III, seeJ. Boucher, Sociiti et mentalitis autour de Henri Ill (4 vols.; Lille, 
1981), i. 199, 208-g. 
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although Elizabeth's attraction to him may have been purely 
personal, he was a choice of a major political consequence. 
Much of his relationship to Burghley can be explained by this, 
for however much Burghley may have disliked and feared the 
revival of old enmities that Leicester's rise might threaten, 
they were at the end of the day men from a similar political 
milieu, with a similar range of friends and associations. In this 
respect the Leicesterian monopoly of the Elizabeth court was 
a mirage, for it reflected the hegemony of a broader political 
élite of which both Burghley and Leicester were part. The 
older catholic polemic was to this extent correct, for there had 
occurred in the decades that preceded the accession of 
Elizabeth a major reshaping of the English political élite in 
which religious allegiances clearly played a part. This in turn 
created the social and political basis of the Elizabethan court. 
The central figures were all recipients of the queen's favour, 
and, however they may have disagreed, they had too much in 
common for permanent antagonisms to be established. The 
terms favourite and faction obscure as much of the reality of 
the Elizabethan court as they explain. 
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The Imperial Court of the Habsburgs 
From Maximilian I to Ferdinand III, 1493-1657 

VOLKER PRESS 

The imperial court of Vienna was the most distinguished 
court of early modern Europe. 1 Nevertheless, it did not 
develop into a glorious model of European courtly culture as 
Versailles was to do later. Rather it reflected, in both its 
splendour and its weaknesses, the evolution of the Habsburg 
monarchy:2 its pretensions did not match up to reality even 
during its heyday. 

The relationship between the Empire and the hereditary 
lands, which progressively went in the latter's favour, was a 
permanent problem, as was the balance within the Habsburg 
hereditary lands themselves. 3 Added to this, from the end of 

1 R.J. W. Evans, 'The Austrian Habsburgs: The Dynasty as a Political 
Institution', in A. G. Dickens (ed.), The Courts of Europe. Politics, Patronage and Royalry 
1400--1800 (London, 1977), pp. 121-45; idem, The Making of the Habsburg Monarchy 
1550--1700: An Interpretation (Oxford, 1979); H. C. Ehalt, Ausdrucksformen absolutistischer 
Herrschaft. Der Wiener Hofim 17. und 18.Jahrhundert (So:i:ial- und wirtschaftshistorische 
Studien, 14; Vienna, 1980); V. Press, 'The Habsburg Court as Center of the 
Imperial Government', Journal of Modem History, sB, (1986), Suppl., s 23-s 45. 
Important social historical material is also to be found in the following: Die 
iisterreichische Zentralverwaltung, I. i-iii; II. i-v (Veriiffentlichungen der Kommission 
fur neuere Geschichte Osterreichs, 5-7, 18, 29, 32, 35, 36, 42, 43; Vienna, 1907-56). 
See also P. Anderson, Lineages of the Absolutist State (London, 1974), pp. 29g--327. 

2 On this, see esp. Evans, Habsburg Monarchy. See also H. Hantsch, Die Geschichte 
Osterreichs (2 vols; 4th edn., Graz, 1968); V.-L. Tapie, Die Volker unter dem Doppeladler 
(Graz, 1975); R. A. Kann, Werden und Zerfall des Habsburger Reiches (Graz, 1962); 
A. Lhotsky, Das Haus Habsburg (Vienna, 1971); E. Crankshaw, Die Habsburger 
(Vienna, 1971); A. Wandruszka, Das Haus Habsburg. Die Geschichte einer europiiischen 
Dynastic (Vienna, 1978); E. Zollner, Geschichte Osterreichs (7th edn., Vienna, 1984). 

3 V. Press, 'Die Erblande und das Reich von Albrecht II. bis Karl VI. (1438--
1740)', in R. A. Kann and F. Prinz (edd.), Deutsch/and und Osterreich (Vienna, 1980), 
pp. 44--88; idem, 'Das riimisch-deutsche Reich--ein politisches System in verfassungs
und sozialgeschichtlicher Fragestellung', in G. Klingenstein and H. Lutz (edd.), 
Spezialforschung und 'Gesamtgeschichte': Beispiele und Methodenfragen zur Geschichte der friilu:n 
Neuzeit (Wiener Beitriige zur Geschichte der Neuzeit, 8; Munich, 1981), pp. 221-42. 
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the fifteenth century, that is, from the reign of Maximilian I 
onwards, the need to integrate administrative institutions into 
the framework of the court became increasingly urgent. In 
other words, the court also had to cope with the problem of 
bureaucratization; it had to incorporate the learned jurists of 
non-noble origin who, less likely now to be members of the 
clergy, tended to establish family groupings. The higher 
clergy, of course, continued to play a significant part in the 
imperial court throughout the period considered here.4 

The reign of Maximilian I was a key period in these 
developments.5 The imperial diet,6 as well as the imperial 
chamber court (Reichskammergericht), 7 became established in
stitutions and during the late fifteenth century, when the court 
as an institution underwent a general crisis in Germany,8 

finally broke free of the royal court. Unlike the estates in the 
German principalities and territories, the estates of the Reich 
developed their own separate identity, distinct from the 
imperial court,9 and we can therefore speak of a genuine 

4 E.g. the abbot of Kremsmiinster and later prince-bishop of Vienna, Anton 
Wolfradt, who became president of the court treasury (Hefkammer). See A. Hope, 
Anton Woifradt, Fiirstbischof von Wien und Abt des Benediktinerstifts Kremsmiinster (4 vols.; 
Vienna, 1891-4); B. Gsell, 'Beitrage zur Lebensgeschichte des Anton Wolfradt', 
Studien und Mitteilungen zur Geschichte des Benediktiner-Ordens, 3 (1882), pp. 334-45; 4 
(1883), pp. 41-8, 255-67. 

5 H. Ulmann, Kaiser Maximilian I. (2 vols.; Stuttgart, 1884-91); H. Wiesflecker, 
Kaiser Maximilian I.: Das Reich, Osterreich und Europa an der Wende zur Neuzeit (5 vols.; 
Vienna, 1971--86). 

6 On the imperial diet see P. Moraw, 'Versuch iiber die Entstehung des 
Reichstags', in H. Weber (ed.), Politische Ordnungen und sozjale Kriifle im Alten Reich 
(Veroffentlichungen des Instituts fiir Europaische Geschichte, Mainz, Abteilung 
Universalgeschichte, Beiheft 8; Wiesbaden, 1980), pp. 1-36; F. H. Schubert, Die 
deutschen Reichstage in der Staatslehre der Jriihen Neuzeit (Gottingen, 1966); R. Aulinger, 
Das Bild des Reichstages im 16. jahrhundert: Beitriige zu einer typologischen Anaryse 
schrifllicher und bildlicher Quellen (Gottingen, 1980); H. Neuhaus, Reichsstiindische 
Repriisentationsformen im 16. Jahrhundert-Reichstag, Reichskreistag, Reichsdeputationstag 
(Schriften zur Verfassungsgeschichte, 33; Berlin, 1982); H. Neuhaus, 'Wandlungen 
der Reichstagsorganisation in der ersten Halfte des 16. Jahrhunderts', inJ. Kunisch 
(ed.), Neue Studien zur .friihzeitlichen Reichsgeschichte (Zeitschrift ftir historische 
Forschung, Beiheft 3; Berlin, 1987), pp. 113-40. 

7 R. Smend, Das Reichskammergericht, pt. 1, Geschichte und Veifassung (Weimar, 
1911 ); V. Press, Das Reichskammergericht in der deutschen Geschichte (Schriftenreihe der 
Gesellschaft ftir Reichskammergerichts-Forschung, 3; Wetzlar, 1987). 

8 See above, Asch, eh. 1. 

9 V. Press, 'Formen des Standewesens in den deutschen Territorialstaaten des 16. 
und 17. Jahrhunderts', in P. Baumgart (ed.), Stiindetum und Staatsbildung in 
Brandenburg-Preu/Jen (Veroffentlichungen der Historischen Kommission zu Berlin, 55; 
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constitutional 'dualism' in the Reich-as opposed to the 
princely territories. The clear separation between the court 
and the imperial diet, further emphasized by the physical 
distance between them, was not lessened by the emperor's 
custom of holding court whenever he attended the imperial 
diet-his last appearance being in 1613-nor by the fact that 
princes of the Empire were also granted places at the court. 
The dominant influence in the imperial diet was exerted by 
the higher nobility and the territorial princes while most of the 
emperor's courtiers came from the hereditary lands, though 
some of them belonged to the imperial clientele on the 
outskirts of the Austrian hereditary lands, that is, in Franconia, 
the middle Rhine, and, above all, Swabia. Among those from 
outside the hereditary lands the newly emerging group of 
lawyers played the main role. Of course, patronage was 
distributed in the usual way at the imperial court. 10 The 
emperor successfully exercised his rights of patronage by 
granting offices, titles of nobility, lands, and gifts. These 
grants, however, diminished the crown's demesne and ex
hausted the dynasty's finances. In addition, there were also 
grants in reversion and privileges in the Empire. Moreover, 
the fact that the Reich's constitution became increasingly 
legalistic further strengthened the emperor's position, as he 
was able to influence the outcome of important law suits. 

Under Maximilian I the imperial court became less 
marginal than it had been under Frederick III. Maximilian 
physically moved it back towards the heart of the Empire. 
However, as Peter Moraw has stressed, despite all his 
innovations Maximilian's court remained relatively tradi
tional. 11 As before, nobles from the Vorlande and the Tyrol 

1983), pp. 280-318; G. Birtsch, 'Die landstiindische Verfassung als Gegenstand der 
Forschung', in D. Gerhard (ed.), Stiindische Vertretungen in Europa im 17. und 18. 
Jahrhundert (Veroffentlichungen des Max-Planck-Instituts fiir Geschichte, 27, 
Gottingen, 1969), pp. 32-55; U. Lange, 'Der stiindesstaatliche Dualismus
Bemerkungen zu einem Problem der deutschen Verfassungsgeschichte', Blatter for 
deutsche Landesgeschichte, I 17 ( I 981), pp. 31 1-34. P. Blickle, in his Landscha.ften im alien 
R.eich. Die staatliche Funlction des gemeinen Mannes in Oberdeutschland (Munich, 1973) (and 
in other publications), insists on the concept of 'dualism'. 

10 V. Press, 'Patronat und Klientel im Heiligen Romischen Reich der friihen 
Neuzeit', in A. M~czak (ed.), Klientelsysteme im Europa der friihen Neu,:,eit (Schriften des 
Historischen Kollegs, Kolloquien 9; Munich, 1988), pp. 19-46. 

11 See above. eh. 4. 
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gained the upper hand over those from the territories near the 
upper Danube and central Austria. Augsburg, Maximilian's 
unofficial capital, was the last imperial centre to be created 
that was inside the Empire and not within the hereditary 
lands. 12 Maximilian's charisma played an important part in 
enhancing the attraction of his court, although it must be said 
that the court had less and less to offer even to the poorer 
imperial princes. Even in the hereditary lands Maximilian's 
court was able to command only limited allegiance from 
the nobility. By building up the regional administrative 
machinery, 13 the ruler strengthened centrifugal tendencies 
that were also encouraged by the powerful territorial estates, 
who were always guided by their local interests. 

And yet, Maximilian's court offered a range of opportunities 
for social advancement which, given the rigid social structures 
of the Empire and the hereditary lands, would not be matched 
until the Thirty Years War. This was an important source of 
support for the supraregional administrative institutions in 
Maximilian's government. Although the conventional image 
of Maximilian's court requires some modification, it is true 
that the court effectively focused the loyalty of both the 
hereditary lands and the Empire. This cannot be explained 
solely in terms of material conditions; both the aura of 
imperial dignity and Maximilian's personal charisma were 
important factors. The court remained a strong competitor of 
the imperial diet and the imperial chamber court and was also 
able to maintain its ascendancy over the estates of the 
hereditary lands. The question was soon to arise, however, as 
to whether the court could really manage to integrate the 
princes and nobles of the Empire, and of the hereditary lands. 
The peripheral situation of the hereditary lands in relation to 
the Empire was in many respects advantageous for the 

12 H. Lutz, 'Augsburg und seine politische Umwelt 1490--1555', in G. Gottlieb et 
al. (edd.) Geschichte der Stadt Augsburg von der Riimerzeit bis zur Gegenwart (Stuttgart, 
1984), pp. 413-33; V. Press, 'Schwaben zwischen Bayern, Osterreich und dem Reich 
1486--1805', in P .. Fried (ed.), Probleme der Integration Ostschwabens in den bayerischen Staal. 
Bayem und Wittelsbach in Ostschwaben (Sigmaringen, 1982), pp. 17-78. 

13 S. Adler, Die Organisation der Centralverwaltung unter Kaiser Maximilian I. (Leipzig, 
1886); M. Holleger, 'Maximilian I. und die Entwicklung der Zentralverwaltung am 
Hof und in den osterreichischen Erbliindern von 1510--1519' (Ph.D. thesis; Graz, 
1983); H. Moser, Die Kanz/ei Kaiser Maximilians I. Graphematik eines Schreibusus 
(Innsbrucker Beitrage zur Kulturwissenschaft, Germ. Reihe 5/r; Innsbruck, 1977). 
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emperor; it remained to be seen, however, whether this would 
continue to be the case in the long term. 

Under Maximilian's successor, Charles V, 14 serious prob
lems emerged. The composition of the emperor's court was 
determined by the position of the new king: henceforth it 
reflected not the formally German character of the imperial 
crown but Charles V's Dutch-Italian-Spanish orientation. 15 

The fact that Charles's real hereditary lands were the 
Netherlands16 also became clearly apparent: alongside the 
Spanish and Italian courtiers, the representatives of the 
Burgundian lands played a chief role in his government. The 
Reich in the narrow sense was, of course, necessarily repres
ented, but somewhat marginally-the imperial chancellery 
was a mere annexe of the Burgundian court chancellery. 17 

This meant that, despite the presence of influential advisers 
from the Empire, Charles V's court was no longer able to 
perform its integrative function-although the Dutch were 
formally members of th Empire, they were clearly no longer 
seen as representative of it. All the same, Charles's position as 
ruler of the Netherlands strengthened his influence in northern 
Germany, where traditionally the king/emperor had possessed 
little influence, 18 while it declined in the old heartlands of the 
Empire, that is, in the south. 

14 K. Brandi, Kaiser Karl V. Werden und Schicksal einer Persiinlichkeit und eines Weltreichs 
(2 vols.; Munich, 1937-41; vol. i frequently reprinted); P. Rassow and F. Schalk 
(edd.), Karl V. Der Kaiser und seine Zeit (Cologne and Graz, 1960); R. Tyler, Kaiser Karl 
V. (Stuttgart, 1959); M. Fernandez Alvarez, lmperator mundi, Karl V., Kaiser des HI. 
Riimischen &iches Deutscher Nation (Stuttgart, 1977); H. Lutz (ed.), Das riimisch-deutsche 
Reich im politischen System Karls V. (Schriften des Historischen Kollegs, Kolloquien 1; 
Munich, 1982). See also P. Rassow, Die Kaiser-Idee Karls V., dargestellt an der Politik der 
Jahre 1528-1540 (Historische Studien 217; Berlin, 1932); P. Rassow, Karl V. Der letzte 
Kaiser des Mittelalters. Persiinlichkeit und Geschichte (2nd edn., Gottingen, 1963). 

15 F. Walser, Die spanischen Zentralbehiirden und der Staatsrat Karls V., ed. R. Wohlfeil 
(Gottingen, 1959); H. Rabe, 'Elemente neuzeitlicher Politik und Staatlichkeit im 
politischen System Karls V. Bemerkungen zur spanischen Zentralverwaltung und 
zur politischen Korresponderiz des Kaisers', in Lutz (ed.), Das riimisch-deutsche Reich, 
pp. 161--87. 

16 V. Press, 'Die Niederlande und das Reich in der friihen Neuzeit', in W. P. 
Blockmans and H. van Nuffel (edd.), Etat et religion awe xv' et xvi' siecles. Staat en religie 
in de 15' en 16' eeuw (Brussels, 1986), pp. 321-39. 

17 L. GroB, Die Geschichte der Deutschen Reichshofkanzlei von 155g-1Bo6 (Inventare des 
Haus-, Hof- und Staatsarchivs, 5; Vienna, 1933), pp. 2-4. 

18 F. Petri, 'Landschaftliche und iiberlandschaftliche Krafte im habsburgisch
klevischen Ringen um Geldern und im Frieden von Venlo (1537-1547)', in Aus 
Geschichte und Landeskunde. Festschriftfor Franz Steinbach (Bonn, 1966), pp.92-113. 
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By comparison with Maximilian's reign, therefore, the 
imperial court of Charles V ceased to be a true 'point of 
contact' for the Empire. It was no longer the Empire's real 
political centre. As a result, the balance of influence shifted 
considerably in favour of the imperial diet and the imperial 
chamber court. Most importantly, the imperial diet was able 
decisively to influence the course of the Reformation, 19 which 
was resisted by the imperial court even though, towards the 
end of his reign, Charles V occasionally allowed protestants to 
play some part there. The resulting power vacuum-which 
was exacerbated by the emperor's frequent absences-was 
filled not by the second Reichsregiment (imperial regency 
council),20 which came to an end in 1530, but by the Austrian 
court of the emperor's brother, Ferdinand.21 This is a turning
point in German history. 

Charles V's reign was therefore a time of renewed crisis for 
the imperial court: it had few members from the Empire and 
hardly any representatives from the Austrian hereditary 
lands. By comparison with the reigns of Frederick III and 
Maximilian I, the situation was, so to speak, reversed. There 
was no longer anything to counter the development of the 
imperial diet; by an almost inevitable dynamic, the latter took 
on functions which had previously been performed by the 
imperial court and its administrative institutions. 22 Here, 
however, it becomes clear that, contrary to the opinions of 
nineteenth-century constitutional historians, it was only the 
aura of the court which allowed the administrative institutions 
that had been integrated into it to be effective. After 1540, 
Charles V obviously tried to compensate for the deficiencies 
which had arisen, but neither his court nor the administrative 
apparatus attached to it gave him the means with which to 
overcome the German problem. Charles's orientation towards 
Western Europe led him to forfeit the chance to establish an 

19 V. Press, 'Die Reformation und der deutsche Reichstag', in G. Brendler (ed.), 
Martin Luther, Leistung und Erbe (East Berlin, 1986), pp. 202-15. 

20 R. Wolgarten, 'Das erste und zweite Nurnberger Reichsregiment' (Ph.D. thesis; 
Cologne, 1957); W. Romisch, Das Reichsregiment (Munich, 1970); H. Angermeier, 'Die 
Reichsregimenter und ihre Staatsidee', Historische Zeitschrift, 211 (1970), pp. 265-315. 

21 T. Fellner and H. Kretschmayr, Die iiste"eichische Zentralverwaltung. pt. 1: 1491-
1749, ii (Vienna, 1907), pp. 147--82. 

22 Neuhaus, Reichsstiindische Reprasentationsformen; Neuhaus, 'Wandlungen'. 
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effective court for the Empire centred upon the Netherlands. 
The German high nobility were attracted to the Netherlands 
as a heartland of the imperial dynasty, and even acquired 
estates there, close to the king's residences. 23 The fact that 
Charles's reign ended before he had been able to change the 
existing political structures or solve the problem of his 
overstretched forces, however, meant that the Netherlands 
was not able to develop into the nucleus of a new courtly 
society with roots in the north-west of the Empire rather than 
the south-east. Philip II, who shifted the power base to Spain, 
put an end to these developments. Nevertheless, the Nether
lands attracted members of the high nobility from the Reich, in 
particular the counts of north-west Germany. The links were 
important for reincorporating these counts and other noble 
families into the imperial court later and the ties between the 
Habsburg dynasty and the nobility of north-western Germany 
survived even after the imperial court returned to the Austrian 
hereditary lands.24 

Charles V's reign, however, also revealed the complexity of 
the problem of the court. The social groups upon which 
Maximilian's court had traditionally been built now lost most 
of their contacts with the imperial court. Charles V's absences 
created a vacuum which the Swabian League, a political 
system without a court, was totally unable to fill, 25 and which 
the competing Bavarian court could fill only to a limited 
extent.26 Charles V installed his younger brother, Ferdinand 
1,27 as regent of the Austrian hereditary lands and gradually 

23 This is a field that has not yet been comprehensively researched. Yet, without 
this phenomenon, the rise of the house of Orange would be unthinkable. 

24 See G. Schmidt, Der Wetterauer Grafenverein (Marburg, 1989). 
25 E. Bock, Der Schwiibische Bund und seine Verfassungen (1488-1534. Ein Beitrag zur 

Geschichte der Zeit der Reichsreform (Breslau, 1927); A. Laufs, Der Schwiibische Kreis. 
Studien uber Einungswesen und Reichverf assung im deutschen Siidwesten zu Beginn der Neuzeit 
(Aalen, 1971), pp. 58--155. See also H. Lutz, Conrad Peutinger (Augsburg, n.d.). 

26 H. Lutz, 'Karl V und Bayern. Umrisse einer Entscheidung', in idem, Politik, 
Kultur und Religion im Werdeproze.fJ der fruhen Neuzeit. Aufsiitze und Vortriige (Klagenfurt, 
1982), pp. 107-22; E. Metzger, Leonard von Ecke 1480-1550. Wegbereiter und Begrunder 
des fruhabsolutistischen Bayern (Munich, 1980); J. Lauchs, Bayern und die deutschen 
Protestanten 1534-46. Deutsche Fiirstenpolitik zwischen Konfession und Libertiit (Neustadt 
an der Aisch, 1978). 

27 F. B. Buchholtz, Geschichte der Regierung Ferdinand des Ersten (9 vols.; Vienna, 
1831--8; repr. Graz, 1968--71); P. Fichtner Sutter, Ferdinand I of Austria. The Politics of 
Dynasticism in the Age of the Reformation (New York, 1982); A. Kohler, Antihabsburgische 



296 VOLKER PRESS 

entrusted their independent government to him. These lands 
included Wiirttemberg, which Charles V had acquired from 
the Swabian League in 1520, and which served as a 
cornerstone of Habsburg policy towards south-western 
Germany.28 This development was entirely in line with the 
policy of Maximilian I who had reactivated the hereditary 
possessions in the Tyrol, the Vorlande, and Swabia as key points 
in disseminating Habsburg influence throughout the Empire. 

This continuity can be explained by the fact that Ferdinand 
had taken over a large part ofMaximilian's court, and that his 
servants were conscious of serving the successor of their old 
master. The members of the councils (Landesstellen) of the 
hereditary lands also remained in their posts, of course, and 
Ferdinand further enlarged these bodies. Like his grandfather, 
the young archduke carefully tried to give the individual 
regions a formal share in the various administrative institu
tions, but not in the household. The predominance at court 
of the Erblande now emerged more clearly, even though 
many courtiers were members of the Austrian clientele in the 
south-west of the Empire; indeed Stuttgart was, at first, 
an important outpost of the archduke's dominions.29 

Maximilian's inroads into the more northern parts of Germany 
were, however, reversed and here, obviously, the competition 
of Charles V's court played a significant part. Ferdinand's 
court was bound, once again, to its roots in the hereditary 
lands. This time, the situation was irreversible. Before his 
election as king of the Romans in 153 1, his only claims to the 
Empire were derived from the position of his brother Charles 
V. 

Ferdinand I's position was further complicated in 1526 by 
the death of the last J agellon king of Bohemia and Hungary, 
Louis II. The Habsburg king desired both crowns and this 
objective became a high priority.30 Even his election as king of 

Politik in der Epoche Karls V. Die reichsstiindische Opposition gegen die Wahl Ferdinand I. zum 
riimischen Kiinig und gegen die Anerkennung seines Kiinigtums ( 1524-34) ( Gottingen, 1982). 

28 H. Puchta, Die habsburgische Herrschaft in Wiirttemberg, 1520-1534 {Munich, 
1967). 29 Fellner and Kretschmayr, 'Zentralverwaltung, ii. 147-56. 

30 The 'break' of 1526 only gradually took effect, but this changed the situation all 
the more decisively. See V. Press, 'Vorderosterreich in der habsburgischen 
Rcichspolitik des spiiten Mittelalters und der friihen Neuzeit', in H. Maier and 
V. Press {cdd.), Vorderiistmeich in der friihen Neuzeit (Sigmaringen, 1988), pp. 21-3. 
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the Romans in 1531 could not override his aspirations to the 
Bohemian and (disputed) Hungarian crowns. It soon became 
clear that a balance could not be struck between a south-west 
German and a central eastern European policy. Consequently, 
Ferdinand made central eastern Europe his priority, since the 
crowns of St Wenceslaus and St Stephen had a higher status 
than his south-west German titles. As a result, Ferdinand and 
his councillors loosened their grip on the south-west of the 
Empire, which led directly to the loss ofWiirttemberg, where 
Stuttgart had long been one of Ferdinand's important 
outposts. 31 This geographical shift, however, gave the Austrian 
heartlands increased significance, a development which was 
reflected in the fact that the sovereign's main residence was 
more and more often to be found in Vienna. 

Despite all the changes Ferdinand I's court proved to be 
highly traditional. The nobility of the Austrian hereditary 
lands maintained its dominant position even after 1526. 
Representatives from the Tyrol, the Vorlande and Swabia 
remained at court, although there were slightly fewer of 
them.32 The Herrenstand (higher nobility) of the hereditary 
lands, and some of the imperial counts continued to 
dominate at court, while the newly acquired lands were less 
well represented. In the chancelleries, though, there were 
some opportunities for men from the new territories, especially 
in secretarial positions, although there, too, men from the 
Austrian hereditary lands retained their great numerical 
superiority. Again, university-trained jurists flooded in from 
the Empire, quite clearly because the Austrian hereditary 
lands did not have a well-developed urban élite from which 
these technicians of the modern state could be recruited. 
During the latter years of Ferdinand I's reign there was a 
great deal ofinterchange with Bavaria in particular. Ferdinand 
also developed a good understanding with Bavaria over policy 
towards the Empire.33 Southern Germany was, in any case, 
better represented at Ferdinand I's court than at that of . 

31 V. Press, 'Ein Epochenjahr der wiirttembergischen Geschichte. Restitution und 
Reformation 1534', Zeitschriflfar wiirttembergische Landesgeschichte, 47 (1988), oo. 203-
34. 32 Fellner and Kretschmayr, z.entralverwaltung, ii. 147-87. 

33 V. Press, 'Bayem, Osterreich und das Reich in der friihen Neuzeit', Verlumdlungm 
des Historischm Vereinsfor Oberpfak und Regensburg, 120 (1g80), pp. 493-519. 
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Charles V. This gave Ferdinand a distinct advantage over his 
brother in German matters, an advantage which led to 
Ferdinand's accession to the imperial throne in 1556. 

This new acquisition meant that Ferdinand's court, which 
was in itself very successful, experienced renewed problems in 
integrating the Empire. For many years it had had similar 
problems with Bohemia and, especially, Hungary. Once 
again, the Viennese court proved unable to deal with such a 
large area. This strengthened the influence of the imperial diet 
as well as that of the estates in Hungary and the four 
Bohemian territories (Bohemia, Moravia, Silesia, Lusatia); 
and also in the Austrian hereditary lands. The conversion of a 
significant proportion of the nobility in the hereditary lands to 
protestantism meant that they contrasted sharply with the 
imperial court which remained predominantly catholic.34 

The old Church proved incapable of responding to the 
Reformation until the end of the century. The dynasty 
nevertheless held firm to the principles of catholicism. Under 
Maximilian II this commitment wavered at times. 35 Even 
under Ferdinand I protestantism had made considerable 
inroads into the estates of his hereditary lands, whose 
financial help the crown needed to fight its wars against the 
Turks. Consequently protestantism also penetrated the court. 
Towards the end of his reign, Emperor Ferdinand I was 
forced to temper his original strictly absolutist and resolutely 
catholic policies in practice, however firmly he still believed in 
them himself. Thus a very delicate situation had arisen. In the 

34 T. Wiedemann, Geschichte der Reformation und Gegenrefarmation im Lande unter der 
Enns, i-v (Prague and Leipzig, 187g--86); K. Eder, Glaubensspaltung und Landstiinde in 
Oste"eich ob der Enns 1525-1602 (Linz, 1936); J. Loserth, Die Reformation und 
Gegenrefarmation in den inneriiste"eichischen Liindern im XVI. jahrhundert (Stuttgart, 1898); 
H. Sturmberger, Georg Erasmus Tschernembl. Religion, Libertiit und Widerstand. Ein Beitrag 
zur Geschichte der Gegenrefarmation und des Landes ob der Enns (Graz and Cologne, 1953); 
K. J. McHardy, 'Der EinfluB von Status, Konfession und Besitz auf das politische 
Verhalten des niederosterreichischen Ritterstandes 1580-1620', in G. Klingenstein 
and H. Lutz (edd.), Spezialforschung und 'Gesamtgeschichte' (Munich, 1982), pp. 56--83; 
G. Reingrabner, Adel und Reformation. Beitriige zur Geschichte des protestantischen Adels im 
Lande unter der Enns wiihrend des 16. und 17. jahrhunderts (Vienna, 1976). 

35 V. Bibi, Maximilian II: Der riitselhafte Kaiser (Hellerau near Dresden, 1929); M. 
Ritter, Deutsche Geschichte im Zeitalter der Gegenreformation und des Dreiftigjiihrigen K rieges 
(3 vols.; Stuttgart, 188g-1908), i. 273-476; R. Holtzmann, Kaiser Maximilian II. bis zu 
seiner Thronbesteigung (1527-1564): Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte des Ubergangs von der 
Reformation zur Gegenrefarmation (Berlin, 1903). 
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Empire and in almost all the hereditary lands the court was 
confronted by a confessional movement opposed to the 
dynasty's own religious identity. 

The fact that Ferdinand and his court rejected all religious 
innovations allows us to see how traditional the imperial court 
was in its outlook. Obviously this conservatism, which can 
also be observed in administration and politics, was part of a 
concept of government which had enjoyed great success. 
Helmut Koenigsberger has pointed to the advantages that 
Charles V's 'more old-fashioned' way of ruling had over 
Philip II's bureaucratic style,36 and these advantages can also 
be seen to apply to Ferdinand I and Maximilian II. The very 
loose structure of the court meant that it could react with 
relative flexibility to changes in the complex system of 
government. On the other hand the ambiguity of the 
emperor's position, caught as he was between the hereditary 
lands and the Empire, no doubt reduced the efficiency of his 
rule. Moreover, the contradiction between the traditionalist 
court and the tendency towards bureaucratization (which 
suited Fedinand's Spanish, autocratic cast of mind) could 
hardly be resolved. The imperial dignity required a 'courtly' 
style of government, which meant ruling through a system of 
patronage and informal influence. This ran counter to any 
increase in the role of bureaucracy, and thereby worked 
against the development of the modern state. 

This tendency was further reinforced under Maximilian II. 
In addition to the crowns of Bohemia and Hungary, the new 
emperor claimed only the Austrian lands of the Danube, while 
his younger brothers established themselves in Graz and 
Innsbruck. Their style of rule was very much closer to that of 
the German territorial princes whom Ferdinand (11) 37 in 
Innsbruck, and Charles3 in Graz were coming increasingly to 
resemble in their policy of territorial and confessional con
solidation. By contrast, Maximilian emphasized the courtly 
style, that is, a loose form of integration, even more strongly 

36 See H. G. Koenigsberger, 'Warum wurden die Generalstaaten der Niederlande 
im 16. Jahrhundert revolutioniir?', in Lutz (ed.), Das riimisch-deutsche Reich, pp. 239-
52. 

37 J. Hirn, Erzher;:,og Ferdinand II von Tirol: Geschichte seiner Regierung und seiner Lander 
(2 vols.; Innsbruck, 1885-8). 

38 Inneriisterreich, 1564-1619, Katalog (Graz, 1964). 
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than Ferdinand I had. The partitioning off of Vorderosterreich 
and the Tyrol, together with inner Austria, further reinforced 
the position at court of the nobles from the lands around the 
Danube-the higher nobility remained dominant and the 
emperor's own preferences meant that the protestant element 
was clearly strengthened. The emperor's religious attitude has 
been widely discussed-in the end he stayed with the old 
Church even if his decision was based on a deeply Erasmian 
attitude. Maximilian II only tenuously adhered to the 
Habsburg principle of catholicism. He quite clearly felt an 
affinity with the late humanist-mannerist spirit of the age, 
which was also reflected in the presence at court of numerous 
scholars and artists, as Robert Evans has pointed out in his 
remarkable studies. 39 

There had always been a strong contingent of'foreigners' at 
the imperial court, beginning with Eneas Silvio Piccolomini 
under Frederick III, and continuing with the numerous 
humanists at Maximilian I's court.40 Ferdinand I had at first 
preferred Spaniards: a world of foreign 'men of letters' and 
artists continued to influence the nature of the court and the 
ruler's role as patron of the arts. The policy of enforced 
catholicization41 was rejected by Maximilian's court and the 
traditional openness was maintained, a situation tolerated by 
the catholics and welcomed by the protestants. The more 
relaxed traditional courtly style made possible a relatively 
problem-free relationship between the emperor and the 
estates of the hereditary lands as well as those of the Empire. 
However, Bohemia and Hungary remained poorly represented 
within the court, as did the Empire. Although the openness of 
the court mitigated this impression, their underrepresentation 
did not make for a situation of strength. 

The city of Vienna was as yet undeveloped as an imperial 
residence 2 and recurrent problems were experienced in 
accommodating guests of the court. Nevertheless Vienna 

39 Evans, Habsburg Monarchy, pp. 1g-21. 
40 Wiesflecker, Maximilian, v. 306-409. 
41 This phenomenon is analysed in depth by H. Schilling, 'Die Konfessionalisierung 

im Reich. Religiiiser und gesellschaftlicher Wandel in Deutschland zwischen 1550-
1620', Historische Zeitchrift, 246 (1988), pp. 1-45. 

42 H. Zimmermann (ed.), Geschichte der Stadt Wien (6 vols. in 8; Vienna, 1897-
1918). 
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became increasingly important, a development further stimu
lated by the political change of direction that took place in 
1526. Ferdinand I increased the number of household 
servants, reduced the mobility of the court, and made its 
bureaucratic structures more permanent.43 This meant that, 
in spite of all the limitations imposed on it, the court also 
began to exert more influence on the city, and the king 
devoted a great deal of energy to keeping control of his capital 
city. At the beginning of Ferdinand I's reign there had been 
serious clashes over the city's aspirations to autonomy.44 The 
penetration of the city by the courtly aristocratic palaces was 
still limited. However, the court's economic dynamism was 
increasingly making an impact, and came to have more and 
more influence on the structure of trade in the city. The age of 
Maximilian when Augsburg had represented a second 
focal point of imperial rule, had come to an end. It soon 
became evident, however, that Vienna's position was not 
permanent either. 

There was a major break in development under the new 
emperor, Rudolf II (1576-1612).45 This ruler's depressive, 
unsociable temperament, indecision, and recurrent periods 
when he was incapable of ruling prevented any clear policy 
line from emerging. Rudolf almost certainly missed oppor
tunities when a more active policy would have given 
considerable advantages. But he continued to operate in the 
style of the traditional court, which ran counter to any 
increased bureaucratization of government, although there 
was no shortage of people advancing this tendency around 
him. The looseness of the court's structure allowed intellectual 
and artistic traditions to prosper and attain the glorious 
heights described, once again, by Robert Evans.46 The 
emperor himself played a considerable part in this and 

43 Nevertheless, Ferdinand I's style as ruler still had some of the features of an 
itinerant monarchy. 

44 Geschichte der Stadt Wien, ii/2, 577--91; A. Huber, Geschichte Osterreichs, iii (Gotha, 
1888), pp. 486-7, 491-2. 

45 R.J. W. Evans, Rudolf II and his World: A Study in Intellectual History, 1576-161!1 
(Oxford, 1973); A. Gindely, Rudolf II. und seine Zeit (2 vols.; Prague, 1863-5); G. von 
Schwarzenfeld, Rudolf II. der satumische Kaiser (Munich, 1961); K. Vocelka, Die 
politische Propaganda Kaiser Rudoljs II. (1576-1612) (Vienna, 1981). 

46 Evans, Rudolf II, passim. 
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exercised a strong influence over the culture of the court. His 
volatile nature and tendency to promote favourites meant that 
the position of even the highest ranking officers in his 
household was not completely secure; having no special liking 
for the aristocracy, he elevated many only to cast them down 
again later. The Order of the Golden Fleece, however, 
provided the higher nobility with a secure position within the 
court structure. 

Rudolfs court was highly ambivalent in many ways. Evans, 
for instance, has drawn attention to the emperor's religious 
attitudes;47 his firm attachment to a world influenced by 
humanism and occultism and his wavering between Counter
Reformation catholicism and a deep respect for prominent 
protestant princes of the Empire. All in all, however, the 
catholic element predominated at court, as it clearly did 
generally in contemporary life. One had to be catholic to 
attain any leading position at Rudolf s court-Karl von 
Liechtenstein, a shrewd tactician, began his successful career 
in the service of the Habsburgs by converting to catholicism.48 

But the catholicization of the court had only just begun. 
Bureaucratization, on the other hand, made no headway 
although there were relatively strong pressures in that 
direction. 

Most important of all was the transfer of the residence to 
Prague in 1582, a belated consequence of the acquisition of 
Bohemia in 1526. As a result the court became more 
Bohemian in character and Bohemian, Moravian, and Silesian 
lords were much more fully integrated into the court 
structure.49 The nobility of the Austrian hereditary lands 
retained some of their former importance, though, and, 
typically enough, two of them, the great master of Rudolf s 
household, Karl (from 1607 prince of) Liechtenstein, and the 
Olomouc cardinal, Franz Dietrichstein,50 came from families 

47 Evans, Rudolf II. 84-116. 
48 J. V. Falke, Geschichte des forstlichen Ha uses Liechtenstein, ii (Vienna, 18 77), 

pp. 177-242. V. Press, 'Das Haus Liechtenstein in der europaischen Geschichte', in 
V. Press and D. Willoweit (edd.), Liechstenstein-Fiirstliches Haus und staatliche Ordnung. 
Geschichtliche Grundlagen und modeTTUI Perspektiven (2nd edn.; Vaduz, Munich, and 
Vienna, 1988), pp. 31-47. 49 Evans, Habsburg Monarchy, pp. 34-5. 

50 There is no biography of Dietrichstein. See, however, P. V. Chlumeckey, Carl 
von Zierotin und seine Zeit, 1564 bis 1615 (2 vols.; Briinn, 1862-79). 
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whose lands lay astride the Austrian-Moravian border. 
Overall, however, the greater role accorded to the Bohemian 
nobility reduced the part played by the Austrians. The 
emperor seemed to be following a deliberate strategy of 
integrating Bohemia into the court, and the Bohemian 
nobility's association with Rudolf s court greatly influenced 
their culture.51 

In Prague the emperor was not only at the centre of one of 
his kingdoms but he was also closer to the geographical centre 
of the Holy Roman Empire. The Prague court, in keeping 
with the tradition of Maximilian II, was very important for 
princes and lords from the Empire, who frequently attended 
the court for short visits or even longer periods of time. This 
was also true of the lutherans and those of the reformed 
Church among them.52 Furthermore, the growing conflicts in 
the Empire had promoted a more effective imperial aulic 
council, and had made the imperial court more attractive 
because it offered opportunities for exerting influence on the 
outcome of law suits. In addition, Rudolf II was more 
favourably disposed towards granting titles of nobility than 
his predecessors had been, a policy which his successors 
followed even more strongly in both the Empire and in the 
hereditary domains.53 On the whole, the imperial court in 
Prague had moved closer to the Reich-as opposed to the 
hereditary lands-and was therefore more successful at 
integrating it. This was true above all of the influence it 
exerted on central and northern Germany, where the existence 
of Bohemian fiefs in these regions was a contributory factor. 54 

It was principally with Franconia and Saxony that the 
imperial court of Prague established closer relations. 

Nevertheless major weaknesses remained, as is well known. 

51 The interaction between Rudolfs court and the courts of the Bohemian 
aristocrats is undoubtedly an interesting phenomenon. 

52 Evans, Rudolf II, passim. 
53 The problem of elevation of rank has not yet been comprehensively researched, 

except in the case of princes. See T. Klein, 'Die Erhebungen in den deutschen 
Reichsfurstenstand 1550-1806', Bliitter fiir deutsclre Landesgeschichte, 122 (1986), 
pp. 137-g2; H. Schlip, 'Die neuen Fiirsten', in Press and Willoweit (edd.), 
Liechstenstein, pp. 249-92. 

54 This problem has not been researched in relation to central Germany. There 
are, however, studies on the Bohemian fiefs in the upper Palatinate. Cf. 
F. X. Lommer, Die biihmisclren Lehen in der Oberpfalz:_, i (Regensburg, 1907). 
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The crisis of the imperial diet and the imperial chamber court, 
which had been imminent since the 1590s, could have given 
the Prague court great opportunities. But, apart from Rudolf's 
own personal weakness, his system of government was not 
equipped for large-scale imperial policy-making. Furthermore, 
the imperial councils and administrative institutions under
went the same process of catholicization as did much of the 
country. The aulic council therefore seemed too partisan in its 
catholicism to take the role of mediator in the Empire; what its 
lawyers offered were modern ideas and methods combined 
with a very catholic religious attitude. As a result, what 
actually happened was that the crisis shook the authority of 
the emperor, both in the Empire and the hereditary lands. 
Rudolf's court, therefore, was able neither to compensate for 
the weaknesses of the imperial diet and the imperial supreme 
court, nor to counter the centrifugal forces that were in play. 

At this point, the obvious weaknesses in the court's powers 
of integration were revealed; the Emperor's lands were 
slipping away from him. In Austria, the power of the estates 
was visibly past its peak;55 the catholic Church was recovering, 
though it continued to come into conflict with the demands 
and erratic actions of the distant ruler. There were also signs 
of crisis and threats posed by the war with the Ottomans 
which Rudolf II had been fighting for some years.56 After 
1600 it become clear that the emperor was not only facing a 
crisis in the Empire, 57 but that he and his court were 
incapable ofintegrating the hereditary domains. The markedly 
protestant opposition of the estates turned against the 
emperor and combined with the intradynastic opposition, 
whose spokesman was Archduke Matthias. Rudolf's rule 
collapsed and he was forced to hand over the government of 
the Austrian lands, of Moravia, and Hungary to Matthias in 
1608, retaining only Bohemia, Silesia, and Lusatia, together 
with the title of emperor. We still know very little about the 
structural changes which this entailed for Rudolf's govern-

55 Evans, Habsburg Monarchy, pp. 41-67. On further developments, see A. Coreth, 
Pietas Austriaca (2nd edn.; Vienna, 1982). 

56 W. Schulze, Reich urnl Turkengefahr im spiiten 16. jahrhundert. Studien zu den politischen 
und gesellschaftlichen Auswirkungen einer iiujleren Bedrohung (Munich, 1981). 

57 Ritter, Deutsche Geschichte, ii. 3-232. 
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ment. 58 What is certain is that many nobles were relieved of 
their positions and that what remained of the Prague court 
was increasingly oriented towards the Empire. The now 
powerless ruler, however, was no longer in a position to reap 
any benefits from this. In 1611 he lost the last of his territories 
and the imperial court led a ghostly existence while everyone 
awaited Rudolf II's demise. 

Upon his death in 1612, Rudolfs court was dissolved and 
under his successor, Matthias,59 Vienna became the imperial 
residence again. Matthias was able to build up his own 
initially very modest court, and turned to his old, pre
dominantly Austrian supporters.60 Nevertheless, there was a 
measure of continuity. Many members of Rudolfs old court 
joined the new ruler, particularly nobles and servants from the 
urban élite who came from the Empire and, in many cases, 
had already converted to a regenerated catholicism. Neverthe
less the cultural, literary, and artistic ambitions that Rudolfs 
court had harboured waned; reports by observers after the 
death of Rudolf in 1612 foresaw these developments at an 
early stage. Matthias's court had a distinctly transitional 
character. 

Moving the residence back to Vienna was Matthias's most 
important decision. This was accomplished in stages and 
followed the establishment of a competing court before 
Rudolfs death. This move did justice to Vienna's by now 
traditional claims to be the emperor's main residence and the 
fact that it was nearer Hungary and the Turkish front. The 
transfer also involved a shift in emphasis towards the 
hereditary lands and away from the Empire. This was noted 

58 Evans, Habsburg Monarchy, pp. 57--g. 
59 No biography of Matthias exists. This emperor must have been one of the least 

significant Habsburgs ever to occupy the throne. He was under the influence of his 
favourite, Cardinal Melchior Khlesl, bishop of Wiener Neustadt. On Matthias, see 
H. Sturmberger, 'Die Anfiinge des Bruderzwistes in Habsburg', Mitteilungen des 
oberiisterreichischen Landesarchivs, 6 (1957), pp. 143--88. On Khlesl, see J. Rainer, 
'Kardinal Melchior Kies) (1552-1630). Vom "Generalreformator" zum "Ausgleichs
politiker" ', Riimische Q)iartalschrift, 59 (1964), pp. 14-35; idem, 'Der Prozess gegen 
Kardinak Klesl', Romische historische Mitteilungen, 5 (1961--2), pp. 35-163; and also 
A. Kerschbaumer, Kardinal Kiesel. Minister-Priisident unter Kaiser Matthias (2nd edn., 
Vienna, 1905); J. v. Hammer, Khlesel's des Cardinals, Director des geheimen Cabinetes 
Kaiser Matthias Leben (4 vols.; Vienna, 1847-51). 

60 Fellner and Kretschmayr, Zentralverwaltung, ii. 202--6. 



VOLKER PRESS 

by such contemporaries as Matthias's astute imperial vice
chancellor,Johann Ludwig, baron von Ulm, a member of the 
Swabian clientele that was loyal to the emperor. The court 
was now distant from the Empire, and particularly from its 
protestant, northern part, the Saxon-Thuringian-Franconian 
area-though for the catholic south the step was less 
significant. The process of catholicization at court was greatly 
facilitated by this geographical shift, but the problems of 
consolidating the emperor's position in the Reich became more 
difficult not least because the constitutional stalemate between 
the hostile religious groups meant that the imperial diet had 
lost its ability to function effectively.61 On the other hand, this 
development was in keeping with the strengthening of the 
catholic party in the estates of the hereditary lands. In their 
assemblies we now find a separate 'court' faction.62 

Obviously, this does not mean that Matthias's court was 
able to solve the enduring crisis caused by the opposition of 
the estates in the hereditary lands, any more than that in the 
Empire. The contradictory nature of the simultaneous pro
cesses of confessional and territorial consolidation in the 
hereditary lands, and the Kompositionspolitik ('policy of com
promise') in the Empire was reflected in the person of the 
imperial favourite Cardinal Melchior Khlesl.63 This was 
precisely the direction that the Empire was to take a 
generation later. The limits of the court's power to inspire 
loyalty were revealed, especially given the uncertainties 
associated with Matthias's heir presumptive, Archduke 
Ferdinand ofinner Austria, who was a determined advocate of 
royal absolutism and enforced catholicization.64 Towards the 
end ofMatthias's reign the crisis of the estates came to a head. 
It was no coincidence that this happened in Prague, Rudolf 

61 On the crisis of the imperial diet, see Ritter, Deutsche Geschichte, ii. 207-56. 
62 H. Hassinger, 'Die Landstande der osterreichischen Lander: Zusammensetzung, 

Organisation und Leistung im 16.-18. Jahrhundert', Jahrbuch far Landeskunde von 
Niederosterreich, 36 ( 1964), pp. 1035; V. Bibi, 'Die katholischen und protestantischen 
Stancle Niederosterreichs im XVII. Jahrhundert', Jahrbuch far Landeskunde von 
Niederiisteffeich, NS 2 ( 1 903), pp. 165-323. 

63 Rainer, 'Kardinal Melchior Klesl'. 
64 F. Hurter, Geschichte Kaiser Ferdinand II. und seiner Eltern ( 11 vols.; ShafThausen, 

185o--64); H. Sturmberger, Kaiser Ferdinand II. und das Problem des Absolutismus 
(Munich, 1957). 
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II's former residence, which had been abandoned in 1612. 

The loss of the imperial residence, that is, the loss of the court, 
which was a factor for integration and provided a counter
weight to the estates, who were now under the influence of the 
protestant opposition, contributed to the outbreak of the 
Bohemian uprising. It is well known that the unrest rapidly 
spread to the rest of the hereditary lands and the Empire.65 

The outcome is also well known: the new emperor, Ferdinand 
II, succeeded in destroying the Bohemian, Moravian, and 
Austrian opposition, leaving only the autonomy of the 
Hungarian estates intact. A determined policy of subordinating 
local government to the central administration was combined 
with a vigorous policy of of catholicization, 66 though Hungary, 
which remained independent,67 was not affected by this. 
Princely absolutism and the consolidation of catholicism 
emerged victorious, even if their victory was not complete. 
However, it created the most important preconditions for the 
modernization of the Viennese court. 

In an as yet uncompleted study, Father Robert Birely of 
Chicago has demonstrated the crucial importance ofFerdinand 
II's reign in the modernization of the Austrian hereditary 
domains-in terms of catholicization, bureaucratization, and 
administrative consolidation.68 These observations also apply 
to the Viennese court. In this regard, it was certainly 
significant that Ferdinand, as the former ruler of inner 
Austria, came from a territorial courtly tradition, and had 
already completed the confessional and territorial consolidation 
of his domain. The archduke's entourage in Graz formed the 
basis of a new kind of court. 69 Under Maximilian II and 

65 A. Gindely, Geschichte des Drei}Jigji:ihrigen Krieges (4 vols.; Prague, 186g----80); 
H. Sturmberger, Aufstand in Biihmen. Der Beginn des Drei}Jigji:ihrigen Krieges (Munich, 
1959); J. Polisensky, War and Sociery in Europe, 1618-1648 (Cambridge, 1978). 

66 A. Gindely, Geschichte der Gegenreformation in Biihmen (Leipzig, 1894); idem, 
Drei}Jji:ihriger Krieg, iv. 36-105. 

67 K. Benda, 'Absolutismus und stiindischer Widerstand in Ungam am Anfang 
des 17. Jahrhunderts', Siidostforschungen, 33 (1974), pp. 85-124; Evans, Habsburg 
Monarchy, pp. 51-6, 71-3. 

68 Robert Bireley is currently writing a history of anti-Machiavellianism. 
69 J. Wastler, Das Kunstleben am Hefe zu Graz unter den Herzogen von Steiermark, 

Erzherzogen Karl und Ferdinand (Graz, 1897); V. Thiel, 'Die innerosterreichische 
Zentralverwaltung 1564-1749', Archivfor osterreichische Geschichte, rn5 (1917), pp. 1-
209; II I ( I 930), pp. 497-644. 
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Rudolf II the role of clerics at court had declined sharply. At 
Matthias's court they had been represented by his favourite 
Cardinal Melchior Khlesl. Under Ferdinand II, the role of 
clerics acquired a new aspect in the form of a strong Jesuit 
influence, especially upon the emperor's conscience. 0 This 
also demonstrated that the principle of exclusive catholicism 
was now established. It not only represented a crucial 
precondition for the new course on which the court had 
embarked, but also gave the Habsburg court at Vienna its 
particular style. The estates were also domesticated-except 
in Hungary. 71 At the same time, the bureaucracy was further 
expanded and additional opportunities for advancement were 
offered through the army. The influx of catholic nobles and 
jurists from the Empire therefore continued. It is astonishing 
how quickly the face of the court and the structure of 
government changed. As Evans has shown, the decline of 
protestantism played a significant part in this process. 

Large tracts ofland that had been owned by members of the 
Bohemian-Moravian and Austrian protestant opposition had 
become vacant and the court treasury, which was itself in 
debt, had to pass these on, in an astonishing act of generosity, 
to the higher nobility. This redistribution, together with the 
development of the catholic court, also provided new oppor
tunities for advancement72-in Bohemia more than anywhere 
else. There, the transfer of ownership was simplified con
siderably by the Bohemian regional administration under the 
leadership of Prince Karl of Liechtenstein and the founding of 

70 B. Duhr, Die Jesuiten an den deutschen Fii.rstenhiifen des 16. Jahrhunderts (Frei burg im 
Breisgau, 1901 ); idem, Geschichte der Jesuiten in den Liindern deutscher Zunge, ii/2 
(Freiburg im Breisgau, 1913), pp. 210-37, 671-723; R. Bireley, Religion and Politics in 
the Age of the Counterreformation. Emperor Ferdinand II. William Lamormaini SJ., and the 
Formation of Imperial Policy (Chapel Hill, 1981). 

71 Evans, Habshurg Monarchy, pp. 235-74. 
72 S. Gorge, 'Zurn Besitzwechsel bohmischer Giiter im DreiBigjiihrigen Krieg', 

Mitteilungen des Vereins for Geschichte der Deutschen in Bohmen, 46 ( 1908), pp. 36--60; 47 
( 1909), pp. 101-6; J. Polisensky and F. Snider, War and Socie!)> in Europe. 1618-1648 
(Cambridge, 1978), pp. 202-16; K. Richter, 'Die bohmischen Lander von 1417-
1740', in K. Bosl (ed.), Ha:ridhuch der Geschichte der bohmischen Liinder, ii (Stuttgart, 
1974), pp. 281--92; idem, 'Uber den Strukturwandel der grundbesitzenden Ober
schicht in Bohmen in der neueren Zeit', in Probleme der biihmischen Geschichte 
(Veroffentlichungen des Collegium Carolinum, 16; Munich, 1964), pp. 4g--67, 
Evans, Habsburg Monarchy, pp. 200-13. 
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a coinage syndicate (Münzkonsortium),73 which manipulated 
the value of the currency. Those who bought confiscated 
estates from the treasury were therefore able to pay for their 
acquisitions with debased money. Moreover, in many cases, 
old loans which had been made to emperors Maximilian II 
and Rudolf II for the prosecution of the Turkish wars could be 
called in, which gave the old families associated with the court 
great advantages. The catholic sections of the upper aristocracy 
consolidated their position. In addition, there was the nobility 
from the Empire, and occasionally individuals rose to 
prominence through military careers. The latter could not 
enter the traditional ruling stratum, even though they often 
married into it. Proximity to the court proved to be more 
important than military service. 

This is how the Austrian-Bohemian aristocracy, which 
provided the social base of the court nobility in Vienna (until 
1918) came to be formed. Proximity to the court went hand in 
hand with large land holdings in Austria and Bohemia. 
Together with the Habsburgs, this high aristocracy became 
the bearers of a catholic court culture, even if its first 
protagonists were often converts or the sons of converts. As a 
social class it was very homogeneous and stable. Admittedly, 
families from the German hereditary lands retained the upper 
hand while the Bohemians were to some extent the junior 
partners, though the two were closely interlinked. 74 Prague 
formally remained a residence and retained a skeleton 
imperial household but the centre of power had shifted 
definitively to Vienna where the ever expanding court became 
increasingly immobile. The city finally assumed the character 
of an imperial residence both in outward appearance and in 
administrative organization. 

Of course for some time the old tensions between court and 
country persisted in the Habsburg territories. The victors of 
the White Mountain were not prepared to become mere 

73 J. Newald, 'Die lange Miinze in Osterreich. Ein Beitrag zur osterreichischen 
Finanz- und Miinzgeschichte', Numismatische Zeitschrift, 13 (1881), pp. 88-132; 
A. Ernstberger, Hans de Witte, Finan;;,mann Wallensteins (Wiesbaden, 1954). 

74 The association increased further after the stabilization of the political order 
after 1620. 
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courtiers, although Wallenstein represented an extreme case. 75 

The imperial court allowed its territorial lords a completely 
free hand in the territorial estates and on their own lands; 
unlike courtly Vienna, the regional centres were dominated by 
the estates, even though the traditional opposition to central 
control ceased. The amalgamation of the Austrian and 
Bohemian high aristocracy into a single ruling group repres
ented a merging, so to speak, of the traditions of the .courts of 
Ferdinand I and Rudolf II. 

The influx from the Empire, by now traditional, also 
continued, accompanied by a movement of families from the 
hereditary lands to the Empire and from the Empire to the 
hereditary lands. 76 When the Tyrol and the Vorlande fell to the 
imperial line of the house of Austria in 1665 the proportion of 
courtiers from these regions increased again, although the 
number of families from these regions that belonged to the 
high nobility was very small. The traditional attraction of the 
court for families from the Empire slowly began to spread 
beyond the narrow area of the Swabian clientele, thus 
mirroring the growing influence of the Reich's ruler over the 
whole of the Empire. But noblemen from the Empire outside 
the Erblande continud to be outnumbered by the Austrian
Bohemian contingent, whose superior status mirrored the 
political situation. The free hand the Habsburgs had been 
given in their territorial estates contrasted with the weakening 
of the imperial role enshrined in the Peace of Westphalia. The 
predominance of the hereditary lands, which had been 
partially reduced under Ferdinand II, was re-established and 
was reflected in the court structure which was now becoming 
firmly consolidated. 77 

The fact that the Hungarian landowning élite resisted 
integration turned out to be a problem. It had proved 
impossible to repeat the Bohemian experience of 1620 in 
Hungary, despite repeated attempts by the Habsburgs to 

75 G. Mann, Wallenstein (Frankfurt, 1917); H. Diwald, Wallenstein: eine Biographie 
(Munich, 1969); J. Pekar, Wallenstein, 1630-1634 (2 vols.; Berlin, 1937). 

76 Evans, Habsburg Monarchy, pp. 292-R 
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catholicize, centralize, and bureaucratize Hungary.78 Aristo
cratic opponents frequently rebelled, though, admittedly, a 
court party could always be found too. The failure to integrate 
the Hungarian aristocracy into the Viennese court corres
ponded to Hungary's relatively high degree of autonomy and 
to its only limited integration into the political system the 
Habsburgs had created. Hungary strengthened centrifugal 
forces in the Empire. The decisive political centre and point of 
contact for the Hungarian nobility were the assemblies of the 
estates, not the court. This shows clearly the limits of the 
integrative power of the Viennese court. The structure which 
had finally developed under Ferdinand II became firmly 
established-and the dominant families did not wish to share 
their supremacy with anyone else. 

The Thirty Years War increased the opportunities available 
to the higher nobility. The new court and the expanded 
administrative institutions continued to attract jurists and 
members of the lesser nobility from the Empire, especially as 
there was an obvious shortage of qualified aspirants from the 
urban élite of the hereditary lands. But in Austria the process 
of bureaucratization occurred very late, by comparison with 
the German territories, and, in contrast with what happened 
there, it paralleled the reorganization of the court. This 
reinforced the sense of unity of the court structure, just as the 
aristocratic character of the Viennese court favoured noble 
courtiers over bureaucrats. In this way the Viennese court 
acquired its typical homogeneity and its characteristic profile, 
which were still clearly recognizable in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries. 

The Viennese court thus continued to bear the marks of its 
birth. It grew out of a symbiosis between the Austrian and the 
Bohemian aristocracy and the conjunction of territorial 
integration with the consolidation of catholicism. Noblemen 
from the Reich who continued to try to forge links with the 
Viennese court were only of secondary importance. This 
illustrates the limits of the Viennese court's power of 
integration. The confessionally based structure of the court 
meant that the protestant nobility had little opportunity for 

78 Evans, Habsburg Monarchy, pp. 235-74. 
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advancement. Elector Frederick William I of Brandenburg, 
the 'Great Elector', and his son, the first Prussian king, 
Frederick I, recognized this and sought to create an aristocratic 
protestant clientele for themselves in the Empire by means of 
a splendid court-but King Frederick William I (1713-40) 
terminated this experiment and devoted himself to the 
expansion of the army and the bureaucracy instead. The 
Viennese imperial court therefore remained dominant within 
the Empire. 

The structure of the court became more rigid in the 
eighteenth century, especially as regards the predominance of 
the hereditary lands. Admittedly the imperial crown con
tributed to the splendour of the court, and_ its importance for 
the unity and cohesion of the hereditary lands should 
therefore not be underestimated. The political structure 
between Hungary, the Empire, and, from the seventeenth 
century onwards, Italy, which was to. be held together by the 
imperial court, was to prove extremely fragile when the house 
of Austria died out in 1740, and the imperial crown was lost 
for a number of years. Maria Theresa's success in not only 
claiming the hereditary lands but also establishing the new 
imperial dynasty of Habsburg-Lorraine within the Empire, 
proved the stability of the Viennese court as the centre of 
Habsburg power-regardless of its claim to the imperial 
crown. It had long ago become the heart of one of Europe's 
great powers. 
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From Aristocratic Household to 
Princely Court 

Restructuring Patronage in the Sixteenth 
and Seventeenth Centuries 

ANTONI þÿ�M���C�Z�A�K

INTEREST in the patron-client relationship is growing among 
historians of early modern Europe. However, it is doubtful 
whether the time is ripe for historians to tackle wider topics or 
to draw general conclusions concerning patronage over large 
areas or even early modern Europe as a whole. Large gaps 
exist in our knowledge of patronage. A conference held in 
Munich in October I 984 provided us with a great wealth of 
material and showed the diversity of methods employed by 
historians, but it also demonstrated the difficulty of finding 
common denominators for the phenomenon in question. In 
my opinion, it also revealed the inadequacy of the vocabulary 
employed by historians for the study of clientage. 1 

I. Patronage: historical sources and the anthropologist's 
vocabulary 
While historians now seem better informed than ever before 
about the progress of anthropological research on clientage, 
they do not share the propensity of social scientists for 
building theoretical systems; the conclusions drawn by 
historians are mostly either tentative, or strictly limited in 
time and space. It is true that patronage phenomena all over 
Europe displayed many similarities, especially in their external 

1 A. M~czak (ed.), Klientelsysteme im Europa der jrilhen Neu;;,eit (Schriften des 
Historischen Kollegs, Kolloquien 9; Munich, 1988). I use 'clientage' and 'patronage' 
virtually as synonyms, preferring the latter. As the term 'patronage' has several 
traditional meanings, 'clientage' will be used wherever the danger of confusion may 
arise. 
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forms-phraseology, customs, and rites. However, the patron
client relationship seems to have played different, even 
contrasting, roles in various local/regional systems of authority 
and power. The papers and discussions of the 1984 Munich 
conference on clientage show how complex those human 
relationships were, and also that this complexity was rooted 
not so much in the patron-client (or patron-broker-client) 
relationship itself, but rather in its socio-political matrix. This 
chapter is not a comprehensive survey of early modern 
patronage in Europe; it intends to do no more than comment 
on recent historical research in this area and on some notions 
introduced by social anthropologists. 

My initial thesis is that patronage was a quasi-universal 
system in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. It may be 
understood as a routine way of exercising power and authority 
at a time when the public and the private were not yet clearly 
separated. While this is not a particularly revolutionary 
insight, few historians have drawn the following conclusions 
from it, namely that: 

( 1) such a common phenomenon should be systematized 
and its various forms and/or uses compared with each 
other. 

(2) countries in which this phenomenon is visible in an 
extreme form-for example, where we find an especially 
high or especially low frequency of patronage, or where 
it fulfils unusual functions-should be studied more 
closely. 

Unlike contemporary Europeans, early modern Europeans 
were prone to take clientage for granted. It was their medieval 
heritage, a somewhat softened and usually less ceremonial 
form of vassalage.2 It corresponded to the medieval and early 

2 A recent paper by J. Russell Major is likely to trigger off a broad discussion on 
the 'transition from feudalism to clientelism' and on the nature of the latter. Against 
the author's argument about the importance of the homagium ceremony and the 
allegedly unavoidable ceremonial kiss, it could be argued (1) that there were deep 
regional differences in Europe (cf. Spain, where the kiss was a widespread Muslim 
custom) and that (2) putting one's palms into those of the seigneur is an obvious and 
generally accepted sign of dependence; the significance of the kiss seems more 
ambiguous. Cf. J. R. Major, ' "Bastard Feudalism" and the Kiss: Changing Social 
Mores in Late Medieval and Early Modern France' ,Journal of Interdisciplinary History, 
27 (1987), pp. 5og-35. 
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modern idea of society as consisting not of a sum of 
individuals, but rather of a structure based on hierarchy, 
kinship and corporation. #

A hypothesis which, in my opinion, is also worth examining 
concerns the relationship between some forms of clientage and 
the money economy. This relationship has, to my knowledge, 
never been discussed by historians; however, when we analyse 
pre-industrial societies we may remember what Sir Edmund 
Leach has written about the 'variety of media of exchange 
which circulate in different social spheres but which are not 
interchangeable in any straightforw-:trd fashion'. 3 This applies 
exactly to my subject. To what extent the intensification of 
money circulation ousted, superseded, and/or modifid client
age networks is an open question. I believe that modified is the 
most appropriate term, but it would be worth studying the 
role of money in the patron-client relationship of the· early 
modern era. 

Historians, unlike some social anthropologists,4 used to be 
little interested in clientage itself. They are rather prone to 
study its role in socio-political mechanisms. However, two 
very general notions proposed by anthropologists on the 
ground of their field-work seem to me adequate to the early 
modern material as well: the concepts of clientage as used by 
political scientists and by anthropologists.5 These concepts 
both approach the relationship in question from the client's 
side. The first one defines the client as a sort of social climber 
or at least a person striving to gain some profit and/or object 
of value. The spectrum of possible variations in clientage may 
be best explained by the other usage of the term. Clients, as 
analysed by the social anthropologist, more often than not 
need their patrons in order to secure the fundamental means 
of material existence, or even survival, for themselves and for 
their families in a difficult social environment. 

In order to express it briefly, and to avoid lengthy and 

3 E. Leach, Social Anthropology (London, 1982), p. 162. 
4 Some of them may call themselves 'cultural anthropologists' but I use the 

distinction proposed by Leach, Social Anthropology, pp. 24-37. 
5 A. Weingrod, 'Patrons, Patronage and Political Parties', Comparative Studies in 

Socie!)I and History, 10 (1968), pp. 37~400; R. Theobald, 'The Decline of Patronage 
Relations in Developed Societies', European Archives of Sociology, 24 ( 1983), pp. 13~4 7. 
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clumsy terms, I will call these two types of relationships 
the 'political clientage' and the 'poor man's clientage'. Of 
course, the two forms of that relationship were not always 
clearly separated, and as far as court society is concerned, 
political clientage was by no means always more important 
than poor man's clientage. My suggestion is that we ought not 
to lose sight of the latter form of clientage which in some parts 
of Europe was a mass phenomenon. Some clienteles were 
composed of people for whom finding the basic food and 
shelter were rather more important than striving for advance
ment and power. We also find an intermediate, or rather a 
transitional, link between both types of patron-client relation
ships, which may be called the 'upstart's clientage'. I shall 
return to this in the final sections of this chapter. 

A parallel set of terms, proposed by a historian,6 refers to 
offensive (that is, active, acquisitive) and defensive support 
requested by clients from their patron. In some cases requests 
of acquisitive character correspond to political patronage, but 
this by no means signifies the equivalence of the two terms. 

It may be fruitful also to classify early modem governments 
according to the part that patronage networks played in them. 
Factors to look at would include the structures of these 
networks, as well as their strength and dynamism. Such a 
perspective, focusing upon real power relationships instead of 
on institutions and formal prerogatives, is especially useful in 
discussing the principal constitutional alternative of the 
period: whether to be for or against absolutism. Political 
clientage is found in both 'pre-' and 'proto-absolutist', and 
'republican' or 'parliamentary' systems, but it is likely that its 
scope and specific character were symptomatic of, or even 
responsible for, the development of the power system. 

2. The royal perspective on patronage 
It is tempting to present the evolution of patronage as a simple 
trend towards making it a monopoly of the crown or of central 
government. Recent research on patronage, however, especially 
in England and France, but also in Poland, has produced 

6 W. Tygielski, 'A Faction Which Could Not Lose', in Miczak (ed.), Klientel
systeme, pp. 177-201. 
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more subtle conclusions about the conflict between the 
aristocracy and the crown, and the part played by patronage 
in it. Royal attitudes and strategies concerning patronage may 
be provisionally summed up as follows: 

( 1) in general, aristocratic patronage is detrimental to 
royal authority; it should be restricted or abolished; 

(2) particular aristocratic clienteles may either weaken or 
temporarily strengthen the government, and are to be 
treated accordingly; 

(3) the king and his leading ministers may build up their 
own 'government clientele' network (or networks) in 
order to use this most reliable relationship to buttress 
central government and weaken rival factions; 

(4) in general, patronage saves the state money; its 
abolition would ruin the state's finances. 

The majority of European rulers followed these or similar 
principles to a greater or lesser degree. However, both policies 
and results varied greatly from country to country, depending 
roughly upon what may be called the 'bureaucratization' of 
the system of government in question, and upon the role 
played in it by aristocratic local power bases. 

3. The court, the country, and patronage 
Most historians of continental Europe are rather reluctant to 
accept the court versus country interpretation of what is 
known as the crisis of the seventeenth century. However, this 
interpretation offers a clear frame of reference and corresponds 
to the way in which the early modern subjects of our research 
understood their world. It should be coupled with a patronage
based interpretation of early modern power systems and a 
functional analysis of the court itself. 

The prince's court strove to gain a monopoly of oppor
tunities for social and economic advancement among the 
nobility as well as other ambitious groups.7 This was possible 
only where the aristocracy's regional power bases had been 
destroyed and the other nobles somehow deprived of their 
independence. Royal policy in many countries from the 

7 J. von Kruedener, Die Rolle des Hofes im Absolutismus (Stuttgart, 1973), pp. 48-52. 
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fifteenth to the seventeenth centuries may be interpreted as 
one of actions directed against the regional power bases of 
chiefs of aristocratic factions. The degree of political central
ization in early modern states could be evaluated accordingly. 
However, centralization-or a monopoly of patronage-was 
the prince's ultimate goal rather than a political reality. 

This conclusion may be drawn, for example, from Victor 
Morgan's criticism of Lawrence Stone's view of patronage in 
Elizabethan and early Stuart England. Instead of a gradual 
('linear') decline of patronage 'as the influence of the State 
increases', Morgan is inclined to see changes of a structural 
nature, in particular an increase in the brokerage functions of 
patrons.8 This is true, but it also signifies the parallel 
coexistence of diverse clientage networks, often similar to each 
other as far as the direct patron-client relationship was 
concerned, but sometimes fundamentally different in their 
socio-political functions. These differences depended upon the 
political position of the patron: whether he cultivated relative 
independence from the king or tried to establish a close 
relationship showing loyalty and submission. The latter 
attitude usually placed the patron somewhere close to the 
court. 

The court's role varied according to one's vantage-point: for 
the prince, it was the scene of splendour and prestige but also 
the site of government and central administration. (The 
balance of these functions and the degree to which they could 
be separated have rarely been studied in detail.) The 
members of the court were both royal servants/officers and 
private entrepreneurs. Their most profitable business was 
brokerage. 

The economic basis of patronage was complex. The system 
thrived especially well wherever and whenever it was supported 
by public revenues. It was the nature of court brokerage to 

8 V. Morgan, 'Some Types of Patronage, Mainly in Sixteenth- and Seventeenth
Century England', in M;;tczak (ed.), Klientelsysteme, pp.91-115. This paper contains a 
comprehensive bibliography. However, Lawrence Stone, against whom Morgan's 
argument is directed, is principally interested in the aristocracy whose tradi
tional patronage in the century before the Civil War was in decline. Stone's 
argument has recently been supported by Sharon Kettering, 'Patronage and Politics 
during the Fronde', French Historical Studies, 14 (1986), pp. 335-41. 
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limit access to the source of the distribution of offices and 
dignities. The broker then used these opportunities to 
strengthen his position at court itself and, indirectly, his 
influence in the country. 

The true test of the reliability and strength of patronge 
networks was a rebellion; it exposed any internal tensions. To 
elucidate this, I shall briefly sum up the results of some recent 
research on three major rebellions. 9 

4. Patronage and revolt· 

In his essay on William of Orange, H. F. K. van Nierop casts 
doubt upon the prince's ability to use his patronage network 
as an effective tool of rebellion. 10 The noble society of the 
Netherlands in the mid-sixteenth century displayed most of 
the typical features of clientage: the vocabulary of fidélité and 
'friendship', the traditional custom of godfather hood, and 
widely developed brokerage. 11 The highly urbanized social 
landscape of the Netherlands probably did not allow for even 
quasi-independent clientele networks among the high nobility. 
Nierop emphasizes the official functions of the nobles. At least 
in Holland they 'were first of all officials; most noblemen were 
officials; the majority of officials belonged to the nobility'. 12 

This to a large extent explains why their clienteles were so 
sensitive to their patrons' political position, their relationship 
with the court and the landvoogt, and consequently why they 
were so unreliable. Clearly, the nobles of the Netherlands did 
not fulfil the high expectations of fidélité, emphasized so 
strongly by Roland Mousnier: 13 their clientage relationship 

9 I concentrate on this subject in one chapter of a collection of essays, 'The 
Clientele: Studies in European Societies, Sixteenth to Eighteenth Centuries' 
(forthcoming in Polish). 

10 H. F. K. van Nierop, 'Willem van Oranje als hoog edelman: patronage in de 
Habsburgse Nederlanden?', Bijdragen en mededelingen betreffende de geschiedenis van 
Nederlanden, 99 (1984), pp. 651-76. 

11 Ibid. 671 on adopting a patron's Christian name for a client's son; p. 672 on 
clients addressed as 'friends' (vriend), 'cousins' (neve), and for 'familie'. 

12 H. F. K. van Nierop, Van ridders tot regenten. De Hollandse adel in de zestiende en de 
eerste helft van de zeventiende eeuw (Hollandse Historische Reeks, 1; The Hague, 1984), 
p. 156. 

13 Together with the new generation of scholars of patronage, mostly Anglo-Saxon, 
Nierop rejects Roland Mousnier's theory of patronage ( cf. 'Willem van Oranje', 
pp. 662, 675). 
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was based upon their patrons' official position, that is, their 
close relationship with the court in Brussels. 

What happened to patronage networks in England during 
the Civil War and the Protectorate? The 'revisionist' historians 
have emphasized the importance or even primacy of patronage 
as a motivating factor in early Stuart politics. 14 My impression 
is that much less is known about the Civil War and the 
Protectorate.Jack H. Hexter asks 'Is there indeed evidence of 
a single consequential instance in which a "client" acted at a 
patron's behest in a way in which he would not have acted 
otherwise? If there is, I have not seen it.' 15 

This may be correct, but it raises a much more general 
question: was (political) patronage a tool used to break the 
backbone of less powerful men and make them act against 
their conscience? Or is it a system that works well either when 
'the issues are not abundant' (to use Hexter's expression), 16 or 
when there is a fundamental consensus between patrons and 
clients. The latter case is not unusual because often, though 
not invariably, the patronage system is not visibly oppressive 
( or at least its oppressiveness must not be perceived as such by 
the client!). 

Some remarks by Mrs Lucy Hutchinson may elucidate 
various possible situations. She was by no means impartial, 
but had a great gift of synthetic observation. Referring to the 
year 1641 she wrote: 'At that time most of the gentry of the 
country were disaffected to the parliament; most of the middle 
sort, the able substantial freeholders, and the other commons, 
who had not their dependence upon the malignant nobility and gentry, 
adhered to the parliament'. 17 

14 Bibliography, sub specie patronage in Morgan, 'Some Types of Patronage' 
(above, n. 8). 

15 J. H. Hexter, 'Power Struggle, Parliament and Liberty in Early Stuart 
England',Journal of Modern History, 50 (1978), 1-50, p. 19. 

16 Cf. J. H. Hexter, The Reign of King Pym (Cambridge, Mass., 1941), p. 75 (cited 
by Kettering, 'Patronage and Politics [above, n. 81]). There is a broad consensus 
among historians on the fundamental difference between patronage and political 
(religious) issues in the mid-1 7th and mid- 18th cents. Therefore the study of the 
'structure of politics', in the sense of a Namierization, is not an appropriate method 
for approaching the Long Parliament. 

17 Memoirs of the Life of Colonel Hutchinson ( . . . ) Written by His Widow Lucy ... , ed. 
J. Hutchinson (London, 1906), pp. 100 f. {italics by A. M~czak). 
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She also mentioned the particular case of her late husband: 

At that time Sir Henry Ireton was in the country, and being a 
kinsman of Mr Hutchinson's and one that has received so much 
advantage to himself and his family in the country by Sir Thomas 
Hutchinson's countenance and protection, that he seemed a kind of 
dependent upon him, and being a very grave, serious, religious person, 
there was a great league of kindness and good-will between them. 18 

Ireton removed 'projectors and those of corrupt interest 
that were in the commission of the peace', and replaced them 
with 'better affected' persons, including Mr Hutchinson. This 
is another face of that 'world turned upside down': a former 
client obviously becomes a strong patron, everything being 
undertaken in a mood of mutual understanding, piety, and 
high-mindedness. 

But this was an emergency situation, a civil war. It is not 
clear to me what happened thereafter to patronage networks 
in England. For instance, did the military governors take over 
the old clients' networks or create new ones? Or did the 
puritan victory mark a rapid and general decline in patronage 
relationships? If this was the case, how did patronage re
emerge in the Restoration era? I cannot offer answers to any of 
these questions. I raise them because they are important for 
our more general understanding of clientage and have been 
little researched by the specialists. 

The Fronde has recently been analysed by two American 
scholars of the younger generation, William Beik and Sharon 
Kettering. 19 Their conclusions cannot be adequately sum
marized here. Beik proposes an interesting analysis of the 
structure of French-and indeed any early modern-society. I 
do not share his criticism of the term 'society of orders' but, in 
my opinion, his interpretation of 'social classes' fits the early 
modern reality very well. 20 His investigation of the rule of 
Louis XIV seems to me innovative as well as forcible. 

18 Ibid. 98 f. (italics by A. M~czak). 
19 S. Kettering, Judicial Politics and Urban Revolt: The Parlement of Aix 162fr1659 

(Princeton, 1978); W. Beik, Absolutism and Society in Seventeenth-Century France. State 
Power and Provincial AristocriUJI in Languednc (Cambridge, 1985); S. Kettering, Patrons, 
Brokers and Clients in Seventeenth-Century France (New York and Oxford, 1986); cf. also 
her recent paper on the Fronde (above, n. 8). 

20 Absolutism, pp. 6 ff. 'By "classes" I mean groups whose social and economic 
interests are necessarily antagonistic to one another because of their differing 
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Sharon Kettering's article on the Fronde stresses the 
importance and effectiveness of patronage bonds in the service 
of both parties involved. In fact, while some earlier students 
of the Fronde overlooked the role of patronage, she makes this 
problem her principal subject. As far as patronage is 
concerned the French political crisis is fundamentally different 
from the English one: 

French clients could follow the dictates of their political conscience 
when the issues were important enough and find a new patron 
whose politics they shared ... A client could sever a personal bond 
with a patron whose political goals or opinions differed from his 
own, and attach himself to a patron whose political views he 
shared.21 

The question is, how often in mid-seventeenth-century 
France was political conscience indeed separable from a more 
pedestrian personal interest? In many cases the flexibility or 
revokability of clientage bonds was probably put to good use 
by clients, according to their assessments of future political 
development, that is, their estimates of the relative strength 
and reliability of potential patrons. Obviously, although 
driven into a comer, Cardinal Mazarin was still reliable and 
powerful enough successfully to distribute honours and offices 
in the provinces and so attract hesitating, or curb rebellious, 
subjects. This signified that the crown continued to enjoy high 
prestige (in the broad meaning of the term). At least as far as 
the robins were concerned, the main bond between them and 
the crown was based upon the process of nomination to office 
and a patron's role was usually that of broker. The Fronde 
compromised patronage resting on a local base-that of 
relatively independent, or oppositional aristocrats. It prepared 
for the triumph of absolutism. 

relationships to resources, power and the fruit of labour' (ibid. 7). However, this 
reopens the problem of the antagonistic or solidaristic nature of clientage bonds. 
Beik's approach to early modern clientelism has been rightly described by Claudio 
Rosso as 'un marxismo problematico e aperto'. 'Stato e clientele nella Francia della 
prima eta moderna', Studi storici, 28 (1987), p. 75. 

21 'Patronage and Politics' (above, n. 8), p. 437. 
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5. France and Poland: two contrasting scenes 
Recent studies of the structure of politics in seventeenth
century France22 have revealed an interaction between two 
types of patronage, contrasting with each other in formal 
terms but almost indistinguishable in reality: one based upon 
the patron's office, and another which may be called 'mighty
neighbour patronage'. The Fronde in fact demonstrated some 
of the virtues of all types of patronage. It is a paradox that the 
crisis was eventually defused by the cardinal's massive build
up of new clienteles. Yet this was an Indian summer of 
mighty-neighbour, aristocratic patronage in France. Its 
collapse led to the dismantling of all relatively independent 
patronage networks of any political significance. 

The commonwealth of Poland-Lithuania was a contrasting 
case. There, and particularly in its eastern regions, a 
combination of constitutional and societal factors created 
mighty-neighbour patronage networks which were the domin
ant political force in the provinces, the magnates being the 
principal brokers standing between them and the king. The 
latter was the fountainhead of benefices which were accessible 
virtually only through the brokerage services of the magnates. 
In order to explain what, in my opinion, may reflect the 
power brokerage competed with the waning influence of the 
assemblies of the estates and the increasing power of royal 
officials (intendants, Hofräte, commissaries, etc.); in Poland
Lithuania the magnates' power of brokerage was gaining an 
ascendancy against the direct co-operation between the diets 
(local assemblies of the nobility) and the chamber of deputies. 
In the seventeenth century the chamber and the diets ceased 
to be independent assemblies of the nobility-populus nobilium. 
In order to explain what, in my opinion, my reflect the 
political thinking of petty or even great noblemen in the late 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, I quote a British text 
which asks 

whether the Liberties of the people are not more likely to be safe in 
the hands of the friends to a personage who has the greatest landed 

22 Both American scholars only roughly follow the systematic method introduced 
by Sir Lewis Namier. Dr Kettering's Patrons, Brokers and Clients is clearly inspired by 
it. 
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property in the Kingdom ... or in the hands of a Gentleman who 
( ... ) may be said to be ... greatly inferior, both in point of weight 
in this Kingdom and knowledge of its true interests as also in 
knowledge of the World, and of Mankind in General?23 

'Greatly inferior gentlemen' had a less and less independent 
voice, even in local politics, especially in Lithuania. On the 
other hand, the magnate was by no means a supreme ruler 
even over his client-nobles and constantly had to keep them 
satisfied and ensure them of his power of protection. During 
the late seventeenth century the state was becoming something 
of an informal federation of patrons: essentially it supported 
their clienteles. The magnates' households, or rather courts 
(dwory, as they were called) played a role similar to that which 
Norbert Elias and his followers attribute to Versailles, the 
Residenz in Munich, or Vienna's Hojburg. The elective 
character of the monarchy meant that the magnates' families, 
rather than the king, were seen as the most stable factor and 
consequently attracted the loyalty of lesser nobles. 

6. Regional diversities of patronage systems 

It would not be justified simply to put European varieties of 
patronage somewhere on a scale between these two contrasting 
models: Poland-Lithuania under the Wettin dynasty and the 
France of the Roi Soleil. Local traditions, political events, the 
size of a state, etc., together gave rise to diversified patronage 
and court-and-country relationships, which also changed 
greatly over time. A question still remaining to be asked is why 
in some countries-in Scandinavia above all, and in Prussia
patronage never seemed to have flourished. Its weakness in 
bureaucratic structures that were shaped in the seventeenth 
century may be ascribed to the initial weakness of aristocratic 
clientage networks. 

In general, the matrix of patron-client relationships was 
determined by the prince's court, the type of bureaucratic 
system, and the position of potentates (aristocrats, magnates) 
within their neighbourhoods ( their local/regional power 

23 Robert Butcher to the Gentlemen of Launceston, 1754. Quoted by 
H. Wellenreuther, R.eprii.sentaJion und Grossgrundbesitz in England 1730-1770 (Stuttgart, 
1979), p. 237. 
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bases). In most countries local/regional power bases were in 
decline: central state institutions were able to control local 
affairs (often availing themselves of the ministers' own 
patronage networks). In Poland-Lithuania a constellation of 
factors-in particular, the size of the country-created perfect 
conditions for the consolidation of local patronage bases. 24 

The other side of that development was that magnates' courts 
flourished. The final result calls for a cultural anthropological 
approach: the landed gentry in Lithuania in the early 
eighteenth century cultivated an extravagant mixture of 
noblemen's dignity and clients' servility. 5 A dedication 
devised by a courtier in Hanover could just as easily have 
been written by a contemporary nobleman-bootlicker in 
provincial Poland, Lithuania, or Ukraine: 

Wenn Gott nicht Gott wäre, .wer sollte billiger Got sein als unser 
Fiirst?26 

24 I have elaborated this argument in 'The Commonwealth of Poland-Lithuania 
in the late seventeenth century: an essay in interpretation of space', in 
S.-O. Lindquist (ed.), Economy_ and culture in the Baltic 1650-1700 (Acta Visbyensia 8; 
Visby, 1989), pp. 7-20. 

25 This point has been elaborated in my paper 'Conventions of the Lop-sided 
Friendship' to appear in a volume on friendship, edited by Roy Porter. 

26 Quoted by von Kruedener, Rolle des Hofes, p. 30: 'If God were not Goel, who 
could more reasonably expect to be God than our Prince?' 



Papal Power and Family Strategy 
in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth 

Centuries 

WOLFGANG REINHARD 

The history of the papacy can provide us with information of 
particular importance about the social infrastructure of early 
modern government. This claim may surprise some people, 
but it can be substantiated. What we can call 'the Roman 
monarchy' was as 'absolute' as any other in Europe; however, 
it remained elective in the strictest sense of the word. At 
regular, and in most cases rather short intervals, not only 
rulers changed, but their dynasties as well. The complete 
entourage and affinity of the old ruler was replaced by a new 
one. The last family to secure the election of two of its 
members in quick succession to the throne of St Peter's was 
the Medici. After the election of Clement VII in I 523 all 
attempts to repeat this failed. The potential beneficiaries of 
the system in the college of cardinals no longer tolerated the 
dominance of one dynasty. The elected pope and his family 
were allowed to take advantage of their position, but only 
within certain limits which were established by convention 

1:'.he following abbreviations have been used: 'Amterlaufbahn': W. Reinhard, 
'Amterlaufbahn und Familienstatus. Der Aufstieg des Hauses Borghese 1537-1621', 
Quellen und Forschungen aus italienischen Archiven und Bibliotheken, 54 (1974), pp. 328-427; 
ASV: Vatican, Archivio Segreto Vaticano; BAV: Vatican, Biblioteca Apostolica 
Vaticana; FB: Vatican, Archivio Segreto Vaticano, Fondo Borghese; Freunde: W. 
Reinhard, Freunde und Kreaturen. 'Verjlechtung' als Konzept ;:,ur Erforschung historischer 
Fuhrungsgruppen. Riimische Oligarchie um 16oo (Schriften der Philosophischen Fakultiiten 
der Universitlit Augsburg, 14; Munich, 1979); 'Nepotismus': W. Reinhard, 'Nepotis
mus. Der Funktionswandel einer papstgeschichtlichen Konstante', Zeitschrift for 
Kirchengeschichte, 86 (1975), pp. 145-85; Papsifinanz; W. Reinhard, Papsifinanz und 
Nepotismus unter Paul V. (1605-16121). Stndien und Quellen zur Struktur und zu quantitativen 
Aspekten des piipstlichen Herrschaftssystems (Piipste und Papsttum, 6; Stuttgart, 1974); 
Urb. lat.: Vatican, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Urbinates latini. 
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and left enough booty for successors. 1 The most important of 
these limits was simply time. In addition, the principle of 
celibacy meant that in Rome positions were not heritable, at 
least not as easily as elsewhere. The necessary result was a 
continuous redistribution of opportunities and offices and the 
reconstruction of patronage networks-something which did 
not occur to th.e same extent at other European courts, even if 
the rules of the game were the same. Consequently social 
structures and political processes in Rome were considered to 
be less natural than in other courts because of their instability; 
they were discussed more often and-to the historian's 
delight-even written about.2 Rome in the age of institu
tionalized nepotism, from 1538 to 1692, can therefore be used 
as a laboratory case to analyse the social history of European 
politics. Basically, institutional conditions were very similar to 
those in the rest of Europe, although nepotism3 and the sale of 
offices4 had become fully institutionalized in Rome, whereas 
elsewhere they remained at an informal level. Nevertheless, 
they were still the same thing, as contemporaries well knew. 
Patron-client relations, on the other hand, were much the 
same all over Europe.5 In short, Rome is an ideal example to 
study, not because it was typical, but precisely because it was 
different, in the sense that there the general social and political 
structures of Europe had been carried to extremes. 

As a consequence, in Rome general phenomena such as 
social mobility and the creation of aristocratic factions appear 
in concentrated form in the families of the various popes, and 
are documented in their family archives. The noble house of 
the Borghese serves as a paradigm. Papal nepotism plays the 

1 er. R. Reinhardt, 'Kontinuitiit und Diskontinuitiit. Zurn Problem der Koad
jutorie mit dem Recht der Nachfolge in der friihneuzeitlichen Germania Sacra', in 
J. Kunisch (ed.), Der dynastische Furstenstaat. Zur Bedeutung von Sukzessionsordnungenfar 
die Entstehung des fruhmodernen Staates (Berlin, 1 g82), pp. 115-55, p. 141. 

2 There are many letters as well as treatises on successful behaviour in conclaves 
and at the Roman curia. 3 er. 'Nepotismus'. 

4 er. W. Reinhard, •~taatsmacht als Kreditproblem. Zur Struktur und Funktion 
des friihneuzei tlichen Amtcrhandels', Vierteljahrsschrift far So;:,ial- und Wirtschafts
geschichte, 61 (1974), pp. 289-319, repr. in E. Hinrichs (ed.), Absolutismus (Frankfurt, 
1986), pp. 214-48. In France, of course, the sale of offices was gradually transformed 
and institutionalized as well. 

5 ef. A. M~czak (ed.), Klientelsysteme im Europa der fruhen Neuzeit (Schriften des 
Historischen Kollegs, Kolloquien 9; Munich, 1988). 
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key role because on the one hand it had become an essential 
mechanism of social mobility; and on the other, faction 
building was the particular prerogative of the pope's nephews. 
Therefore, it is their correspondence which reveals the world 
of informal social relations, although the results provided by 
this 'subjective' source must be checked against 'objective' 
prosopographical data on the Roman court, organized accord
ing to institutional, not social criteria. 7 Only by doing this can 
we check whether claims made in the letters of the nipote 
concerning the dependence of a certain person correspond to 
reality, and thus evaluate the significance of this dependence 
within the curia. For example, how many 'prelates by 
protection' can be identified compared with the number of 
'prelates by merit'? To answer these questions we have first to 
analyse the structure and functions of papal nepotism. We can 
then proceed to an exploration of the patronage network 
established and controlled by the family of the pope. These 
patron-client relations can be arranged quite naturally in four 
concentric circles: first the Roman curia itself, where patronage 
was the most important precondition for upward social 
mobility; next the papal states; then the several principalities 
and republics of Italy; finally the rest of catholic Europe. 

In the Church, preferential treatment of relatives is much 
older than the corresponding notion of 'nepotism' .8 Some 
scholars argued, somewhat apologetically, that it began with 
Jesus Christ himsel£9 This example was intended to demon
strate that in 'pre-bourgeois' ages, other things being equal, a 
relative was always to be favoured above others, for two 
reasons in particular. First, it was considered natural to allow 
one's family to share in the fruits of success, in preference to 
outsiders. Secondly, relatives were considered more reliable 
collaborators. These two social functions of nepotism can be 

6 The correspondence of Cardinal Scipione Borghese as preserved in FB was the 
starting-point of this analysis. 

7 Such data are based on printed lists such as the Hierarchia catholica, iv ( 1592-
1667), ed. P. Gauchat (Miinster, 1935) and the complete series of papal briefs in 
ASV, Secretaria Brevium. 8 'Nepotismus', p. 180. 

9 W. Felten, 'Nepotismus', in Wetcer and Welte's Kirchenlexikon (2nd edn., Freiburg, 
1895), p. 107. 

10 Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologica, II/ii, q. 63, a. 2, ad. 1. 
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termed the 'supporting function' ( Versorgungsfanktion) in favour 
of the office-holder's family; and the 'controlling function' 
(Herrschaftsfunktion) in the service of his office. In reality, of 
course, these two functions are inseparable. The expanding 
duties of bishops since late antiquity, and the establishment of 
aristocratic family-power as the basic principle of political 
organization in the West during the medieval period meant 
that by increasing his family's power, the ruler was also 
strengthening his own position. 11 The great popes of the high 
Middle Ages, 12 as well as the Renaissance popes of the 
fifteenth century, 13 acted this way. Even the nepotism of 
Alexander VI Borgia is extraordinary only because in his case 
the family consisted of the pope's illegitimate children. It was 
not exceptional as far as the annihilation of the signori of the 
Romagna, and the suppression of Roman barons was con
cerned-the Borgia's nepotism had an obvious controlling 
function in the service of papal territorial policy. Julius II 
(1503-13), however, was able to complete the subjection of 
the papal states without the help ofrelatives; his nepotism had 
only a supporting function for his family. Thus by about I 600 

nepotism had definitely lost its controlling function and had 
become dysfunctional for papal policy, despite claims to the 
contrary when the house of Fame established itself in the 
duchies of Parma and Piacenza in a territory which was under 
papal suzerainty in 1545. 14 

From the sixteenth century onwards the supporting function 
of nepotism was to predominate, but by then this function had 
changed. In the Middle Ages, supporting the family of a pope 
meant contributing to the maintenance of its status, or at most 
to the expansion of an established position. If the pope's 
relations lived in poverty they very often received nothing but 
a kind of alms. This is not to deny the existence of social 
mobility in the Middle Ages, but we simply do not know of 
any case in which a papal family rose spectacularly during 
those centuries-for good reason because, according to the 
doctrine of the Church, the acquisition of wealth was 

11 'Nepotismus', pp. 149 ff. 
12 Ibid. I 53-6. 
13 Ibid. 15g--64. 
14 Ibid. 165. 
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regulated by the standard ofliving due to the existing status of 
the family. But when, from the late Middle Ages on, the new 
urban plutocracy rose more frequently to noble status, the 
rigorous social ethic was no longer realistic. Thus Cajetan's 
commentary on Thomas Aquinas's socially conservative 
Summa theologica reveals that by about 1500 the acquisition of 
the means to change one's status had finally become 
legitimate. 15 

It was time for such a change, because in practice the 
papacy itself had long been an instrument for upward social 
mobility. After Martin V Colonna (1417-31) members of the 
baronial high nobility were seldom elected pope; instead, the 
patricians of central and northern Italy, who had grown 
powerful with the help of modern means of accumulation, 
dominated the scene. Some baronial families, such as the 
Farnese or the Carafa, however, tried to rise to the status of 
ruling princes with the support of a papal uncle. In many 
cases the pontificate of a family member was merely an 
episode, but certainly the decisive one, in the rise of a noble 
house. Eugene IV (1431-47) belonged to a family of social 
climbers; with the help of Calixtus III ( 1455-8) and Alexander 
VI (1492-1503) the Borgia rose from the status of Valencian 
frontier knights to that of high nobility, as did the Piccolomini, 
Sienese patricians of poor standing, through Pius II (1458-64) 
and Pius III (1503). The house of della Rovere attained 
princely status with the aid ofSixtus IV (1471-84) andJulius 
II (1503-13), and the Ciba under Innocent VIII (1484-92) 
had a similar success. The Farnese had already risen from 
patrician to noble status; with Paul III (1534-49) they 
climbed a prince's throne; the Farnese were the last to 
succeed; the Carafa and all their later imitators failed. The 
family of Julius III (1550--5) were at least promoted from 
provincial patricians to baronial rank. This latter status was 
reached by the families of most of the popes during the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, by the Borromeo and 
Altaemps relatives of Pius IV (155g-65), the Ghislieri under 
Pius V (1566--72), and the Boncompagni under Gregory XIII 

15 W. Friedberger, Der Reichtumserwerb im Urteil des hi. Thomas von Aquin und der 
Theologen im Zeitalter des Friihkapitalismus (Passau, 1967), pp. 27, 30, 109-22; cf. 
'Nepotismus', pp. 166-8. 
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(1572-85). The Peretti-Montalto under Sixtus V (1585-90) 
managed to climb there from the very bottom of society, as did 
the Sfondrato of Gregory XIV (1590-1), despite the shortness 
of that pontificate. 

Other popes elevated their kinsmen: Clement VIII ( 1592-
1605) raised the Aldobrandini, Paul V ( 1605-2 1) the Borghese, 
Gregory XV (1621-3) the Ludovisi, Urban VIII (1623-44) 
the Barberini-who carefully tried to cover their plebeian 
origins-, Innocent X ( 1644-55) the Pamfili, Alexander VII 
( 1655-67) the Chigi, Clement IX (1667-9) the Rospigliosi, 
and Clement X ( 167o-6) the Altieri. The Odescalchi rose even 
without active support from their uncle Innocent XI (1676--
89). Finally, the Ottoboni were elevated by Alexander VIII. 
(1689-91).16 After that, however, a bull issued by Innocent 
XII (1691-1700) in 1692 eliminated those institutions of the 
Roman curia which had served as instruments of mobility to 
all these dynasties. 17 In addition, there was apparently less 
social ambition among papal families of the eighteenth 
century, in spite of some spectacular exceptions. 18 

The ways and means of upward social mobility used by the 
papal families during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
were to a large extent institutionalized and therefore almost 
identical in all cases. Beginning with Alessandro Farnese, the 
grandson of Paul III, and ending with Pietro Ottoboni, the 
nephew of Alexander VIII, there was always a relative, a 
nephew as a rule, to be promoted cardinal and appointed 
Superintendens Status Ecclesiastici. 19 If a brother's son was not 
available, a sister's son or an even more distant relative would 
do. He would be adopted and if necessary would change his 
family name to that of the pope's. Thus Scipione Caffarelli, 
son of a sister of Pope Paul V, became Cardinal Borghese.20 

As sopraintendente dello stato ecclesiastico the cardinal-nephew was 
head of the secretariat of state, 21 and presided over those 

16 Cf. 'Nepotismus', pp. 168-70 n. 129-44 for literature. 
11 Magnum Bullarium Romanum, vii (Luxembourg, 1727), pp. 181-4. 
18 In particular that of Pius VI Braschi (1775--99); cf. M. F. Fischer, 'Studien zur 

Planungs- und Baugeschichte des Palazzo Braschi in Rom', Riimisches Jahrbuch far 
Kunstgeschichte, 12 (1969), pp. 95-136. 

19 'Nepotismus', pp. 171 ff. 20 'Amterlaufbahn', p. 393. 
21 A. Kraus, Das piipstliche Staatssekretariat unter Urban VIII. ( 1623-1644) (Romische 

Quartalschrift, Supplementheft 29; Freiburg, 1964); idem, 'Der Kardinalnepote 
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congregations of cardinals which governed the papal states, 
the consulta in particular. Through the secretariat he ran the 
official correspondence with the papal nuncios on the one 
hand, and with the provincial and local governors of the papal 
states on the other. As a rule neither group was in direct 
contact with the pope himself. 

At the same time, other relatives of the new pope, who had 
to remain laymen, were appointed to the highest lay offices of 
the papal states. These were, of course, the military ones, as 
all the others were in clerical hands. Thus Francesco 
Borghese, a brother of Paul V, became general of the Church 
and general of the papal galleys, whereas his younger brother, 
Giovanni Battista, had to be content with the offices of 
commander of the papal guards, castellan of Saint Angelo 
and of the fortress of Ancona, and governor of the Borgo, that 
quarter between the Tiber and St Peter's church which did 
not belong to the commune of Rome. 22 Later these offices fell 
to his son, Marcantonio, sole heir of the family. 23 These papal 
relatives were immediately addressed by the accredited 
ambassadors in Rome and by Europe's aristocracy as formal 
partners of communication and correspondence. To a certain 
extent these expectations imposed a strain upon the pope, as 
everybody knew that he had to fill these positions with his 
relations. If a pope hesitated, as Paul V did during his first 
weeks in office, people nevertheless approached the most 
promising candidates among his family. 

Some of the offices commanded remarkable salaries; 
Cardinal Borghese received 405 scudi per month, 25 while his 
cousin, Marcantonio, was paid 993. 75 scudi for the position of 
general alone. 26 This was at a time when simple folk could live 

Francesco Barberini und das Staatssekretariat Urbans VIII.', Riimische Quartalschrift, 
64 ( 1969), pp. 191-208; J. Semmler, Das piipstliche Staatssekretariat in den Pontifikaten 
Pauls V. und Gregors XV. 1605-1623' (Romische Quartalschrift, Supplementhcft 33; 
Freiburg, 1969); L. Hammermeyer, 'Grundlinien der Entwicklung des piipstlichen 
Staatssekretariats von Paul V. bis Innozenz X.', Riimische Quartalschrijt, 55 (1960), 
pp. 157-202. 

22 'Amterlautbahn', pp. 389 ff. 23 Ibid. 406. 
24 Urb. !at. 1073 fos. 297, 591v; !074 fos. 7v, 185v; FB IV 239 fo. 119. 
25 Papsifinar,z, p. 80. 26 Ibid. 33. 
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comfortably on a few scudi per month.27 In addition, there 
were fees from the law court in the Borgo, and other 
opportunities for making a profit: for example, military 
commanders were paid to retain a certain number of soldiers, 
but with the express consent of the pope maintained only a 
fraction of the specified number.28 However, all this was not 
enough to finance a spectacular improvement in status. 
Massive subsidies to his nephews by the pope were necessary, 
and they were given. The nipoti were granted privileges which 
could be exploited at the expense of the apostolic chamber. 
The most important were tratte, licences to export grain and 
pulses from certain parts of the papal states, such as Ancona 
for example. The Borghese probably realized more than 
72,000 scudi from their tratte during the pontificate of Paul 
V.29 But this looks modest compared with the life annuities 
which that pope gave as presents to his family. These included 
both venal offices, for all practical purposes annuities, 30 and 
shares of the so-called monti vacabili, genuine pensions granted 
for life. As soon as some annuity devolved upon the death of 
its holder, it was passed on to the nipoti, even before the 
devolution could be registered at the proper place. Altogether 
this involved offices to the value of 214,677 scudi and monti 
vacabili to the value of 49,000 scudi.31 Even more impressive 
were papal grants in cash, made when extraordinary receipts 
came in, more often than not without being entered in the 
books. No less than 645,950 scudi in cash went to the family of 
Paul V, and an additional 113,345 scudi to the cardinal
nephew, a total of 759,295 scudi. The pope's gifts to his family 
amounted to much more than one million scudi32-but this 
was still not all! 

So far the cardinal-nephew clearly seems to have been 

27 E. Stumpo, II Capitale finan;;.iario a Roma fra cinque e seicento. Contributo alla storia 
dellafiscalito. pontificia in eto. moderna (1570-,-1660) (Milan, 1985), pp. 38--41. 

28 Papstfinanz, pp. 34-8. 29 Ibid. 59. 
3° Cf. B. Schimmelpfennig, 'Der Amterhandel an der romischen Kurie von Pius 

II. bis zum Sacco di Roma (1458--1527)', in I. Mieck (ed.), Amterhandel im 
Spiitmittelalter und im 16. Jahrhundert (Einzelveroffentlichungen der Historischen 
Kommission zu Berlin, 4s; Berlin, 1984), pp. 4-41; W. Reinhard, 'Der Amterhandel 
i.!1 Rom zwischcn 1534 und 1621', ibid. 42-60; B. Schwarz, 'Die Entstehung der 
Amterkauflichkeit an der Romischcn Kurie', ibid. 61-5. 

31 Papstfinanz, p. 59. 32 Ibid. 
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discriminated against. But he had another, equally lucrative 
source of income at his disposal, because as a member of the 
clergy he was entitled to hold benefices. It is true that after the 
Council of Trent the cardinal-nephews could not accumulate 
wealthy bishoprics as they had done before; but the pope was 
still entitled to burden dioceses with pensions in their favour 
(and to the disadvantage of the respective bishop). And in 
addition he continued to give wealthy monasteries in commendam, 
for administration, to clerics who had nothing to do with the 
monastic life, but who pocketed the income of the religious 
houses. 33 Cardinal Borghese owned dozens of such abbeys 
and received pensions from a long list of bishoprics and other 
benefices. In 1619, 54 per cent of his income came from these 
sources34-an income which increased to 3.2 million scudi 
during the pontificate of his unde, and had reached 6.5 
million by the cardinal's death in 1633, leaving the lay branch 
of the family far behind.35 But this was part of the strategy. 
Everything the cardinal-nephew could accumulate from 
ecclesiastical sources during his whole lifetime went by 
testament to the lay branch of the house after his death, and 
thus made a lasting contribution to the dynasty's fortune. 
According to canon law everything received from the Church 
had to revert to the Church when a cleric died. But the pope 
could grant a dispensation-the facultas testandi. 36 This pro
cedure was very popular among ecclesiastics, 37 and in the case 
of cardinal-nephews it was the rule. In short, the function of 
the cardinal-nephew as far as his family was concerned 
consisted in skimming off ecclesiastical income and trans
forming it into a secular fortune. Nobody had any objections 

33 Ibid. 72-80; W. Reinhard, 'Papstfinanz, Benefizienwesen und Staatsfinanz irn 
konfessionellen Zeitalter'; (published in Italian under the title 'Finanza pontificia, 
sistema beneficiale e finanza Statale nell' eta confessionale', in H. Kellenbenz, A. De 
Maddalena (edd.), Fisco religione stato nell'eta confessionale (Annali dell'istituto storico 
italo-germanico 26; Bologna, 1988), pp. 459-504. 

34 V. Reinhardt, Kardinal Scipione Borghese (1605-1633). Vermiigen, Finanzen und 
sozialer Aufstieg eines Papstnepoten (Tiibingen, 1984), p. 66. 

35 Papsifinanz, p. 159; Reinhardt, Kardinal Scipione Borghese, p. 96. 
36 Reinhardt, Kardinal Scipione Borghese, p. 26. 
37 A sentimental variety in BAV, Fondo Boncompagni-Ludovisi E 2 l fo. 291: 

what other chance does a poor bishop have to find somebody to assist him in the hour 
of death? That poor bishop got his 'Facultas'. 
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to this system, because everybody profited or hoped to profit 
from it. 

But the Borghese could not dispose of either· the papal 
grants or the transformed ecclesiastical income at will, 
because both were given under conditions which demonstrate 
clearly enough that they were all part of a calculated strategy 
to increase the status of the family. Annuities had to be sold, 
and eve7ithing had to be used to buy real estate as quickly as 
possible. 8 All papal dynasties practised a carefully planned 
policy of acquiring property. In addition to large estates in the 
Agro Romano and the kingdom of Naples, the standard 
programme involved the acquisition of certain objects of 
prestige and, more often than not, expensive building 
activities. First, a family palace in Rome was required. Today 
the city centre is still dominated by many buildings of this 
kind. Secondly, a country residence was necessary, a villa on 
the outskirts of the city (such as the Villa Giulia or the Villa 
Borghese) or in the always fashionable hills of Frascati (such 
as the Villa Aldobrandini or the Villa Mondragone). Thirdly, 
a family chapel or sometimes even a church had to be built as 
a dignified burial place for the dynasty and, perhaps also to 
represent the family's religious affiliations. These prestige 
objects usually cost more than the family's income, but 
sometimes the pope made the Church pay for the family 
chapel. The Borghese, for example, did not have to spend one 
scudo for their Cappella Paolina in S. Maria Maggiore. 39 And 
if the family still did not have enough ready money for their 
extensive programme of acquisitions and buildings, the pope 
once again stepped into the breach and granted the privilege 
of using the papacy's credit system to raise large loans. In this 
way the Borghese obtained an additional 822,000 scudi to buy 
property.40 Even rural estates were not bought just for their 
economic value; they had to provide the basis for the elevation 
of their owner's status. No sooner had the Borghese bought 
their first village in 1606 than they were created dukes, taking 
their title from that estate of Rignano.41 In 1610 Sulmona, in 

38 Papsifinanz, pp. 43, 58. 
39 Ibid. I 53-5. 
40 Ibid. 116. 
41 ASV, Secretaria Brevium 594 fo. 114. 
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the Abbruzzi, which was of little economic value, provided 
them with the highest title--principi. It was all the more 
valuable for being a Neapolitan title, rather than one from the 
papal states, which meant that the dynasty could not lose it, 
even if an enemy of their family should become Paul's 
successor.42 Finally, by papal authority, the whole family 
property was entailed under very elaborate conditions which 
guaranteed the name and the status of the family against 
every possible whim of fortune. Whoever became the heir had 
to renounce his family name and accept that of Borghese, 'ut 
inde eo magis nobilitas et splendor nostrae Familiae 
Burghesiae conservaretur' .43 

But elevation of rank and entail were not the last steps a 
rising papal family had to climb. To complete their success 
they had to be accepted by the established nobility through 
marriage. A lady from some older papal dynasty was a 
possible match, especially if her dowry were rich enough. But 
many aimed higher, at the Colonna and Orsini families, who 
together with the Gaetani formed an exclusive group of their 
own at the head of the high nobility of Roman barons.44 Sixtus 
V connected his family with both of them, whereas 
Marcantonio Borghese married Camilla Orsini, daughter of 
the duke of Bracciano. There had been other candidates 
besides her, among them a natural daughter of King Henry 
IV of France.45 After all, the Farnese had once obtained 
Margaret, the illegitimate daughter of Emperor Charles V. 
But there was yet another way to establish the Borghese for 
ever among the Roman nobility's top four. For the dubious 
price of appointing the Spanish Prince Fernando, at the time 
just ten years old, a cardinal and administrator of the 
archbishopric of Toledo, the wealthiest benefice of Christen
dom, the prince of Sulmona in I 620 gained the rank of grande 
de Espana, the highest Spanish noble rank, a distinction 
previously achieved only by the Colonna and Gaetani. 46 

The comet-like rise of a papal family automatically reached 

42 Papstfinan;;,, pp. 124 ff. 
43 ASV, Archivio Borghese 32/382; cf. Papstfinan;:,, pp. 150-2. 
44 'Amterlaufbahn', p. 424. 
45 Ibid. 41o-23. 
46 Ibid. 424--6. 
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its end when their papal benefactor died. This was the critical 
point when upward mobility might even turn into a sharp fall. 
Their ability to retain their new status depended on the 
election of a benevolent successor, as the fate of the Carafa 
under Pius IV proved once more. Given the papal plenitude of 
power, no disposition granted by the previous pope was 
guaranteed. And some pretext for repeal was not difficult to 
find, considering the delicate nature of some of the operations 
concerned. It was therefore essential to fill the college of 
cardinals, which elected the pope, with clients of the ruling 
family, so that the ex-cardinal-nephew could control the votes 
of a large faction of obedient followers at the next election. But 
he could never hope to reach the necessary majority of two
thirds plus one, not because of the independent cardinals, the 
zelanti, whose number, in spite of all the beautiful rhetoric of 
reform, always remained small, but because of the rather 
frequent change of popes and the strength of the rival factions 
of French and Spanish cardinals.47 It was considered a great 
success to secure the election of one of the allied cardinals, one 
of the late pope's creatures. The new pope, however, was 
always quick to found his own dynasty of nephews and build 
up a faction of his own in the college. Thus, Paul V had been 
elected pope after long negotiations, because he was one of the 
few Aldobrandini cardinals who also had good connections 
with the Montalto faction. In addition, he was favoured by 
Spain without being the Spanish candidate, a fact that also 
made him acceptable to France.48 Nevertheless, Cardinal 
Aldobrandini very soon had the usual disappointing ex
periences. In his case, however, the social and economic status 
the Aldobrandini had achieved was not ever in danger. 
Provided the ex-nephews had respected the conventional 
limits when enriching their family during their time in power, 
the new pope had no reason to prove himself an ungrateful 
creature of his predecessor by prosecuting that family. 

In spite of all this, the dramatic situation of the conclave 
still put the stability of a family's achievements to the test. 

47 In a letter of 20 Sept. 1616 by the former French ambassador Breves to 
Borghese, the possibility of a French-Borghese alliance in the conclave is discussed 
(FB III 45 B fo. 36). 48 Urb. lat. 844 fos. 218--386. 
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Therefore it was at this very point that it became evident how 
absolutely the social mobility of papal families depended on 
large and complicated networks of patron-client relations. 
Not only was there no other way for a family member to reach 
the narrow circle of possible candidates for the papacy, but 
this was also the only possible way to defend what had been 
achieved. Nevertheless, the perspective of conclaves remains 
one-sided, because 'networking' was practised at the Roman 
curia not only to provide for certain persons and their families, 
but also in the service of exercising papal power. In a very 
subtle way nepotism itself, which had lost its powerful 
controlling function long ago, regained it in the field of 
informal social relations. 

The secular offices held by papal relatives had indeed 
become mere sinecures by the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries. Francesco Borghese had no military duties to 
perform as general and admiral of the Church, nor did Tadeo 
Barberini have any administrative obligations as prefect of 
Rome. Business was done by professional deputies directed by 
the secretariat of state.49 The cardinal-nephew acted as head 
of this office and enjoyed extensive powers in the fields of 
administration and diplomacy, as careful analysis of the 
documents relating to his appointment demonstrates.so Was 
his position a sinecure too? Should he not be counted among 
the all-powerful favourite 'prime ministers' of the ilk of 
Richelieu and Olivares? They were all described by the same 
heroic metaphor of Hercules assisting Atlas in supporting the 
globe.st In fact, was his position not even stronger than theirs, 
being formally institutionalized, for the lifetime of his uncle at 
least? But this very official character of the cardinal-nephew's 
position turned out to be its weakest point, because it often 
rendered the cardinal-nephews' authority fictitious. Whereas 
a Richelieu or an Olivares could maintain his position only by 
constant proof of ability, a cardinal-nephew remained in office 
even if his activity was limited to the signing of letters. Policy 

49 'Amterlaufbahn', p. 404 n. 112. 
50 M. Laurain-Portemer, 'Absolutisme et nepotisme. La surintendance de l'etat 

ecclesiastique', Bibliotheque de l'icole des chartes, 131 (1973), pp. 487-568. 
51 BAV, Chigiani F. VII. 182 fo. 4; J. H. Elliott, Tire Count-Duke of Olivares. Tire 

Statesman in an Age of Decline (New Haven and London, 1986), p. 47. 
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was made by the pope with the assistance of the secretary of 
state, who in this way finally became the cardinal-nephew's 
successor. Only if a weak pope happened to have an ambitious 
nephew could the latter use his powers independently.52 

Francesco Barbereini tried to, but without much success.53 

The legal fictions of bombastic documents should not be 
taken at face value. Instead diplomatic and social reality must 
be explored in order to discover the true controlling functions 
of cardinal-nephews, which were very different from their 
responsibilities in former times as conserved in the language of 
their appointments. First, a pope could transmit orders in a 
legally binding, but still relatively informal way through the 
cardinal-nephew. This was useful since papal decisions were 
extremely formalized and tended therefore to be considered 
irreversible. These documents were more or less like charters, 
whereas growing modern administration needed more flexible 
instruments, where decisions could be revised without creating 
too many legal problems and starting endless lawsuits. The 
pope's role was stylized to such an extent that he needed a go
between for everyday business. This becomes evident from the 
parallel use of papal briefs in Latin and letters by cardinal
nephews in Italian, when princes and other leading figures 
had to be addressed. It is not the briefs, which are extremely 
ceremonious and almost devoid of content, but the letters that 
carry the message, which therefore must not be misunderstood 
as the personal opinion of the cardinal-nephew.54 

Of course, it was not necessary to be a relative to function as 
a substitute of this kind. Consequently the secretary of state 
later took over this task and still fulfils it today. Sometimes, 
however, it was useful to have a nephew playing the role of 
fictitious deputy of the pope. It would have been extremely 
improper to deprive a cardinal-nephew of a governorship he 

52 In her critique of 'Nepotismus' M. Laurain-Portemer, 'Ministeriat, finances et 
papaute au temps de la rfforme catholique', Bibliotheque de l'ecole des chartes, 134 
(1976), pp. 396-405, still takes the legal documents at their face value and argues that 
cardinal-nephews must have used their powers simply because they held them; cf. my 
rejoinder in Freunde, pp. 61 ff. and n. 140, 141. 

53 Cf. Kraus, Das papstliche Staatssekretariat (see n. 21). 
54 FB I 858 fo. 71 contains a legal statement to that point; in addition compare the 

briefs of Paul V in ASV, Armadio XLV 1-14 and ASV, Epistolae ad Principes 32-4, 
245-7, with the corresponding letters of Cardinal Borghese spread over FB. 
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was holding; therefore the duke of Savoy could not be offended 
when he was refused the legation of Avignon that he had 
claimed for his son, Cardinal Maurice, in 1618. A letter on 
this subject to the papal nuncio in Paris signed by Cardinal 
Borghese offers insights into the working of papal power. In 
fact the cardinal-nephew's holding of the legation of the Stato 
d'Avigone was merely a cover for direct papal control: 'Sua 
Santità effetivamente lo governa, mentre n'ho io la legazione.' 
Cardinal Maurice of Savoy could 'negotiar dentro quello stato 
amicitie e dipendenze per la sua casa', and might have 
stimulated the appetite of other princes to establish a power 
base in the neighbourhood of the papal states. 55 

Consequently, the cardinal-nephew was essential not so 
much as a diplomatic, but as a social substitute for the pope, 
that is, as a patron of the papal clientele. On the one hand the 
pope had to play the role of the impartial padre comune in 
international politics as well as between competing factions of 
the Roman curia. On the other, his rule was still patrimonial in 
character, that is, it was based on the building of an informal 
clientele. The clientele of the pope, however, was also the 
clientele of his family. Therefore, the pope had to use a 
substitute, the cardinal-nephew, in the function of his alter ego 
as patron of the papal clientele and as head of the dynasty. A 
certain Deodato Gentile sent his Christmas compliments for 
1613 to Cardinal Borghese, as clients used to do, expressing 
his hope that the new year would give him even more 
opportunity 'di potersi impiegare e spendere le fatiche et ii 
sangue negl'interessi personali di Vostra Signoria Illustrissima 
et dell'Eccellentissima Casa Borghese, di cui vivo et viverò 
eternamente consecrata creatura'. But this man was not a 
private servant of the Borghese; he was the pope's nuncio at 
Naples.56 However, as such he was responsible for Cardinal 
Borghese's benefices in that kingdom.57 Personal, quasi
feudal fidelity of a servant was what counted, not any abstract 
and neutral fidelity of service. The cardinal-nephew being the 
master of these servants, the pope was able to maintain his 

55 FB I 959 fo. 142; FB II 488 fos. 304 ff. 
56 ASV, Segretaria di Stato, Napoli 20 B fo. 229v. 
57 Reinhardt, Kardinal Scipione Borghese, pp. 521-5; Papsifinanz, p. 96. 
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public detachment. Nevertheless, behind the scenes, it was the 
pope who took the final decisions. This is shown by Paul V's 
involvement in arranging the marriage of Marcantonio 
Borghese, 58 as well as by the notes of the same pope on 
recruitment for office,59 although most sources treat the 
building of a Borghese faction at the curia as the cardinal
nephew's achievement.60 The aim was to replace the followers 
of the ex-cardinal-nephew, Pietro Aldobrandini, by clients of 
the new dynasty. In 1610 Borghese's cardinals already held 
the majority of seats in the consulta and the congregazione di bono 
regimine, but Aldobrandini, as irremovable cardinal chamber
lain of the Church, still dominated the latter, in particular 
because that congregation's secretary was one of his men. 
This state of affairs might sometimes result in a true inversion 
of orders received by these administrative departments.61 

This kind of administrative system worked efficiently not 
through bureaucratic organization, but through personal co
ordination by the head of each institution. For good reason 
councils and boards met in the residence of their president. 
Under these circumstances administrators dared not make 
full use of the powers they held, because their hands were tied 
by their personal dependence on their principal. Thus the 
particular relationship between pope and cardinal-nephew 
was repeated at lower levels. The Vice-Legate Filonardi at 
Avignon in theory had the authority to refill a particular 
benefice which became vacant in 1611. But his choice was 
restricted by the recommendations of his legate and patron 
Cardinal Borghese. As these recommendations were 
ambiguous, Filonardi enquired again in Rome, but finally 
made use of his powers to establish a provisional solution. 
However, when Borghese decided otherwise, Filonardi 
cancelled his former decision in a rather dubious way.62 As 
independent action might turn out to be a mistake with 
terrible consequences for the official's further promotion, they 

58 ASV, Archivio Borghese 26/85. 
59 Cf. FB II 31/32 and 67. 
60 Such as a summary of his patronage in Rome, Biblioteca Casanatense, 631 fo. 

258v ff. 
61 Autograph letter by Cardinal Caetani to Borghese of24June 1610 in FB II 433 

fos. 85 ff. 62 BAV, Vaticani latini 8478 fos. 104, 111, 115, 140v. 
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seldom took the risk. In letters written when serving as vice
legate at Bologna from 1588 to 1591 Camillo Borghese, later 
Pope Paul V, offers some insight into the workings of the mind 
of such an administrator.63 The system, however, worked only 
if the members of an administration were at the same time the 
clientele of the head of this administration. If some expert was 
indispensable and therefore continuously employed under 
changing principals, this socially neutral relationship was 
simply reinterpreted as one of client and patron. This was 
comparatively easy, because in Rome multiple social depend
ency was quite common. Of course, the head of an adminis
trative body exercised patronage not only to fill positions in 
his office, but also to assist his officials with their careers. 
When Camillo Borghese was promoted to the position of head 
of the Roman inquisition, the inquisitors of all Italy became 
his personal clientele. Deodato Gentile, later nuncio at 
Naples, belonged to that group; in 1600 Camillo Borghese 
tried in vain to procure him the archbishopric of his native 
city of Genoa. 64 Such a 'particolar dipendenza' made the 
exercise of patronage a duty of the principal towards his 
officals, even if they could not prove more than 'sufficiente 
mediocrita'. 65 

But how did this system of power look from below, from the 
perspective of an ambitious curalist-to-be, instead from that of 
the lord and his principal collaborators? In other words, what 
was the best way to rise at the Roman curia? Domenico 
Cecchini {1588-1656), cardinal and at the peak of his career 
datary of Innocent X, supplies us with information on his 
social strategy in his autobiography.66 Born into an upper
class Roman family, he started by studying law at Perugia. 
There he and his brother took the opportunity to attach 
themselves to their cousin, Silvestro Aldobrandini, the 
youngest nephew of the ruling pope. Unfortunately, Clement 
VIII died soon after. But the Cecchini had also established 

63 'Amterlaufbahn', pp. 352-8. 
64 Ibid. 378; FB III 101 A-F fo. 51. 
65 FB III 42 AC fo. 123. 
66 MS used BA V, Barberiniani latini 4864; extensive quotations from that MS in 

Freunde, pp. 64-7 n. 145-54; for Cecchini's biography cf. Di;:.ionario biografico degli 
italiani, xiii (Rome, 1973), pp. 217-3. 
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connections with Scipione Caffarelli, the new pope's nephew, 
who had studied law at Perugia too. After a fine start
Domenico's brother became honorary chamberlain-they 
suffered from the Borghese's growing antipathy to the 
Aldobrandini and their relatives. Now Cecchini tried his luck 
'per via della virtu'. To become a lawyer at the curia he wanted 
to work as an assistant in the office of one of the judges of the 
Roman Rota. He addressed himself to the judge, Monsignor 
Cavalieri, because one of his aunts had married Cavalieri's 
uncle. But Cavalieri did not accept him, because he was afraid 
of the Borghese. However, the judge Giovanni Batista Pamfili 
decided to employ him: his great-aunt and Cecchini's 
grandmother had been cousins. It was Pamfili, later to 
become Pope Innocent X, who made Domenico a cardinal 
and his datary. But to begin with Pamfili suffered from a 
chronic illness and Cecchini had to transfer to the office of 
judge Ludovisi-this was the first step in which no pre
existing relationship is mentioned. Nevertheless, Cecchini 
won the Ludovisi family's confidence to such an extent that, 
when the judge was elected Pope Gregory XV, Domenico 
became a collaborator of the new cardinal-nephew Ludovisi. 
But when the pontificate ended after only two years Cecchini 
and his family trusted to their good connections with the new 
Pope Urban VIII. In addition, Cecchini, as an influential 
servant of the Ludovisi, had been able to render some service 
to Lorenzo Magalotti, an important relative of the new lord. 
But this did not undermine his relationship to Cardinal 
Ludovisi, whom he still called mio padrone. After Ludovisi's 
death in 1632 Cecchini formally joined the clientele of 
Francesco Barberini. However, when the Barberini came into 
conflict with the Aldobrandini his career was suddenly 
blocked by his ancient connection with that family. Neverthe
less, when Innocent finally picked him from the waiting list 
and promoted him, this was not just to help an old client, but 
also to fulfil one of the recommendations of the Barberini, who 
had secured lnnocent's election. Having recommendations 
acted upon was very often the final success of a declining 
family regime, before the usual conflict between the old lords 
and the new began. 

Quite obviously, in his social strategy Cecchini relied 
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mainly on blood-relations, even very remote ones. Blood
relationship--real or 'ascribed'-was still the most important 
basis of social relations in Roman society. Compatriotism 
ranked second, of course not for Cecchini as a Roman citizen, 
but in other cases. We know of a decision made by the 
congregazione dei vescovi e regolari in I 6 I 7, when compatriotism 
proved stronger than faction: most cardinals voted according 
to their faction as usual, but the compatriots of the two 
candidates in question decided for their countrymen.67 

Probably the great importance attached to regional solidarity 
is specific to Rome and has to do with the continuous 
recruiting of new immigrants by that society. New families 
from Italy and other parts of catholic Europe were attracted 
there because of their kinship or compatriotism with the 
governing pope. Under Pius II the curia was filled with 
Sienese, under Calixtus III and Alexander VI with Spaniards, 
under Gregory XIII with Bolognese, and so on. Since the 
fifteenth century the number of non-Italians had declined; in 
1455 non-Italians for the last time held the constitutional 
majority of 66. 7 per cent in the college of cardinals; by I 559 
even their chance to block the election of a pope by a minority 
of 33.3 per cent was lost for ever.68 From now on the question 
was which Italian region was to dominate Rome. Southern 
Italy had lost its power since the late Middle Ages, despite its 
continued importance as a source of income for the curia. At 
times in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries Rome must 
have resembled a colony of Tuscany. The Borghese family, 
among others, arrived in Rome from Siena in the middle of 
the sixteenth century and attracted further compatriots when 
they were in power in the seventeenth century. 9 

Remarkable in this context is the overrepresentation of 
Genoese, in particular, bankers' families. When a pope 
expanded the papal credit system and at the same time 
promoted an extraordinary number of Genoese to the rank of 
cardinal, 70 the connection between the aristocracy of the 

67 ASV, Fondo Borghese-Salviati 68, 1. 

68 W. Reinhard, 'Herkunft und Karriere der Papste 1417-1963. Beitrage zu einer 
historischen Soziologie der riimischen Kurie', Mededelingen van het Nederlands Instituut te 
Rome, 38 (1976), pp. 87-rn8. 69 'Amterlaufbahn', pp. 328-39. 

7° Cf. Hierarchia catholica, iii, ed. C. Eubel and L. Schmitz-Kallenberg (Munster, 
1923), pp. 50-5; iv, ed. P. Gauchat (Munster, 1935), pp. 4-35. 
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Church and the aristocracy of money became self-evident. 
There was indeed a mechanism by which the position of 
cardinal, which was the necessary, if not the sufficient 
precondition for election to pope, was easily accessible to big 
money through the sale of offices. Certainly, spiritual positions 
were not for sale. However, there were some high adminis
trative offices at the Roman curia which gave their purchasers, 
provided they were qualified, an almost certain expectation of 
being promoted cardinal after the lapse of six years, because 
the papal treasury made an enormous profit from this 
operation. On promotion to the rank of cardinal the holder 
lost his office without compensation and it could be sold 
again. Of course, this method was not a preserve of the 
Genoese, but open to any qualified person who had the 
necessary capital and courage. Among others the Borghese 
family used it to achieve a big leap forward, but in 
combination with careful social networking. 

The two eldest sons of the first Roman Borghese were both 
students oflaw, the best starting position at the curia. Camillo 
went in for a prelate's career, where success was not to be had 
without patronage, whereas Orazio became a lawyer at the 
curia like his father. But in 1588 he achieved spectacular 
success. He offered 60,000 scudi for the vacant position of 
auditor of the apostolic chamber and, against all expectations, 
was accepted because of protection by the pope's sister and 
the cardinal-nephew Montalto. In addition, he obtained the 
very special privilege that in case of his death within the next six 
years(!) the office was not to devolve upon the pope, but could 
be bequeathed to the family. As the family had financed the 
purchase with the utmost strain on their fortune and their 
credit, Orazio's premature death in 1590 would indeed have 
meant the collapse of the house of Borghese. But the situation 
was still dangerous enough, because a short time previously 
Pope Sixtus V himself had died and nobody could know 
whether the new holder of plenitude of power would be willing 
to respect all the decisions of his predecessor. Therefore, 
Camillo, the only qualified heir, worked on all the important 
people in the curia, in particular the Peretti-Montalto faction 
of the late pope. In addition, he strove for the good will of the 
grand duke of Tuscany, the natural lord of his family. Two 
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years before, his brother Orazio had not been supported by 
Florence. But in the meantime the grand duke had learned to 
esteem the collaboration of the Borghese, especially Camillo, 
who in his previous capacity as vice-legate of Bologna had 
been his neighbour. The new pope was Cardinal Sfondrati 
(Gregory XIV), an old friend of the family's and Camillo's 
godfather. Confronted with urgent recommendations from 
Florence in favour of Camillo, he immediately confirmed him 
as Auditor Camerae. 71 Now Camillo was on one of the four tracks 
which led to the position of cardinal. According to a well
informed contemporary they were: 'Parentela, Merito, Ricche 
vacanze d'officii, Nominazione ... de' Principi'. 72 It is worth 
mentioning that he was promoted when his six years in office 
were over, and not for his quite impressive merits! 

The whole story looks as if it were made to teach 
'networking': how to make strategic use of acquired social 
relationships such as friendship, in the case of Cardinal 
Sfondrato strengthened by ritual kinship, and in particular 
the patronage of the established papal family as well as of the 
native prince. Only acquired group solidarity such as 
membership of a religious order or school and university 
friendship are missing from the list. Members of the lower 
classes could acquire connections in this way, to compensate 
for their lack of chances based on inherited, ascribed links 
with the powerful. The few people who rose from the lower 
rungs of society to St Peter's throne all made their way as 
members of religious orders. 73 There was a gradual transition 
between the basic acquired relations of friendship on the one 
hand, and patron-client relationship on the other. They were 
not neatly separated, because they were both relatively stable 
arrangements for mutual advantage. But a patron-client 
relationship was not as balanced as a friendship; reciprocity 
did not exist and, indeed, was impossible. Thus in 1606 a 
certain Francesco Colucci expressed his thanks for favours 
received 'non già con la speranza de saldare mai del pari'. 74 

Meanwhile, acquired relations could be transformed into 
ascribed ones, providing a valuable initial social position to be 

71 'Amterlaufbahn', pp. 328--39, 35g--64. 
72 Andrea Morelli 162, in FB I 400 fo. 20v. 
73 Cf. Reinhard, 'Herkunft' (see n. 68). 74 FB III 49 d fo. 396. 
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inherited by the next generation from their fathers, who had 
acquired them. When Paul V gave the Oratorian priest 
Traiano Bozzuto a bishopric, public opinion considered this 
repaying an old debt, because the late Cardinal Bozzuto had 
enabled Paul V's father to gain access to Pope Paul IV. 75 

This kind of long-term perspective was essential for those 
patron-client relations which reached beyond this world into 
the other and back again, that is, the worship and protection 
of saints. Princes liked to promote the canonization of former 
subjects-a particular kind of patronage. It was not only 
Spanish kings who wrote letters of recommendation to this 
purpose; 76 the French queen, Marie de' Medici, also tried to 
promote the case of her compatriot Filippo Neri. 77 On a 
different level, Paul V considered the saints he had canonized, 
Francesca Romana and Carlo Borromeo, as almost a kind of 
family property, building them altars in the Cappella Paolina 
and taking their relics there. The case of Francesca Romana 
was, moreover, meant as an act of solidarity by which a family 
of rather recent Roman citizenship wanted to demonstrate 
how Roman they felt at heart.78 Romans were well aware that 
social strategy could include both worlds. When a votive 
tablet for curing an illness was discovered at the tomb of Pope 
Clement VIII a short time after his death, a satirist held 
·Cardinal Aldobrandini responsible, because the deceased had 
really been his protective saint, his santo. 79 Even in the 
twentieth century the very earthly patron of a clientele was 
called a santo in Malta and elsewhere, leading an anthro
pologist to entitle a study on the dissolution of traditional 
clientage: 'When the Saints Go Marching Out'.80 

Just as the pious catholic may have his favourite saint, but 
nevertheless trust in the help of others too, Roman social 
strategists had their particular padrone, but also knew how to 
cultivate additional relations. The cases of Borghese and 

75 Urb. lat. 1075 II fo. 6o4. 
76 e.g. BAV, Fonda Boncompagni-Ludovisi E 8 fo. 154. 
77 BAV, Barberiniani latini 7938 fas. 46, 71, 72. 
78 Cf. Papstfinan;:,, p. 154. 
79 U rb. lat. 1073 fo. 698. 
80 J. Boissevain, 'When the Saints Go Marching Out: Reflections on the Decline of 

Patronage in Malta', in E. Gellner and J. Waterbury (edd.), Patrons and Clients in 
Meditmanean Societies (London, 1977), pp. 81--96. 
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Cecchini have made this evident. And promotion to cardinal 
was considered such an important favour that, at least in 
theory, all other dependencies were cancelled by it.81 Being a 
cardinal brought prestige, profit, and power. Therefore, these 
princes of the Church were everybody's 'saints' in Rome. 
Whatever one desired, it was always essential to know a 
cardinal or somebody who knew a cardinal. It is not an 
oversimplification to subsume the whole of Roman society 
under the clienteles of the cardinals, and these in turn under 
those of the cardinal-nephews. In conclave as in everyday 
policy, the ruling family tended to form a coalition with their 
predecessors once removed, whereas the immediate pre
decessors usually joined those twice removed in opposition, 
waiting for the successors of the present lords of Rome. Thus 
in the times of Urban VIII, his Barberini co-operated with the 
Borghese, whereas the Ludovisi were connected with the 
Aldobrandini (as can be seen in Fig. 1). 

Quite naturally, this network of social relations reached its 
highest degree of density in Rome where decisions were taken 
and profits were to be made. However, it was not limited to 
that city and its court, but extended all over catholic Europe, 
getting looser towards the fringes where it overlapped with 
other social networks. This extension was a necessity, because 
the Roman network was never self-sufficient, but in need of a 
continuous supply of new people and fresh resources from 
outside, from the papal state in particular. As usual, state 
power was most efficient in the capital, 82 as demonstrated by 
the fact that the city of Rome carried the heaviest fiscal load of 
the state.83 This made informal relations all the more 
important as an instrument of control of the remaining papal 
states. Any attempts by rivals of papal power, or by ex-papal 
dynasties, to establish a power base at the periphery were 
therefore considered dangerous and carefully observed. Had it 
been a wise decision of the Borghese to remove the leader of 

81 Cf. W. Reinhard, 'Sozialgeschichte der Kuric in Wappenbrauch und Siegclbild. 
Ein Versuch iiber Devotionswappen friihneuzeitlicher Kardinale', in E. Gatz (ed.), 
Romische Kurie. Kirchliche Finanzen. Vatikanisches Archiv. Studien zu Ehren von Hermann 
Hoberg (Rome, 1979), pp. 741-72. 

82 Cf. J. Delumeau, 'Le progres de la centralisation clans l'etat pontifical au XVIe 

siecle', Revue historique, 226 ( 1961), pp. 39g-4 IO. 
83 Stumpo, ll Capitalefinanziario (seen. 27), pp. 124-49. 
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Counter-coalition 

E=Ego=Pope Urban VIII 
Barberini 

AE=Alter Ego=Cardinal 
Francesco 
Barberini 

p - v=Barberini's cardinals 
with their clienteles 

L=Cardinal Ludovisi 
k - o=Ludovisi's cardinals 

with their clienteles 

B=Cardinal Borghese 
e - i=Borghese's cardinals 

with their clienteles 

A=Cardinal Aldobrandini 
a, b, d=Aldobrandini's cardinals 

with their clienteles 
c1 - c4=Domenico Cecchini 

FIG. 1. Roman patronage, factions, and coalitions at the time of Urban 
VIII Barberini (1623-1644) 
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the rival faction, Cardinal Aldobrandini, from the capital by 
sending him to the archbishopric of Ravenna? Or might he 
become even more dangerous there, so near to hostile Venice? 
In any case, a reliable governor had to be sent there to keep an 
eye on a potentially dangerous figure. 

Another problem was Bologna, the second largest city in 
the papal states. It enjoyed a remarkable degree of autonomy. 
In addition, Bolognese popes such as Gregory XIII had 
provided the local oligarchy with many useful connections to 
Rome, where they had been useful support. On the other 
hand, Pope Paul V had been vice-legate in Bologna, knew the 
place well, and had certainly established his own network of 
social relations there.84 The cardinal-nephew Scipione 
Borghese had studied law and made local acquaintances in 
Perugia.85 Therefore, both cities are heavily overrepresented 
in the Borghese's correspondence. Obviously, a Borghese 
clientele was in existence there, ready to make use of their 
special relations with the central power, but also willing to 
exercise local influence in the service of their patrons. 

Ferrara had become a part of the papal states as late as 
1598 under Clement VIII, who had made great efforts to win 
the loyalty of leading families by generously granting favours 
and distinctions, in particular, a number of promotions to the 
cardinalate. As loyalty to a pope always meant loyalty to his 
family, the situation was difficult for the Borghese, especially 
during the Borghese pope Paul V's conflict with adjoining 
Venice. But Paul V, as a cardinal, had been in the entourage 
of Clement VIII when that pope had visited Ferrara, and had 
been lodged at the house of Count Galeazzo Tassoni.86 This 
not entirely voluntary hospitality created a patron-client 
relationship, which gradually replaced the Tassoni's depend
ence on the Aldobrandini.87 In addition, Scipione Borghese's 
cousin, Cardinal Leni, was appointed bishop ofFerrara,88 and 
in his turn established additional connections with the 

84 'Amterlaufbahn', pp. 352-8. 
85 Ibid. 375. 86 FB II 443. 
87 Cf. ASV lnstrumenta Burghesiana 147; FB III 7 B fos. 322, 338; FB I 648 fos. 

85 ff.; FB IV 264 Cardinal Pio to Cardinal Aldobrandini 14 Aug. 1613; Urb. lat. 1076 
fo. 125; Urb. lat. 1077 fo. 253v. 

88 Hierarchia catholica, iv (see n. 7 and 70), p. 186. 
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important family of Bentivoglio for the Borghese.89 Others, 
such as Cardinal Pio, had to be obliged by concessions. 90 But 
nevertheless the legation of Ferrara remained one of the most 
difficult missions Paul V had to offer. 

Relations with local oligarchies of the papal state belonged 
to the category of clientage, of course. Relations with Italian 
princes and republics were, by contrast, a matter of 'friend
ship' among equals, in spite of all the formal distinctions 
between the pope and secular rulers. Princes and republics all 
had their 'knots' in the Roman network: 'national' cardinals, 
ambassadors, or at least agents. Among other things, these 
people had to bargain for appointments to the major benefices 
of their respective territories, which were in theory granted at 
the discretion of the pope. In practice, however, they had to be 
filled by agreement with the local rulers.91 In addition, a 
prince's influence could be helpful for a career in the curia, as 
noted in the case of the Borghese family. Once in power, they 
reciprocated with careful consideration of the grand duke's 
wishes and established such an amicable atmosphere that in 
the delicate business of Marcantonio's marriage the pope 
could rely on the good services of the Florentine court.9 

Our analysis can be tested by examining a 'hostile' Italian 
country, such as Venice, during the pontificate of Paul V, who 
was on the brink of war with the republic in 1606. Certainly, 
Rome had clients in Venice, and vice versa, but both clienteles 
were feeble and rather isolated in their respective networks. 
Perhaps they were more like 'fifth columns' than factions. 
This special structure of social relations corresponded exactly 
to the rather cool political atmosphere.93 

But none of the independent Italian territories was as 

89 FB II 417 fos. 290, 321; Urb. lat. 1088 fo. 581v. 
9° Cf. L. Cardella, Memorie storiche de' cardinali della S. Romana Chiesa, vi (Rome, 

1793), pp. 115-18. FBI 932,944,954, II 401,416,419,420,422,434. These vols. are 
registers of Borghese's correspondence and contain many letters to Pio, whereas the 
letters of this cardinal are to be found in innumerable bundles of FB and in BAV, 
Fondo Boncompagni-Ludovisi E 12-15. 

91 G. B. Riganti, Commentaria in regulas, constitutiones, et ordinationes cancel/aria 
apostolicae (4 vols.; Rome, 1744), i. 79 ff. 203-28. 

92 'A.mterlaufbahn', pp. 414-17. 
93 Basic information in L. von Pastor, Geschichte der Piipste, xii (Freiburg, 1927), 

pp. 82-154. 
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important to Rome as the regions ofltaly under Spanish rule, 
Milan and Naples in particular, because a large part of the_ 
income from benefices, on which the Roman curia lived, came 
from there. To start with, the abbeys and pensions of the 
cardinal-nephews should be mentioned. 94 In addition, 
remarkable sums in pensions and ecclesiastical spoils flowed 
from the Iberian peninsula to Rome.95 Even if Spain had not 
been the leading country of 'counter-Reformation' and the 
strongest power in Italy, Rome would still have needed to 
maintain good relations with the Spanish Habsburgs for 
obvious financial reasons. But all the carefully stylized, 
profound reverence for the Vicar of Christ should not conceal 
the fact that the pope was not the patron, but a client of the 
Spanish monarchy, if not of the leaders of aristocratic factions 
at the Spanish court. The Borghese, however, could operate 
from a solid basis, because the late Paul V, when serving as a 
special emissary to Spain in 1593-4, had established numerous 
useful connections not only with the entourage of Philip II, 
but also with the men around the heir to the throne, among 
others the duke of Lerma, who was to become the all-powerful 
minister of King Philip III. Back in Rome, Camillo Borghese 
acted as informal protector of many a Spanish nobleman who 
addressed requests to the curia. This behaviour corresponded 
to the rules of the game and it therefore paid: Borghese 
received Spanish pensions, which were very helpful for a 'poor 
cardinal'. And during his pontificate, his connections with 
Spain's ruling families proved useful not only for purposes of 
Church policy,96 but also for the interests of the house of 
Borghese. 97 

As France and Germany were much less important for 
Rome, the network of informal relations with these countries 
was not as dense as with Spain. Paul V's personal connection 
with Spain partly explains the special relationship between 
this country and the papacy. But to a certain extent at least, 
the centre of gravity might shift if a papal family had French 

94 Reinhard, 'Papstfinanz' (as in n. 33). 
95 A. Dominguez Ortiz, La Sociedad espaifola en el siglo XVII, ii. El Estamento eclesiastico 

(Madrid, 1970), p. 169. 
96 e.g. in ·1618 to provide Rome with corn from Spanish Sicily (FB II 432 fo. 109). 
97 'Amterlaufbahn', pp. 424-6. 
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inclinations, as did the Barberini, whose pope, Urban VIII, 
had been nuncio in Paris.98 In connection with them, we meet 
the remarkable figure of Giulio Mazzarino, an Italian of 
modest origins, who with the help of a Sacchetti in 1629 found 
his way from the service of the house of Colonna into that of 
the cardinal-nephew, Francesco Barberini. In 1632 he moved 
on to the younger Antonio Barberini, with whom he established 
a closer relationship. After a first encounter with Richelieu in 
1630, Mazzarino decided in 1640 to try his luck in the service 
of the French crown. From then on, the unequal relationship 
between his patron, Antonio Barberini, and himself became 
an equal one, a 'friendship'. Mazarin, as his name now came 
to be pronounced, could count on Antonio's help to achieve 
the cardinalate, and to establish his influence at Rome; in 
return he procured French benefices for his friend. When the 
Barberini cardinals finally fled from Pope Innocent X, they 
went to France. The old relationship was inverted: their 
ancient client Mazzarino had changed into their patron 
Mazarin.99 Once again it is obvious how closely papal power 
was interwoven with aristocratic family policy, and the social 
strategy of status seekers. The result was a social structure 
specific to the Roman system of rule, which cast its net all over 
Europe. 

98 Cf. Pastor, Geschichte der Piipste, pp. 315-21. 
99 G. Dethan, Mazarin, un homme depaix a l'age baroque 1602-1661 (Paris, 1981); cf. 

idem, Ma;:,arin et ses amis. Etude sur Lajeunesse du cardinal (Paris, 1968), and M. Laurain
Portemer, Etudes ma;:,arines, i (Paris, 1981). 



The Revival of Monopolies 
Court and Patronage during the Personal 

Rule of Charles I, 1629-40 

RONALD G. ASCH 

IN recent studies of Charles I's court it has been pointed out 
that after the death in 1628 of the duke of Buckingham, who 
had been a favourite of both James I and Charles I, functional 
office and the business of government became clearly separated 
from the king's personal favour.' In contrast to the situation 
during the later years ofJames's reign and the first three years 
of Charles's own reign, the king's personal entourage, in 
particular the bedchamber, was no longer able to control or 
even substantially to influence politics and government.2 This 
assessment of the role of the court during the 1630s should be 
modified to some extent for the years after the outbreak of the 
revolt against the king's religious policy in Scotland in 1637. 
During the following years the king's personal entourage-as 
opposed to the great ministers of state and the privy council
seems to have played an increasingly important role. After all, 
it was one of Charles's personal friends and favourites, the 
marquis of Hamilton, who was entrusted with the task of 
solving the Scottish crisis, and the role of the queen and her 
court was far from negligible during the critical years 1638-
42.3 However, there can be no doubt that outside the sphere of 

I would like to thank Sir Geoffrey Elton, Conrad Russell, Earl Russell, and Kevin 
Sharpe, and also Peter Donald and James Robertson for their comments on earlier 
versions of this chapter. 

1 K. Sharpe, 'The Image ofVirtue: The Court and Household of Charles I, 1625-
1642', in D. Starkey (ed.), The English Court from the Wars of the Roses to the Civil War 
(London, 1987), 226--60, p. 254. 2 Ibid. 252. 

3 See C. Hibbard, 'The Role of a Queen Consort: The Household and Court of 
Henrietta Maria, 1625-1642', eh. 15 in this vol. and idem, Charles I and the Popish Plot 
(Chapel Hill, NC, 1983), pp. 83---g, 135-47, 177 ff.; also P.H. Donald, 'The King 
and the Scottish Troubles' (Ph.D. thesis; Cambridge, 1988), passim. 



RONALD G. ASCH 

'high politics' the importance of the king's personal entourage 
was considerable even before the gradual breakdown of the 
Personal Rule. Charles's gentlemen and grooms of the 
bedchamber may not have been able to influence policy on 
questions such as shipmoney, or whether to go to war with 
Spain, but they were certainly influential enough in all 
matters of patronage, in everything that concerned the 
granting of favours, offices, and privileges. 

The success or failure of royal distribution of patronage was 
probably as important for the stability of Charles's government 
as were the great political and constitutional issues. It was not 
least the way in which royal bounty was dispensed that 
determined the attitude of the nobility and the political classes 
in general towards the king and his government. 

One of the reasons why Charles's father had got into 
trouble with parliament in the early r62os had been the 
indiscriminate way in which he had granted patents, privileges, 
and offices to his courtiers and, it sometimes seemed, to 
anybody who happened to gain acceess to him. 4 James's 
careless generosity was all the more controversial as some of 
the grants to his courtiers and their clients offended vested 
interests of considerable weight. This holds good in particular 
for the monopolies granted by the king-after all, grants of 
this nature led to the revival of parliamentary impeachment 
and they were also partly responsible for the downfall of 
Chancellor Bacon in r 62 r. 5 

Monopolies may have made up only a small part of the 
grants distributed by James and Charles, but they are 
particularly suited to demonstrating the problems of early 
Stuart patronage policy. On the one hand they were mostly 
controversial and therefore often at the centre of political 

4 On patronage under James I see L. L. Peck, 'For a King not to be Bountiful 
were a Fault. Perspectives on Court Patronage in Early Stuart England', Journal of 
British Studies, 25 (1986), pp. 31--61; L. Stone, The Crisis of the Aristocracy (Oxford, 
1965), 385-504, esp. pp. 432-5, 47o-6; J. H. Barcroft, 'Buckingham and the 
Central Administration 1616-1628', (Ph.D. thesis; Minnesota, 1963) is a study of 
Buckingham's influence on crown patronage. 

5 R. Zaller, The Parliament of 1621 (Berkeley, 1971), pp. 22, 56 f, 122-30; C. G. C. 
Tite, Impeachment and Parliamentary Judicature in Early Stuart England (London, 1974), 
pp. 86 f., I08-11; and C. Russell, Parliaments and English Politics 1621-1629 (Oxford, 
1979), pp. 99 ff. 
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debate. For this very reason we know more about grants of 
this nature than about other patents. But the monopolies also 
demonstrate important new developments in early seventeenth
century patronage. The sale of offices by the crown, not by the 
office-holders themselves, was an exception in England, but 
undoubtedly the grant of monopolies was in many ways 
comparable to the trade in offices that was so widely practised 
in early modern France and other continental European 
countdes.6 The way in which monopolies were granted is also 
an example-another would be the sale of peerages 7 -of how 
the personal relationship between patron and client was 
transformed into a purely financial one. What was expected 
from the peer who had bought a title or the patentee who had 
received a monopoly was not loyalty and service, but cash 
payments, either directly to the king or to the courtier who 
had acted as patronage broker in the matter.8 

I 

Admittedly Charles tried to curb the wildest excesses in the 
distribution of royal privileges and favours. His dispensation 
of patronage in the 1630s was certainly far more restrained 
than his father's had been. No peerages were sold and, as far 
as the grant of crown lands was concerned, there were not 
many such lands left to give away. In the controversial area of 
monopolies, however, Charles gradually returned to his 
father's policy in many respects. When one of the members of 
the Long Parliament complained in November 1640 that the 
monopolists were like 'the frogs which fell upon Egypt', that 
they were everywhere: 'they sipp at our cupps, they dipp in 
our dishes, they sitt by our fires ... they have marked and 

6 On the sale of offices see G. E. Aylmer, The King's Servants. The Civil Service of 
Charles I 1625-1642 (2nd edn., London, 1974), pp. 216-40; W." Reinhard, 'Staats
macht als Kreditproblem. Vierteijahresschrift far Sozial- und Wirtschaftsgeschichte, 61 
(1974), pp. 28g-319; and K. Malettke (ed.), Amterkiiujlichkeit: Aspekte sozialer 
Mobilitiit im _europiiischen Vergleich \ ( 17. und 18. Jahrhundert) (Berlin, 1980), 'although the 
chapter on England is inadequate. 

7 C. R. Mayes, 'The Sale of Peerages in Early Stuart England', Journal of Modem 
History, 29 (1957), pp. 21-37. 

8 The influence of cash payments on the client-patron relationship is analysed by 
Peck, 'Perspectives' (above, n. 4). 
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sealed us from head to foot', he was certainly expressing a 
sentiment that was fairly widespread at the end of the 163os,9 

and that echoed complaints of the 1620s. 
These earlier complaints had resulted in the condemnation 

of most patents by parliament in 1621. In addition, a statute 
had been passed in 1624 declaring monopolies to be illegal. 10 

Looking at the situation in the 1630s and the late 1630s in 
particular, it is tempting to conclude that the act of 
monopolies had been largely ineffective. This conclusion, 
however, is not entirely borne out by the facts. 

The statute of monopolies passed in 1624 as a result of the 
protest against projects of this kind in the previous ( 162 1) 
parliament had enacted that 

all monopolies and all commissions, grants, licences, charters and 
letters patent heretofore made or granted or hereafter to be made or 
granted, to any persons, bodies politic or corporate whatsoever, of or 
for the sole buying, selling, making, working or using of anything 
within this realm ... are altogether contrary to the laws of the 
realm. 11 

The act had also declared illegal any grants which gave the 
patentee the power to dispense with the regulations embodied 
in penal laws and other statutes or to compound with the 
offenders for such dispensations or licences. 12 Such patents for 
dispensation with penal laws could obviously be closely 
related to monopolies in the economic sense. Nevertheless, I 
shall consider here only monopolies in the strict sense of the 
word-that is, all grants which gave to an individual or to a 
corporation the sole right to produce or sell a commodity. 13 It 

9 Speech by Sir John Colcpcppcr, 14 Nov. 1640, P[ublic R[ecord] O[office], 
London SP 16 {State Papers Domestic, Charles I), 471/63; printed J. Rushworth, 
Historical Collections of Private Passages of State (7 vols.; London, 165g--1701), III. i. 33. 
For Colcpcppcr sec M. F. Keeler, The Long Parliament 164<>-41: A Biographical Study of 
its Members (Philadelphia, 1954), p. 138. 

10 W. H. Price, The English Patents of Monopolies {Boston and New York, 1906), 
pp. 31-8; cf. Russell, Parliaments, pp. 100-16, 191. 

11 Price, Patents, pp. 135 f.; cf. J. P. Kenyon, The Stuart Constitution. Documents and 
Commentary (2nd cdn., Cambridge, 1986), p. 62. 

12 Price, Patents, 135-41, esp. pp. 135 f. 
i:i I shall restrict myself mainly to grants in England, excluding on the whole 

Scotland and Ireland. Russell, Parliaments, pp. 100-1, regards the monopolies 
granted before 1621 more as a method of law enforcement than as economic 
privileges. The very title of the 1624 act did, however, distinguish between 
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will also be necessary to include patents for the regulation of 
trade or production-that is, grants which gave the patentee 
exclusive authority to license or restrain the production or sale 
of goods. 

In spite of the fact that many monopolies had been 
condemned by the 1621 parliament and despite the 1624 act, 
the legal situation after 1624 did not totally rule out a revival 
of earlier grants. Monopolies granting the sole right to use a 
genuine invention were still possible, provided that such 
privileges were granted for no longer than fourteen years. 14 

Even more important, the statute of 1624 had also exempted 
existing corporations and companies from the anti-monopolistic 
provisions. 5 Another way to circumvent the 1624 statute was 
to grant monopolies in the form of offices or commissions, as 
the act was not totally clear on this point either. 16 

Monopolies granted before 162 1 had mostly been a means 
of rewarding needy courtiers. Among these men, the relations, 
friends, and clients ofKingJames's favourite, George Villiers, 
marquis and later duke of Buckingham, had been especially 
prominent. 17 Such grants had been made in part because the 
crown, always in financial straits and often on the verge of 
bankruptcy, had few other, less controversial, means of 
bestowing favours on its servants in order to ensure their 
loyalty. In this respect the situation after 1624 had hardly 
changed. The war years had, if anything, aggravated the 
crown's financial problems and although the 1630s were a 
period of peace the lack of subsidies ensured that it remained 
difficult to meet even the normal needs of the crown, let alone 
the demands of numerous office-holders and courtiers. 

'monopolies' properly speaking and 'dispensations with penal laws' although it dealt 
with both. 

14 Statute against monopolies, art. VI; see Price, Patents, p. 136. 
15 Ibid. 139 for art. V. 
16 Art. X of the statute had exempted existing offices in so far as they had not 

already been expressly condemned by proclamation; see Russell, Parliaments, p. 191. 
17 Ibid. 98-111; Zaller, Parliament, pp. 22, 52-68; Price, Patents, eh. 2; S. R. 

Gardiner, History of England from the Accession of James I to the Outbreak of the Civil War, 
1603-42 (w vols.; London, 1883-4), iv. 1-54; W. Notestein et al. (edd.), Commons 
Debates in 1621 (7 vols.; New Haven, 1935), vii. 311 ff., give a list of the patents 
questioned in the 1621 parliament. See also R. Cizdyn, 'Monopolies in England 
1603-1630', (M.Phil. thesis; Oxford, 1982), p. 40; J. Thirsk, Economic Policy and 
Projects. The Development of a Consumer Society in Early Modern England (Oxford, 1978), 
pp. 78-w5, and R. Lockyer, Buckingham (London, 1981), pp. 89-93. 
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This was in itself sufficient reason to return to the bad--or 
as it might have seemed to some-good old ways of the years 
before 1621, but even at a purely economic and administrative 
level there were additional motives in the 1630s to revive the 
monopolies of an earlier period. As well as being a means of 
rewarding the servants of the crown, at least some monopolies 
of James's reign had also been designed to implement statutes 
and other economic or administrative regulations that could 
not be enforced through the normal administrative machinery, 
in particular, by the justices of the peace. 18 The 1630s were in 
general characterized by the efforts of the crown to become 
more independent of the traditional structure oflocal adminis
tration-the deliberate attempt to enhance the prestige of the 
Church and to use its institutions for social control and other 
administrative purposes is probably the most important 
example of this policy. 19 At least some of the monopoly grants 
of the 1630s should probably be seen in the same light-as an 
attempt to build up an alternative administrative machinery 
that could supplement, or even in some cases replace the 
power of the unreliable justices of the peace. Three phases can 
be distinguished in the process of reviving monopolies. 

Between 1624 and 1629, when parliaments met frequently, 
strong pressure was still exerted to comply as precisely as 
possible with the provisions of the 1624 act. During the second 
phase, however, from 1629 onwards, some major monopolies 
were established, in particular that for soap. Many other 
projects seem to have been discussed but apparently it was not 
easy to get a grant approved unless the profit that could be 
promised to the crown was very substantial. This second 
phase probably ended in about 1634-5. That is, the granting 
of monopolies on a larger scale coincide_d with the first 
systematic attempts to find a stable and permanent financial 
basis for government without parliament-after all, it-was in 
1635 that the inland counties were required to pay shipmoney 

18 Russell, Parliaments, p. IOI, quoting A. Hassell Smith, Counry and Court: 
Governments and Politics in Norfolk 1558-1602 (Oxford, 1974), pp. 118 ff. 

19 On the 'Laudian Revolution' in the English Church see H. R. Trevor-Roper, 
Archbislwp Laud (London, 1940; rev. edn. 1962); idem, 'Laudianism and Political 
Power', in idem, Catholics, Anglicans and Puritans (London, 1987), pp. 40-119; N. 
Tyacke, Anti-Calvinists. The Rise of English Arminianism 1590-1640 (Oxford, 1987). 
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for the first time.2° Finally, in the last phase, from about 1635 
to 1639-40, dozens of patents were granted. Some of them 
were at least potentially very profitable to the crown; others 
were beneficial only to courtiers whom the king had to keep 
satisfied after the Scottish crisis had begun to weaken his 
position from 1637 onwards.21 

In the first phase, before 1629, there were only two major 
grants which could be considered monopolies. The first was 
the office of sole exchanger of all bullion and foreign coins 
granted to the earl of Holland in December 1626, and the 
second was the agency of granting licences to sell wine which 
was farmed by Sir George Goring in 1627.22 Both Goring and 
Holland were important clients and supporters of the duke of 
Buckingham at court, Holland as one of the king's gentlemen 
of the bedchamber and Goring as the queen's vice
chamberlain.23 Goring's patent remained in force throughout 
the 1630s; Holland's grant, however, was questioned in the 
1628 parliament at the instigation of the London goldsmiths, 
whose position as dealers in foreign coins and bullion was 
threatened by Holland's office. Under pressure from the 
Commons the earl surrendered his patent. 24 

20 On shipmoney see E. S. Cope, Politics without Parliaments, 162rr1640 (London, 
1987), pp. 106 ff.; P. Lake, 'The Collection of Ship Money in Cheshire during the 
Sixteen Thirties: A Case Study of Relations between Central and Local Govern
ment', Northern History, 17 (1981), pp. 44-71. 

21 For the monopolies of the late 1630s see e.g. the royal proclamations nos. 239, 
240, 243, 247, 250, 252, 257, 263, 267, 268 in J. F. Larkin (ed.), Stuart Royal 
Proclamations, ii. Royal Proclamations of King Charles I 1625-1646 (Oxford, 1983). 
Contemporaries frequently remarked on the growing numbers of projects at this 
time. See Garrard to Wentworth, 23 Mar. 1637 (The Earl of Strajford's Letters and 
Despatches, ed. W. Knowler [2 vols.; London, 1739] ii. 55) and earl ofNorthumberland 
to Wentworth, 28 Apr. 1637 (ibid. 71) and idem to idem 23July 1638 (ibid. 186). 

22 Grant to Holland: PRO, C 66 (Chancery, Patent Rolls), 2391, no. 13 (1626, 
Dec. 21), regrant in amended form 27 Oct. 1627, C 66/2440, no. 7 (indenture ibid., 
no. 22); cf. Stuart Royal Proclamations, ii, no. 69 (25 May 1627). For Goring's grant: 
PRO, C 66/2422, no. 8, 20 Dec. 1627. 

23 For Goring see D[ictionary o.fl N[ational} B[iography}, viii. 248 ff.; Lockyer, 
Buckingham, p. 448, and D. H. Willson, The Privy Councillors in the House of Commons 
1604-1629 (Minneapolis, 1940), pp. 191-2; Goring was created a baron in 1628; 
G. E. Cokayne, Complete Peerage (13 vols.; London, 1910-59), ix. 769. For Holland see 
B. Donagan, 'A Courtier's Progress: Greed and Consistency in the Life of the Earl of 
Holland', Historical journal, 19 (i976), pp. 317-53, and the literature quoted there. 

24 R. C. Johnson and M. F. Keeler (edd.), Commons Debates 1628 (4 vols.; New 
Haven, 1977-83), iv. 89, 426, 430 f., 439, 433 f. 
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This incident showed that any monopolies which conflicted 
with established trade and manufacturing interests were likely 
to be attacked should parliament meet again, and this 
probably explains to some extent why new patents were only 
granted reluctantly in the early 1630s when the memory of the 
belligerent parliaments of the later 1620s was still fresh, and it 
seemed quite likely that the king would call another parliament 
in the not too distant future. 

Moreover, the attorney-general of the early 1630s, William 
Noy, who after his death was strongly critized for having 
favoured too many questionable projects of all kinds, seems to 
have been more reluctant to endorse monopolies and similar 
ventures than is commonly assumed.25 The profitable com
mission for supervising the production of all iron in England 
and Wales, for example, which was eventually issued in 1636, 
was strongly opposed by Noy when it was first proposed in 
1633. Noy argued that the fines for wasting timber by 
producing iron could not be granted to private persons (which 
finally happened in 1636) before judgement in a court of 
law.2 For similar reasons, Noy opposed a plan for a 
commission to grant pardons to craftsmen who had not served 
their apprenticeship. 7 Even in the case of the soap monopoly, 
where the problems were different from those which attached 
to commissions for the enforcement of statutes, Noy seems to 
have been far from enthusiastic. When the Westminster soap 
corporation, which found it difficult to enforce its monopoly, 
asked for a proclamation in July 1634 to prohibit the 
production of soap by non-members, even if the soap was 
intended only for the private use of the manufacturer, Noy 
was reported to have said that he would never issue such a 

25 According to Clarendon, Noy 'framed ... the project for soap' (Edward Hyde, 
earl ofClaredon, The History of the Rebellion and Civil Wars in England, ed. W. D. Macray 
[6 vols., Oxford, 1888], i. 92, Bk. 1,§ 157); cf. DNB xiv. 698-700. However, W.J. 
Jones, 'The Great Gamaliel of the Law. Mr. Attorney Noye', Huntington Library 
Quarterly, 40 (1977), 199-226, pp. 212-17, has pointed out that Noy tried to stop 
many of the more scandalous projects and even staged a-disguised-public protest 
against them. 

26 PRO, SP 16/307/23 [1635?]. 
27 PRO, SP 16/234/36 [2) Mar. 1633; cf. ibid., no. 4. The paper includes the king's 

comment on Noy's objections, which show that on several points Charles did not 
share his attorney's opinions. 
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proclamation as long as he lived. 28 The attorney-general had 
the good sense to die within one month of this debate so that 
he was spared the task of drafting this or similar proclama
tions. After Noy's death Lord Keeper Coventry continued to 
resist monopoly grants, occasionally on legal grounds, but 
Noy's successor, John Bankes, apparently had no such 
scruples. 29 

Even during Noy's own term of office the act of monopolies 
had already been undermined by a subtle interpretation of its 
clauses. The soap monopoly, the most famous, or infamous, 
patent of the 1630s, illustrates this well. The origins of the 
soap monopoly lie in the 1620s. In 1623 Roger Jones and 
Andrew Palmer received a privilege for twenty-one years for 
the sole production of a new kind of soap made with vegetable 
oil instead offish oil. In January 1632 the rights of this patent 
were transferred to a joint stock company, the Westminster 
soapmakers. Because corporations had been exempted from 
the 1624 act, the privileges of the new company were not 
limited in time. 30 All this could still be interpreted as entirely 
compatible with the stipulations of the 1624 statute. The new 
soap boilers, however (many of them men with court 
connections, 'gentlemen soap boilers' as they were called, who 
had probably never touched a bar of soap in their entire lives) 
were determined to put a stop to any competition from the old 
boilers who had been brought up in the trade. 31 

28 Rossingham to Scudamore, 4 July 1634, PRO, C 115 (Chancery, Masters' 
Exhibits, Duchess of Norfolk's Deeds, Scudamore Papers), M 36, no. 8426. 

29 DNB xiv. 698-700. Noy died on 9 Aug. 1634. For Coventry see Clarendon, 
History, Bk. I, §§ 96--8. 

30 Price, Patents, pp. 207-13 (patent of 1623); T. Rymer and R. Sanderson (cdd.), 
Foedera, Conventiones Litterae (10 vols.; The Hague, 1740-5; repr. 1967), VIII. iii. 206-
ro (renewal of former patent 1631); C. T. Carr (ed.), Select Charters of Trading 
Companies 1530-1707 (Seldon Society Publications, 1913), pp. 136-42 (charter 1632) 
and PRO, C 66/2596, no. 27 (covenant between company and king 1632). Cf. Price, 
Patents, eh. 11; W. R. Scott, The Constitution and Finance of English, Scottish and Irish joint 
Stock Companies to 1720 (3 vols.; Cambridge, 1912), i.211-14; Gardiner, History, viii. 
71--6; R. Ashton, The Gig and the Court 1603-1643 (Cambridge, 1979), pp. 142-3; M. 
van Cleave Alexander, Charles I's Lord Treasurer, Sir Richard Weston, Earl of Portland 
(1577-1635) (London, 1975), pp. 203-5. 

31 See A Short and True Relation Concerning the Soap Business (London, 1641), esp. 
p. 27. Members of the company with court connections were Sir Richard Weston, the 
first governor (see DNB Ix. 367. Weston, a baron of the exchequer, is not to be 
confused with the treasurer); Sir Basil Brooke (DNB ii. 1321); and Sir James Bagg 
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To help them achieve this aim a royal proclamation was 
issued suppressing the so-called 'old soap', which had been 
made from fish oil. 32 At the same time the new company was 
granted the right to supervise the production of all soap. The 
old soapers were therefore in a difficult position: they were no 
longer allowed to use their customary methods of production, 
but neither could they use the method for which the new 
company had a patent-unless they obtained a licence from 
the company to do so. What looked like a limited privilege for 
a particular invention thus became a genuine monopoly of 
production. As the new compay was paying £4 to the king on 
every ton of new soap produced and sold, it could expect the 
support of the privy council and star chamber in enforcing its 
rights. In 1634 all pretence of complying with the act against 
monopolies was finally abandoned. In future all soap boilers 
were to be under the rule and government of the Westminster 
soap company. In July the remaining independent soap 
boilers were suppressed and at the same time the Westminster 
company was granted the right to make soap in the old way, 
using fish oil. Nevertheless, the Westminster soap corporation 
still found it difficult in practice to enforce its monopoly. The 
death in 1635 of lord treasurer Portland, its main patron at 
court, gave the old soapers who had practised this trade before 
1632, a chance to undermine the patentees' position.33 

(Alexander, Weston, pp. 195, 199 f.}. The real patron of the company at court was the 
lord treasurer himself (ibid. 204 f.} but the earl marshal (the earl of Arundel) and the 
chancellor of the exchequer also favoured the 'gentlemen soapers' and presumably 
derived some income from the profits of the company (Laud to Wentworth, 4 Oct. 
1635, The Works of William Laud, Archbishop of Canterbury, ed. W. Scott and J. Bliss [7 
vols.; Oxford, 1847--60], vii. 175, and Wentworth to Laud, 12 Sept. 1634, Sheffield 
Central Library, Wentworth Woodhouse Muniments, Strafford MSS, vi. 239). I am 
grateful to the Directors of Libraries and Informations Services, Sheffield City 
Libraries, and to the trustees of Olive, Countess Fitzwilliam's Wentworth Settlement 
for permission to quote from the Strafford papers. 

32 Stuart Royal Proclamations, ii, no. 161, 28June 1632. 
33 Ibid., no. 176 (26Jan. 1634), A Short and True Relation (see above, n. 31 ). Instead 

of the intended 5,000 tons of soap only 250 tons were sold in 1633, and 1,327 tons in 
1634. During the year ending Feb. 1636 sales increased to 2,614 tons but even this 
was only half the amount intended (Oxford, Bodleian Library, Calendar of the 
Bankes MSS [Typescript] 37/II, 16 Apr. 1636). On the proposals of the old 
soapboilers to oust their competitors see Rossingham newsletter, PRO, C 115/M36/ 
8431, 29 Aug. 1634, referring to 'Christmas last' (I owe this reference to Andrew 
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Even before Portland's death the old soapers had gained the 
support of Archbishop Laud. Laud's attack on the West
minster soap company was part of a wider campaign waged 
by the archbishop against the lord treasurer and his chancellor 
of the exchequer, Cottington. In Laud's eyes both were 
pursuing a financial policy which was inefficient and corrupt. 
Moreover, both were cryptocatholics and catholic business 
interests certainly played an important role in the Westminster 
company.34 After the death of Portland, however, Cottington 
managed to maintain the Westminster soapers' patent for 
another two years. Only their financial failure finally forced 
them to surrender it in May 1637. A new company, the 
London Soapmakers, was founded. It consisted of the old 
soapmakers and was headed by an alderman, Sir Edward 
Bromfield. The London Soapmakers enjoyed the same privil
eges as their predecessors and paid even more to the king for 
these rights, but, unlike the Westminster Corporation, which 
had been a joint stock company with limited membership, the 
London Soap Company could, according to its charter, be 
joined by anyone who had served the customary apprentice
ship of seven years.35 

By the time the London soapers were granted their charter, 
the device of granting a monopoly to a corporation in order to 
circumvent the act against monopolies had become fairly 

Thrush), PRO, PC 2 (council register), vol. 44, p. 144, 29 Sept. 1634 and vol. 45, 
p. 98, 5 Aug. 1636, and Bodi. Lib. Bankes MSS 11/3, 20Jan. 1636. 

34 On the antagonism between Laud and Weston sec H. L. Trevor-Roper, 
Archbishop Laud 1573-1645 (London, 1940), pp. 211-13, 221-3; Alexander, Weston, 
pp. 188-200; M. J. Havran, Caroline Courtier, The Life of Lord Cottington (London, 
1973), pp. 225-g; and C. Carlton, Archbishop William Laud (London, 1987), pp. 112 f. 

35 On the conflict between Laud and Cottington over the soap patent sec Laud, 
Works, vii. 140 f. (Laud to Wentworth, 12 June 1635), pp. 158 f. (idem to idem, 3 
Aug. 1635), p. 175 (rn Oct. 1635), and p. 364 (14 Sept. 1637). Charter of London 
Soapmakers: Carr (ed.), Selected Charters, pp. 16o---6 (22 May 1637). For Bromfield sec 
V. Pearl, London and the Outbreak of the Puritan Revolution (London, 1961), pp. 293 f. 
The constitution of the new company is analysed by Scott, Constitution, i. 218, and 
Carr, Selected Charters, p. Ixxviii. The London soapers were a 'regulated' company (on 
the difference between regulated and joint stock companies: C. G. A. Clay, Economic 
Expansion and Social Change, England £500-1700 [2 vols.; Cambridge, 1984], ii. 191-
200), which was open to new members. In practice, however, some soap boilers 
continued to be excluded from the new company; see H[istorical) M[anuscript] 
C[ommission], 4th Report, Appendix, House of Lords Mss. (London, 1874), p. 37, and 5th 
Report (London, 1876), app., p. 88. 
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common.36 At least one of the following legal or economic 
conditions applied to the newly founded companies-indeed 
they were peculiar to them. 

1. They were founded, like the Westminster soap company, 
to exploit a genuine or pretended invention. 

2. They were existing guilds and livery companies which 
were now given exclusive rights in their trade, or alternatively, 
newly founded companies of small craftsmen which had 
separated from an existing older livery company.37 

3. The companies agreed to sell all their products directly 
to the king or to an agent appointed by him. 

An example of a company based on a new method of 
production is the Salt Company of Great Yarmouth, estab
lished in May 1636, which included among its members the 
eldest son of the earl marshall, a groom of the royal 
bedchamber, and a clerk of the council. 38 This group also 
includes companies whose rights were not really based on an 
invention but which claimed that they could provide the 
English market with a commodity which, in the past, had had 
to be imported from abroad-for example, the starchmakers, 
the Saltmakers of Shields, or the Corporation of the Madder
Planters. 39 

The connection between traditional guilds and the new 
monopoly companies is illustrated by the beavermakers, who 

36 On company organization in the 1630s see F,J. Fisher, 'Some Experiments in 
Company Organization in the Early 1 7th Century', Economic History Review, 4/2 
( 1933), pp. 177--g4, and Scott, Constitution, i. 19g-229. 

37 On the relations between the London guilds and the crown during this period 
see Ashton, Ciry, pp. 42-82, and idem 'Charles I and the City', in F.J. Fisher (ed.), 
Essays in the Economic and Social History of Tudor and Stuart England (Festschrift Tawney; 
Cambridge, 1961), 138--63, pp. 148 f.; and G. Unwin, Industrial Organization in the 16th · 
and 17th Centuries (Oxford, 1904; sec. impr. 1957), pp. 126 ff. For the Elizabethan 
period see also I. Archer 'The London Lobbies in the Later Sixteenth Century', 
Historicaljournal, 31 (1988), pp. 17-44. 

38 Carr (ed.), Charters, pp. 148--60: 25 May 1636. The members in question were 
Lord Maltravers, Endymion Porter, and Edward Nicholas. 

39 Saltmakers: ibid. 142--8 and 167-72; cf. E. Hughes, Studies in Administration and 
Finance 1553-1825 with Special Reference to the History of Salt Taxation in England 
(Manchester, 1934), pp. 84 ff. Starch: PRO, C 66/2821, no. 1 (incorporation of the 
starchmakers, 26 Dec. 1638); cf. Ashton, Ciry, pp. 143 f. For the madder-planters see 
PRO, SO 3 (signet office docquet books), 11 Aug. 1638 (no foliation); cf. Calendar of 
State Papers, Domestic, Charles I (23 vols.; London, 1858--g7, abbrev: CSPD), 1635-
1636, pp. 551 f. (cccxxi. 19). 
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received a manufacturing monopoly in 1638, as well as the 
glovemakers, brickmakers, and tobacco pipemakers.4° Finally, 
of those companies which depended most directly on the 
crown because they sold their products only to the king, 
pinmakers and cardmakers must be mentioned.41 Of course, 
monopolies of a more conventional type, that is, privileges for 
inventions, normally limited to fourteen years, also continued 
to be granted. But anyone who devised a project on a larger 
scale knew very well that the founding of a corporation offered 
definite advantages. 42 

The question is, of course, whether there was a consistent 
policy behind all these grants. It is certainly easier to find 
some sort of fiscal policy relating to monopolies in the 1630s 
than during the heyday of such grants before 1621. To some 
extent the monopoly patents of the 1630s can be interpreted as 
an attempt to introduce a general excise. As Sir Anthony 
Weldon put it in The Court of Charles I: 'Nobody could any 
longer buy a commodity during the 1630s, but he paid, as it 
were an excise for it.'43 Many of the major patents were 
granted only on condition that the patentees paid substantial 
duties to the crown for the goods produced, instead of just an 
annual lump sum. Had this policy been successful, it might
combined with similar devices such as shipmoney-have 

40 Beavermakers: PRO, SO 3/J 1, Feb. 1638; cf. Unwin, Organization, pp. 145 f. 
Glovemakers: PRO, SO 3/11 Sept. 1638; cf. Ashton, Ci!,y, pp. 72-4. Brickmakers: 
PRO, C 66/2731, no. 5, 12 May 1636; cf. Ashton, City, pp. 144 f. Tobacco 
pipemakers: PRO, C 66/2645, no. 5, 4 Dec. 1634; for their earlier incorporation see 
Commons Debates 1621, ed. Notestein, vii. 459 f. 

41 Pinmakers: Unwin, Organization, pp. 168 f., 236--40; Ashton, Ci!,y, pp. 80 f.; cf. 
PRO, C 66/2684, no. 20 (indenture king/pinmakers, 19 Nov. 1635). Cardmakers: 
Unwin, Organization, pp. 144 f.; cf. PRO, SO 3/J 1, Apr. 1637 (indenture with 
Lawrence Squibb). Another monopoly of this kind was the making of copperas. The 
king became the sole merchant for copperas in 1637 (Birmingham Central Library, 
Coventry Papers, 602993, no. 165, 26July 1637). The rights of the crown were later 
granted to Lady Savage and her associates (ibid., no. 169). 

42 In connection with a project to make the brewers pay for the right to use new 
kilns for drying malt Sir Philibert Vernatti observed in 1634 Ouly 19) that a 
'perpetual composition' paid by the brewers would be quite lawful, if the rights to the 
new invention ·were granted to a corporation ('instance the new corporation for 
soape') as was apparently intended (PRO, SP 16/272/27). The plan was later revived 
(see SP 16/438/59, petition ofmaltsters to king 1639). 

· 43 Sir Anthony Weldon 'The Court of King Charles', in Secret History of the Court of 
James I (2 vols.; Edinburgh, 1811 ), ii. 2o-68, p. 42. 
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solved many of the financial problems of the crown even in 
times of war. 44 

As things stood, no really significant success could be 
achieved until about 1637. The replacement of the 'gentlemen 
soapers' by the old London Soapmakers in that year did, 
however, ensure that at least the soap monopoly started to 
yield substantial profits, amounting to about £30,000 per 
year.45 The years 1637-8 certainly marked a climax in the 
history of monopoly projects during Charles's reign.46 It 
would be only a slight exaggeration to say that the last years of 
the Personal Rule witnessed a concerted attempt to make 
monopolies one of the mainstays of government finance.47 

Apart from these financial considerations, however, the 
reluctance of Weston's successor as lord treasurer, Bishop 
Juxon, to risk a conflict with influential courtiers promoting 
monopolies was certainly also of some importance. As a close 
observer of the Caroline court put it in 1637: 'He is the best for 
them [the projectors] we ever had.'48 

If there were any projects, however, that could be seen as 
marking an important step towards an improvement of the 
crown's financial position, then they were the plan for a 
comprehensive tobacco monopoly and the many different 
schemes concerning probably the most important consumer 
goods apart from bread: beer and wine. A tax on beer 
promised to be more profitable than any other duty-after all, 
the late seventeenth-century excise was mostly a tax on beer
but obviously such a tax was also likely to be more unpopular 
than any other. The main project concerning beer was a plan 

44 On the financial side of monopolies in the 1630s see Scott, Constitution, i. 216 f., 
22--3; Hughes, Studies, pp. 87 f.; Price, Patents, pp. 41 f.; and F. C. Dietz, English Public 
Finance 1558-1641 (London and New York, 1932), p. 264. 

45 For thi; accounts of the London Soapmakers see PRO, E 101/634/!8 and 20 and 
Bodi. Libr. Oxf. Calendar of Bankes MSS 37/I I. 

46 See e.g. the notes of the committee of trade on new projects which were 
considered in spring 1637 (PRO, SP 16/354/169, Apr. 1637). 

47 See below, pp. 374 f. 
48 Sheffield Central Library, Strafford MSS, vol. xvii, no. 263, H. Percy to 

Wentworth, 19 Dec. 1637. Cf. T. A. Mason, Serving God and Mammon, Williamjuxon, 
1582-1663, Bishop of London, lord High Treasurer of England and Archbishop of Canterbury 
(London and Toronto, 1985), pp. 95-rn7. Mason depictsJuxon-without very clear 
evidence-more as an opponent of the projectors, but has to admit that he co
operated closely with a man such as Goring. 
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developed by Captain James Duppa, the son of a brewer, who 
had put forward similar ideas during the reign of James. 
According to Duppa's plan all maltsters and brewers were to 
become members of corporations to be established in each 
county. Only members of these corporations were to be 
allowed to make malt and brew. The incorporated brewers 
were to pay a certain duty on all the malt they produced and 
used in brewing. According to Duppa, the crown could expect 
a yearly income of at least £10,000 once the business had been 
settled.49 

Unfortunately, this project turned out to be extremely 
unpopular, not least with justices of the peace who considered 
their own rights infringed by the powers given to the 
commissioners to set up the brewing corporations. The 
commission for incorporating brewers therefore had to be 
recalled in June 1638, not much more than one year after it 
had been set up.50 

At about the same time as these attempts were being made 
to realize Duppa's project for beer in February 1638, Lord 
Goring was granted a tobacco monopoly. Goring had been 
one of Buckingham's clients, and after the Duke's premature 
death his career as a courtier was not as successful as he had 
probably hoped. As the queen's master of the horse he held a 
position of only secondary importance. He was all the more 
active as a projector. In 1627 he was granted the right to sell 
wine licences and he also held a patent for the export of butter. 
With the appointment of Bishop Juxon as lord treasurer in 

49 On Duppa's project see S. K. Roberts, 'Alehouses, Brewing and Government 
under the Early Stuarts', Southern History, 2 (1980), 45-71, pp. 62-7, and PRO, C 66/ 
2735, no. 2 (commission for incorporation, Feb. 1637), SO 3/I I Feb. 1637 
(appointment of Duppa as receiver of commission), and the articles which were the 
instruction for the commission (SP 16/345/40). See also Stuart Royal Proclamations, ii, 
no. 240. The king personally took a strong interest in the malting project. In Mar. 
1635 he himself brought a paper relating to the project to the committee of trade 
(CSPD 1634-35, p. 556; cclxxxiii. 13). 

50 Roberts, 'Alehouses', pp. 65-7; PRO, SP 16/342/93 (complaints by justices of 
the peace, 1636 [?]); cf. Garrard to Wentworth 28 Apr. 1637, Strafford's Letters, ii. 72; 
Burgh to Scudamore, 26 Apr. 1637, PRO, C 115/N4/ no. 8613; and Rossingham 
newsletter, 29June 1637, SP 16/362/76. For the repeal of the commission see Stuart 
Royal Proclamations, ii, no. 264 ( 18 June 1638). See also T. G. Barnes, Somerset 16125-
1640. A County's Government during the Personal Rule (London, 1961), p. 194 f. For an 
earlier similar project by Duppa's father in James's reign see Commons Debates 16121, 
vii. 558 ff. 
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1636, however, Goring came into his own, for Juxon made 
Philip Warwick, who had been Goring's business agent, his 
personal secretary, and Warwick seems to have exerted a very 
considerable influence on his new master. 51 

Goring tried to secure the great farm of the customs for a 
consortium led by himself, and he wanted to combine this 
position as a customs farmer with the possession of a tobacco 
monopoly. In fact the tobacco monopoly was to be the great 
bonus Goring could offer to the king. Goring's opponents, that 
is, the men who had farmed the customs so far but had not 
joined his consortium and those who wanted the crown to 
administer the customs directly, were supported at court by 
the earl of Pembroke, the lord chamberlain. They pointed out 
that if Goring wanted a tobacco monopoly he might have it, 
but without the customs farm. Goring, on the other hand, was 
able to argue that he could only raise the enormous stock of 
capital which he needed for a pre-emption of tobacco if he 
could offer his income from the customs as security to borrow 
the necessary money.52 At the time Goring had already 
secured for himself the impost on imported tobacco and the 
agency for tobacco licences. The great customs were now duly 

51 On Goring's career see above n. 23. On the connection Goring-Warwick
Juxon see Mason, Juxon, pp. 103---6. On Warwick's influence on Juxon sec H. Percy 
to Wentworth, Sheffield, Strafford, MSS, vol. xvii, no. 259, 16 Dec. 1637; when 
Goring had been given the great farm of the customs Percy commented that 'all this 
is Mr. Warwick whoe governs his master as he pleaseth'. For Warwick cf. DNB xx. 
844 ff. and Keeler, Long Parliament, p. 380. 

52 Goring offered £20,000 for the pre-emption of tobacco in June 1636 (CSPD 
1635-36, p. 551; cccxxi. 19) and he promised to raise the revenue from the monopoly 
to £120,000 within 7 years; ibid., cf. Wentworth to king, 5 June 1638, Straiford's 
Letters, ii. 1 76. Goring apparently got a patent for the pre-emption of tobacco in Feb. 
1638; see Burgh to Scudamore, 14 Feb. 1638, PRO, C 115/N4/8622, and Goring to 
Verney, 7 Feb. 1638, Letters and Papers of the Verney Family down to 1639, ed. J. Bruce 
(Camden Society, 56; 1853), p. 183. Cf. R. Ashton, The Crown and the Money 
Market 1603-1640 (Oxford, 1960), pp. 100-3; B[ritish] L[ibrary] Stowe MS 326 
'Relation ... touching the customs', fos. 50-2; and on the proclamation introducing 
the tobacco pre-emption Stuart Royal Proclamations, ii, no. 257, 14 Mar. 1638. For the 
recall of Goring's patent see Garrard to Wentworth, 3 July 1638, Straiford's Letters, 
ii. 181: although Goring was still able to control the tobacco trade to some extent 
because he kept the farm of the tobacco licences and the impost on tobacco and he 
apparently continued to try to establish a pre-emption for tobacco. See House of 
Lords Record Office, Main Papers, 1641, undated, fos. 151-3, petitions by traders in 
tobacco, and PRO, PC 2/52, p. 671, petition by planters of America and grocers of 
London, 28 July 1640. Cf. Calendar of State Papers Colonial, America and Westindies, 
1574-1660 (London, 1860), pp. 250 f., 266, 268, 272, 274. 
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granted to him as well. His plan to monopolize the import of 
tobacco, however, failed. He was unable to reach an agree
ment with the planters in the English colonies, in particular 
Virginia, and the profits which he had promised to the king
£20,000 per annum during the first years and later as much as 
£120,000-did not materialize. His patent had to be recalled 
in July 1638 and in 1640 he lost the customs farm as well. 53 

But neither the revocation of the brewing commission nor 
the surrender of Goring's patent really marked a definite 
turning-point in royal policy. Duppa's project may have been 
a failure, but shortly before his scheme came to grief another 
attempt was made to extract money from the same source. In 
the summer of 1638 one of Wentworth's Irish opponents, Lord 
Wilmot, came up with the idea of raising for the king a 
company of horse guards which was to be paid for by the 
profits he hoped to receive from a patent for selling licences to 
alehouses to brew their own beer-a right which had been 
restricted by Duppa's commission. Apparently the marquis of 
Hamilton strongly supported this idea, which shows how the 
financial and military crisis brought about by the Scottish 
rebellion could foster new monopolies. An attempt was to be 
made here to finance the nucleus of an army, perhaps even a 
standing army, directly from a monopoly.54 Admittedly, this 
particular project was not approved by the privy council,55 

but if beer failed there was still another drink from which to 
make a profit: wine. In June 1638 the king entered into a 
contract with the livery company of vintners in London, 
which gave them the exclusive right to sell wine by retail, 
thereby excluding the coopers, the vintners' old competitors, 

53 Ashton, Money Market, pp. 104 f. 
54 Garrard to Wentworth, 7 Feb. 1638, and idem to idem, 3 July 1638, Stafford's 

Letters, ii. 148, 181. See also Bodi. Libr. Oxford Bankes MSS 5/12 to 5/15 (n.d.). The 
potential profit of the project was here estimated at £20,000 p.a. For Hamilton's 
involvement in the project see S[cottish] R[ecord] O[ffice], GD 406 (Hamilton 
papers) 1/513. Wentworth himself seriously considered creating a permanent troop 
of horse guards at this time. See Northumberland to Leicester, 2 Jan. 1640, 
H[istorical M[anuscripts] C[ommission], Report on the Manuscripts of the Right 
Honourable Viscount de L'lsle, V.C. at Penshurst Place, Kent [Lisle and Dudley Papers] vi. 
Sidney Papers 1626--1698 (1966), pp. 291 f. 

55 The privy council took the unusual step of committing to prison the lawyer who 
had suggested the project to Wilmot (Stra.ffard's Letters, ii. 181). On Wilmot see DNB 
xxi. 530-2. 
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from the trade. The London vintners also acquired the right to 
sell wine licences for the whole of England and Wales. In 
return they were to pay to the king 40s. on every tun ofwine.56 

But if the years 1637-8 were the climax of the monopoly 
projects under the Personal Rule, they also marked the 
beginning of the end. Only a few months after the contract 
with the vintners had been signed the council of war advised 
the king to recall a number of grants because their un
popularity would make it even more difficult than it already 
was to raise troops for the Scottish war in England.57 In April 
1639 about twenty-seven commissions and patents were 
recalled or suspended by proclamation, but none of the patents 
that were of any considerable financial importance to the crown 
was affected by this. 58 In fact, new projects continued to be 
debated after this proclamation. 59 Although there had been 
clear signs since the summer of 1638 that resistance to 
monopolies was growing,60 the major patents of the 1630s 
were not cancelled until the meeting of the Long Parliament. 

Financially the monopolies had shown signs of becoming a 
success for the crown at the end of the 1630s. The profit from 
soap was about £30,000 a year, the vintners contributed 
another £30,000, and a further £13,000 was paid by Lord 
Goring for his right to sell tobacco licences. A number of 
smaller monopolies, such as those on starch, the manufacture 

56 On the 40s. impost on wi.ne see A. Crawford, A History of the Vintners Company 
(London, 1977, pp. 118-27; Ashton, City, pp. 145-7; and Bodi. Libr. Oxford 
Calendar of Bankes MSS 52/12: cf. 50/9, 50/Io, 41/67, 44/69. 

57 CSPD 1638-39, p. 99 (cccci. 59, 11 Nov. 1638). 
58 Stuart Royal Proclamations, ii, no. 283, 9 Apr. 1639; for the negotiations between 

Charles and his council relating to this proclamation see State Papers Collected by 
Edward Earl of Clarendon, commencing 1621 ed. R. Strope and T. Monkhouse (3 vols.; 
Oxford, 1767-86), ii. 34 (Windebank to king, 2 Apr. 1639). 

59 See e.g. the petition by Endymion Porter for a paper monopoly, 27 May 1640 
(CSPD 1640, p. 226; cccciii. 205). Porter wanted a privilege for 57 years but on 
Bankes's recommendation a patent for the normal 14 years only was granted (Oxford, 
Bodi. Libr. Calendar of Bankes MSS 11/33). Other projects debated or granted at the 
same time were a patent for the garbling of seacoal for the duke of Lennox ( CSPD 
1639, pp. 2 f. ccccxvii, 3, 1 Apr. 1639) and the incorporation of50 Hackney coachmen 
in June 1639 (PRO, SO 3/12, fo. 47v). 

60 e.g. a special proclamation had to be issued to enforce Goring's patent for selling 
tobacco licences (Stuart Royal Proclamations, ii. no. 291, 19 Apr. 1639; cf. CSPD 1639, 
pp. 212 f.; cccxxi. 138); the hackney coachmen who had been licensed by the marquis 
of Hamilton refused to pay their composition when Hamilton left for Scotland 
(Garrard to Wentworth, 3 July 1638, Strafford's Letters, ii. 181). 
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of gold and silver thread, of glass and copper, and, not least of 
all, the important alum farm (in itself worth £12,000) 
probably yielded a further £20,000--£30,000 to the crown.61 

The profit made from these grants by the projectors them
selves, however, was probably much greater, 2 not to mention 
the fact that the income from many patents had been assigned 
to the king's courtiers in the form of pensions. 63 Although the 
financial needs of the crown were far more important for the 
granting of monopolies in the 1630s than they had been two 
decades earlier, there can be no doubt that projects of this 
kind were still as popular as ever with hungry courtiers. 

2 

In many respects the way in which monopolies were granted 
during the Personal Rule of Charles I can show us how the 
system of royal patronage in general worked during the 1630s. 
On the one hand the situation after 1628-9 was governed by 
the need for financial retrenchment; on the other, the death of 
the duke of Buckingham meant that there was no longer a 
perso_nal favourite of the king who dominated the patronage 
system and decided how the diminishing number of grants 
and privileges were to be distributed. Lord Treasurer Weston 
soon became the most important of the king's ministers, but 
he was never a personal friend of the king as the duke had 
been, and his influence was therefore limited, particularly 
outside the purely administrative sphere.64 Nevertheless his 

61 C. Russell, 'Charles I's Financial Estimates for 1642', Bulletin of the Institute of 
Historical Research, 58 (1985), IOg--20, pp. 114-17, and Scott, Constitution, i. 22 f. and 
iii. 528 (same source as Russell). The starchmakers, who had received a new 
charter in 1638, were initially to pay the king £1,500 and from the 3rd year onwards 
£3,500 (PRO, C 66/2821, no. 1, 26 Dec. 1638). The profits from the duties on gold 
and silver thread were estimated at £7--8,000 in 1635 (PRO, SP 16/302/73, 26 Dec. 
1635). Admittedly the revenue actually raised during the year Feb. 1636 to Feb. 1637 
amounted only to £3,120 (SP 16/363/121, 13 July 1637). Moreover, a pension of 
£2,000 p.a. to the earl of Holland'(SO 3/11, June 1636) and of £1,200 to Lady 
Roxborough (ibid.) were assigned on this income. 

62 Scott, Constitution, i. 223. 
63 For examples of such pensions see n. 61. 
64 On Weston's position in the 1630s see Alexander, Weston, pp. 127 ff.; cf. Sharpe, 

'The Image of Virtue' (above, n. 2), pp. 254 f. 
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position was strengthened by the fact that Charles generally 
preferred suits or petitions to be presented to him by his 
'proper ministers', as Sir Philip Warwick states in his 
memoirs.65 This diminished the importance of 'mere' courtiers 
such as the earls of Carlisle or Holland, both gentlemen of the 
bedchamber to Charles. 

Warwick's statement is borne out to a large degree by the 
testimony of the signet office docquet books, the register of the 
warrants to the signet which the king had signed-the so
called king's bills. Whereas up to 1628 the signature for the 
bills that authorized grants had in many important cases been 
procured either by Buckingham himself or by the grooms of 
the bedchamber, the situation changed markedly after the 
death of the duke.66 Ifwe take a sample of six months per year 
for the four years 1632, 1634, 1636, and 1638, about 70 per 
cent of all warrants were presented to the king for signature by 
the secretaries.67 Considering the position of the secretaries in 
procuring the king's signature and bearing in mind that all 
patents of greater legal or financial importance were normally 
examined by the attorney-general and/or the lord treasurer 
with the chancellor of the exchequer, one must conclude that 
the influence of mere courtiers on the dispensation of 
patronage under Charles was rather limited. Behind the 
façade of an orderly 'bureaucratic' government, dominated by 
the secretaries of state, the lord treasurer, and the privy 
council, however, personal friends of the king, or people who 
just happened to have access to him, could still exert a great 
deal of influence. This influence is more difficult to trace for 
the 1630s than for the earlier period when Buckingham held a 

65 Sir P. Warwick, Memoires of the Reign of King Charles I (London, 1701 ), pp. 66. 
66 For the procurement of king's bills during the ascendancy of Buckingham see N. 

Cuddy, 'The Revival of the Entourage: The Bedchamber of James I, 1603-1625', in 
Starkey (ed.), Court, 173-225, pp. 218-21. Of the 298 warrants which passed the 
signet in June and July 1628, shortly before the death of the duke, Buckingham 
himself admittedly procured only 29, but these were all warrants of major 
importance, such as the appointment of Manchester as lord privy seal or the pardon 
for Roger Mainwaring (PRO, SO 3/9). 

67 Of the 1,417 king's bills signed by Charles during the 24 months Feb., Mar., 
June,July, Oct. (for 1632 Sept.), and Nov., 1,011 or 71.3°/o were presented by the 
secretaries (PRO, SO 3/Io-12). Admittedly some of these signatures may have been 
procured by the secretaries' personal servants as e.g. Coke's secretary, Weckherlin. 
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pos1t1on which was similar to that of an official royal 
patronage secretary. 68 

As far as monopolies are concerned, a closer examination of 
the people who benefited personally from the patents of the 
1630s confirms the impression that the king's and queen's 
personal entourage was of great importance in promoting 
such projects in the 1630s. Of the king's gentlemen of the 
bedchamber, the innermost core of the court, the marquis of 
Hamilton was probably the most enterprising.69 Another 
gentleman of the bedchamber, the earl of Holland, had been 
granted a pension by the king out of the income derived by the 
crown from a patent for making gold and silver thread. 7 Yet 
another gentleman of the bedchamber, the earl of An cram, was 
involved in the starch monopoly and held a patent for the sole 
import of logwood. 71 Finally, the duke of Lennox, also a 
member of the bedchamber, had inherited a patent which 
allowed him to license the export of white cloth. 72 

Of the grooms of the bedchamber, Endymion Porter had a 
stake in the Westminster Soap Company as well as the 
Yarmouth Salt Company, two of the most important monopoly 
corporations of the 1630s. In addition, he was involved in a 
number of minor projects. 73 At least some of his colleagues 
pursued similar activities.74 On the queen's side of the court 

68 For Buckingham's position see Cuddy, 'The Revival of the Entourage', 
pp. 214-25. 69 See below, pp. 37g--385. 

70 Indenture between king and the refiners of gold and silver, 7 May 1636,.PRO, 
C 66/2738, no. 14; cf. SO 3/11, June 1636, for the pension of £2,000 which Holland 
received from the profits of this project. See further Birmingham Central Library, 
Coventry Papers, 603183, no. 603, 7 Sept. 1635; Stuart Royal Proclamations, ii. no. 209, 
18Jan. 1636: Sir John Temple to earl of Leicester, 4 Dec. 1638; Letters and Memorials 
of State . .. written and collected by Sir Henry Sydney (Sydney Papers}, ed. A. Collins (2 vols.; 
London, 1746), ii. 579; Donagan, 'A Courtier's Progress' (above, n. 23), p. 335; 
H. Stewart, History of the Worshipful Company of Gold and Silver Uyre-drawers (London, 
1891), pp. 35-41. 

71 Indenture with Ancram, 12 Jan. 1635, PRO, C 66/2654, no. 4, and Oxford, 
Bodi. Libr. Calendar of Bankes MSS 13/24 (petition re Logwood, 25 July 1635). 

72 See CSPD 1636-37, p. 106; cccxxx. 79: Merchant Adventures to Council, 28 
Aug. 1636; CSPD 1639, pp. 538 f. cccccxxix. 87: idem to idem, Sept. 1639. See 
further Calendar of Bankes MSS 51/32 and 5/57. 

73 On Porter's participation in projects of all sorts see G. Huxley, Endymion Porter, 
the Life of a Courtier, 1587-1649 (London, 1959), pp. 196-214. 

74 E.g. George Kirke and James Maxwell held a patent for the sole sale of tobacco 
pipe clay (PRO, SO 3/11, July 1636). They had themselves procured the 
incorporations of the tobacco pipemakers who agreed to buy their clay from Maxwell 
and Kirke (CSPD 1639, pp. 384 f.; cccxxv. 48, 10 July 1639). 
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Lord Goring was the outstanding monopolist, 75 but some of 
the ladies of the queen's bedchamber were also strongly 
interested in projects of this kind-for example, Lady Savage, 
who held a patent for the pre-emption of copperas. 76 Of the 
minor courtiers, Sir David Cunningham, receiver of the king's 
revenues as prince of Wales, was the patron of more than one 
newly founded corporation of craftsmen, such as the beaverhat
makers, or the buttonmakers. 77 Another Scot, the earl of 
Stirling, secretary for Scotland, had similar interests.78 

Of course, the projects in which men such as Stirling were 
involved were of only minor importance; after all Stirling 
himself was not really a major figure at the court of Charles I. 
In order to assess what courtiers and office-holders of 
substantial personal and political influence could really 
achieve in the pursuit of projects of all kinds in the 1630s, one 
has to turn to men such as the king's master of the horse, the 
marquis of Hamilton, or the lord deputy of Ireland, Thomas, 
Lord Wentworth. I take these two men as examples because 
they embody two contrasting types ofroyal servant. Hamilton 
was in many ways the typical 'professional' courtier and royal 
favourite-in so far as Charles had any favourites at all after 
1628. With his attitude towards projects and personal profit 
he would not have felt out of place under Charles's father. He 
was quite happy to exploit the existing system of patronage 
and administration for his own purposes and, as far as we can 
see, had no wish to change it. Wentworth, on the other hand, 

75 See above, pp. 371 f. 
76 Grant of pre-emption of copperas PRO, C 66/2765, no. 4, 9 Nov. 1637. Lady 

Savage also held a patent for all minerals, gold, and copperas stones found on the 
seashore (Birmingham Central Library, Coventry Papers, 602993, no. 131, 18 Feb. 
1638). 

77 Demise to Cunningham of the duty on beaver hats, PRO, SO 3/ 11, May 1638 
cf. the indenture 8 May 1638, PRO C 66/2798, no. 11. AppointmC!nt of Cunningham 
and Alexander Dunsire as sealers and searchers of all buttons: SO 3/ 1 1, June 1636; cf. 
king to Bankes and Littleton [Aug.?] 1637, CSPD 1637, p. 395; :ccclxvi. 67; and 29 
Nov. 1637 petition of buttonmakers to king, ibid. 572; ccclxxi. 75. 

78 Lord Stirling was granted a pension of £500 from the payments of the 
brickmakers to the king (PRO, SO 3/11, June 1636; cf. C. 66/2731, no. 5, 
incorporation of brickmakers, 12 May 1636, and Oxford, Bodleian Library, Bankes 
MSS 52/32, 12/34, 52/51, and 52/5). Stirling held further patents in Scotland; see 
T. H. McGrail, Sir William Alexander First Earl of Stirling (Edinburgh, 1940), pp. 146-
8, for Stirling's grants of issuing farthing tokens in Scotland, but I am concerttrating 
in this chapter mainly on English grants. 
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who had to rely for his influence at court on friends such as the 
earl of Carlisle, the groom of the stole, or the archbishop of 
Canterbury, was the advocate of 'Thorough'-of adminis
trative reform fighting, as he saw it, against corruption and 
inefficiency, in many ways against the very attitudes for which 
men such as Hamilton stood. In his desire to increase the 
financial resources of the crown, but also in his disregard for 
what he considered to be mere legal niceties, he was the 
embodiment of what was new about the Personal Rule of 
Charles I. Wentworth's attitude towards monopolies, how
ever, shows not only that he was determined to see them as 
one of many tools to solve the crown's financial problems, but 
also to what extent he himself still belonged to the same world 
as the marquis of Hamilton, a world in which public service 
and the pursuit of private profit were very difficult to 
distinguish. 

The marquis of Hamilton was the head of one of the most 
important families of the Scottish nobility. 79 As one of the 
king's gentlemen of the bedchamber and his master of the 
horse he held a position of great influence in the king's 
entourage-after all the mastership of the horse had been one 
of the duke of Buckingham's most important offices. Clarendon 
says about him that he 'had more outfaced the law in bold 
projects and pressures upon the people than any other man 
durst have presumed'.8° Clarendon may have been somewhat 
biased in his judgement of Hamilton, but his statement that 
the marquis was involved in two of the major projects of the 
late 1630s, the imposition on wine and a commission for 
stamping all iron produced in England,81 is borne out by the 
facts. The second of these projects had first been presented to 
the crown by one Grimbald Pauncefoot. Pauncefoot wanted 
the production of iron to be controlled by a commission and 
special office. If timber were wasted in the production process 
the ironmasters were to pay fines to the crown. Moreover, all 
the iron produced was to be stamped by special surveyors who 
were to be entitled to demand special fees for the performance 
of their task. This project had first been proposed by 

79 On Hamilton see H. L. Rubinstein, Captain Luckless (Edinburgh and London, 
1975), and Donald, 'The King and the Scottish Troubles' (above, n. 3), passim. 

80 Clarendon, History, Bk. rr, § 103 (i. 199). 81 Ibid. 
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Pauncefoot in March 1633, but was then rejected by Attorney
General Noy, in spite of the fact that Pauncefoot enjoyed the 
support of one of the more influential grooms of the 
bedchamber, the ubiquitous Endymion Porter, Pauncefoot 
did not give up his plans, but tried to interest other courtiers 
in his project, among them, it seems, Secretary of State 
Windebank.82 Eventually, however, he sought the patronage 
and support of the marquis of Hamilton. On 3 October 1636 
Pauncefoot and his partner John Cupper signed an agreement 
with the marquis, in which they guaranteed the king's 
master of the horse an annual payment of £1,000 from the 
profits of their project. Should these profits be higher than 
£2,000 per year. Hamilton was, moreover, to receive two
thirds of all income exceeding £2,000.83 This is, in fact, one of 
the rare cases where we know exactly what profit a courtier 
received, or at least expected to receive, from a project which 
he supported. Within a matter of days Hamilton had procured 
the king's signature on the warrant which authorized Paunce
foot and Cupper to survey all ironworks.84 It is significant that 
Hamilton in person procured Charles's signature-normally 
the only warrants he presented to the king were related to his 
own office as master of the horse. 

Unfortunately, though, the lord keeper, Coventry, refused 
to seal Pauncefoot's patent when it reached the great seal. 
Hamilton had to persuade the king to command Coventry in 
person to let the patent pass, and even then Pauncefoot and 
Cupper had to give assurance and enter into bonds stating 
that they would not object to the revocation of the patent 
should it be found inconvenient.85 The patent remained 

82 Mr Pauncefoote's note concerning the timber business [1635], PRO, SP 16/307/ 
23. 83 SRO, Hamilton Papers (GD 406), M1/28/25, 3 Oct. 1636. 

84 PRO, SO 3/I 1, Oct. 1636. 
85 Birmingham Central Library, Coventry Papers, Docquet 14 Oct. 1636, 603183, 

no. 469; cf. Clarendon, History, Bk. 11, § 103. (above n. 80). For the history of the 
project see also Garrard to Wentworth, 28 Apr. 1637, Strafford's Letters, ii. 72; countess 
of Leicester to earl of Leicester, 9 Feb. 1637, HMC, De L'Isle and Dudley Papers, vi. 85; 
and W. Hawkins to Leicester, 16 Feb. 1637, ibid. 87. The patent was enforced by the 
proclamation of29July 1637 (Stuart Royal Proclamations, ii, no. 243). It was combined 
with a commission to Sir David Cunningham and others to compound with 
ironmasters for offences committed against the statutes prohibiting the waste of 
timber (19 Aug. 1636, Rymer, Foedera, IX. ii. 44 ff.). The receiver of the fines raised 
by the commission was Grimbald Pauncefoot. 
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controversial, however, even after it had received Coventry's 
reluctant approval. In November 1638 one of Secretary 
Coke's correspondents criticized the fact that the ironmasters 
had to pay thousands of pounds to the patentees whereas the 
king received only a ludicrously small rent. In fact, Pauncefoot 
and Cupper paid a mere 100 marks per annum to the crown, 
but they were entitled to charge 4d. on each hundredweight of 
iron sealed.86 

While the patent for stamping iron was, if not Hamilton's 
brainchild, at least a personal project of his, the wine 
monopoly of the late 1630s, in which Hamilton was involved, 
was much more an official venture of the crown. As early as 
1633 the privy council had tried to persuade the London 
Company of Vintners to agree to a special imposition on all 
wine; its policy of continual pinpricks was finally successful in 
1638. The London wine merchants agreed to pay 40s. on each 
ton of wine they sold. The king, on the other hand, confirmed, 
or rather re-established, the exclusive right of the vintners to 
retail wine in the capital. The collection of the 40s. impost was 
farmed by some of the vintners themselves for the consider
able sum of £30,000. Hamilton had been only the mediator in 
this business between the crown and the vintners; in fact, the 
king had granted him the fines that the court of star chamber 
had imposed on the vintners in 1636 for illegally dressing meat 
in their taverns-one of the devices adopted by the king to 
ensure the vintners' compliance.87 Nevertheless, the marquis 
was able to cream off a very substantial part of the profits. He 
was granted a pension of £4,000 for eight years out of the rent 

86 Timothey Pusey to Sir John Coke, 10 Nov. 1638, HMC, 12th Report, app. II, The 
Manuscripts of the Earl of Cowper at Melbourne Hall, Derbyshire, ii (London, 1888), p. 201. 
For the terms of the grant see above n. 85 and PRO, C 66/2745, no. 17, 14 Oct. 1636. 
A petition against the patent was-in Hamilton's presence-rejected by the privy 
council on 19 Feb. 1637 (PRO, PC 2/47, p. 189), but the patent was eventually 
repealed in Apr. 1639 (Stuart Royal Proclamations, ii, no. 283, p. 657). 

87 A. Crawford, A History of the Vintners Company (London, 1977), pp. 118-27; 
Ashton, Ciry, pp. 145-476; and Oxford, Bodi. Libr., Calendar of Bankes MSS 52/12. 
See further London, Guildhall Library (vintners court minute books), MS 15.201, iii. 
126, 143, 146 f., 161. On 19 May 1638 the vintners decided to pay Hamilton £1 ,ooo 
in recognition of his mediation with the king in the business (ibid. 164); a further 
£3,000 was advanced to him on top of his pension of £4,000, which the king had 
granted him out of the impost on wine (25 May, ibid. 166). It was eventually 
Hamilton who procured the royal signature for the indenture with the vintners 
(PRO, SO 3/11,June 1638). See also SRO, GD 406, M 9/104. 
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the farmers paid to the king; he received a further £10,000 as a 
free gift from the king from the same source in January 1639. 
Moreover, he was able to procure a pension of £500 for 
Alexander Hamilton, one of his clients, and £1,000 for Sir 
James Hamilton. A further 1,000 marks per annum were 
granted to Lord William Hamilton, the marquis's brother.88 

The iron patent and the wine monoply were only the two 
most important of the many projects in which Hamilton was 
involved. It would be no more than a slight exaggeration to 
claim that the marquis had his own team of advisers in the 
late 1630s for developing new projects and profitable ideas for 
economic regulations. He certainly maintained a regular 
correspondence with Lionel Cranfield, earl of Middlesex, the 
former lord treasurer, and another disgraced former servant of 
the crown, Sir Robert Heath, who had been attorney-general 
and chief justice of the king's bench.89 They were extremely 
well qualified to give advice to the marquis on how to increase 
his income by exploiting patents and privileges, both being 
cases of gamekeeper turned poacher, so to speak. Hamilton 
co-operated with Heath not only in a project for the pre
emption oflead ore in Derbyshire,90 but also in an attempt to 
safeguard the interests of the Scottish salt producers against 
the English salt patentees; apparently Hamilton here acted as 
governor of the corporation of the Scottish saltmakers.91 

Hamilton also supported Lord Wilmot in his attempt to 
extract money from the alehouse keepers for the right to brew 

88 PRO, S03/11, Sept. and June 1638 for the pensions; T 54/4, p. 189, 8June 
1639, for the lump sum of £10,000. For the connections between one of the recipients 
of the pension, Alexander Hamilton, and the marquis see Strafford's Letters, ii. 277. 
On Hamilton's brother William see GEC, Complete Peerage, vi. 262 ff. 

89 M. Prestwich, Cranfield: Politics and Profit under the Early Stuarts (Oxford, 1966), 
pp. 548--61; on Heath see P. E. Kopperman, Sir Robert Heath 1575-1649 (Royal 
Historical Society, 1989). See further, Hamilton Papers SRO, GD 406/1/388, Heath 
to Hamilton, 9 Oct. 1637, and idem to idem, 17 Feb. 1638, ibid., no. 10656. 

90 On the lead ore project see F. N. Fisher, 'Sir Cornelius Vermuyden and the 
Dovegang Lead Mine',Joumal of the Derbyshire Archaeological and Natural History Society, 
82 ( 1952), pp. 74-118, and N. Kirkham, 'The Tumultuous Course of the Dovegang', 
ibid. 83 (1953), pp. 1-35. See further, indenture between Hamilton, Heath, and Sir 
Cornelius Vermuyden, SRO, GD 406, M1/28/26, i: 16 May 1637; cf. GD 406/I/322, 
386 and 792; CSPD 1636-37, p. 66; cccxxiii. 51; and CSPD 1637-38, p. 98; ccclxxvii, 
nos. 5 and 6. 

91 Hamilton is addressed as governor of the Scottish saltmakers in SRO, GD 406/ 
1/8165, petition of Scottish salters to Hamilton, c.1638/39; cf. ibid., nos. 363, 311, 
308, 313, also Hamilton Papers uncatalogued, M 1/28/9. 
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their own beer, which they were no longer allowed to do after 
a royal proclamation of July 1637 had set up corporations of 
brewers in the counties.92 It was again Heath who, asked by 
the privy council to give his opinion on the project, wrote a 
report in its favour. 93 Lord Wilmot's project did not find the 
king's approval, but Hamilton was more successful in other 
ventures which he undertook himself or supported. For 
example, he was granted a commission to license a certain 
number of Hackney coachmen in London in July 1637.94 

A more important grant was the patent which two of 
Hamilton's agents had received in 1634 to issue licences for 
the sale of tobacco in Scotland.95 Hamilton also took an 
interest in the attempt to create a tobacco monopoly in 
England. Lord Goring, who was the main promoter of this 
project, had originally offered Hamilton £ 1 ,ooo per year if he 
supported this undertaking, but had had to change his offer 
when the conditions of the royal patent turned out to be less 
advantageous for the projectors than expected. Nevertheless, 
Goring still offered Hamilton the chance to 'lead the whole 
company' if he were prepared to invest a sufficient amount of 
money (one-quarter), and, even without such an investment, 
he was to have a share of the profits.96 We do not know which 
if any of Goring's offers Hamilton accepted, but we do know 
that in 1637 he tried to secure the tobacco monopoly in 
Ireland for himself. However, he was unsuccessful, as this 
patent was granted to Wentworth.97 According to Went
worth's brother George, Hamilton's wish to gain the Irish 

92 See above, n. 54; cf. Stuart Royal Proclamations, ii. no. 240. 
93 SRO, GD 406/1/513; cf. CSPD 1637-38, p. 410, ccclxxxi. 84. 
94 Rymer, Foedera, IX. ii. 107, 14July 1637; cf. Stuart Royal Proclamations, ii, no. 210, 

19 Jan. 1636, and p. 495, n. 1 and 2 on the earlier restraint of coachmen. See also 
SRO, GD 406/M 9/35. no. 2 and no. 4 undated petitions of coachmen to Hamilton 
and Sir Henry Vane. Later, an incorporation of the coachmen, which had been 
proposed by Sir Edmund Verney (see PRO, SO 3/12, fo. 47 v, June 1639), was 
opposed by Lord Chancellor Coventry (Coventry to king, 15 July 1639, SRO, GD 
406/I/866). 

95 Register of the Privy Council of Scotland (2nd ser.), ed. D. Masson and P.H. Brown 
(8 vols.; Edinburgh, 1899-1908), v. 271-3, 14June 1634. 

96 Lord Goring to Sir Edmund Verney, 7 Feb. 1638, SRO, GD 406/1/7536; cf. 
Verney Papers (Camden Society Publications, 56; 1853), p. 183 f., and text of enclosed 
letter to Hamilton, SRO, GD 406. 

97 J.P. Cooper, 'The Fortune of Thomas Wentworth, Earl of Stratford', in G. E. 
Aylmer and J. S. Morrill (edd.), Land, Men and Beliefs, (London, 1983), 148-75, 
pp. 17of. 



RONALD G. ASCH 

tobacco monopoly was one of the reasons for Hamilton's 
enmity towards the lord deputy in 1640, and his support for 
Wentworth's opponents during his impeachment.98 As far as 
other monopolies and commissions for economic regulations 
were concerned, Hamilton's role was certainly more passive; 
in many cases, apparently, he only had to wait for projectors 
or other interested parties to ask him for support. The London 
silk weavers, for example, seem to have decided for themselves 
to turn to the marquis for help when other attempts to reform 
the abuses in silk production had failed; they argued that only 
'some noble person that esteemeth honour more than gaine' 
was fit to reform these abuses99-an interesting though hardly 
conclusive (or even very reliable) comment on the role of the 
peerage in mediating between the crown and the vested 
interests of trade and industry. 

Hamilton pursued his interests as a monopolist and 
promoter of projects right up to the end of the Personal Rule; 
as late as 1639 he was involved in a proposal to manipulate 
the value of the coinage by stamping existing coins. 10 One 
would, therefore, expect the marquis to have been among the 
prime targets of parliamentary wrath after the meeting of the 
Long Parliament. In fact, there are indications that Hamilton's 
co-operation with the critics of the policies of the Personal 
Rule after 1640, motivated in part by the wish to escape the 
fate of indictment as a monopolist, was at least partly 
successful. 101 As long as the Personal Rule of Charles lasted, 

98 T. D. Whitaker (ed.), The Life and Original Correspondence ef Sir George Radcliffe 
(London, 1810), p. 233. 

99 SRO, GD 406/M9/39/5 (ef. nos. 1-4 and 6) petition of London silk weavers to 
Hamilton, n.d. Cf. A. Plummer, The London Weavers Company r600-r970 (London, 
1972), pp. 135 f. . 

HJO Proposal by .Sir John Lambe for the stamping of bullion, CSPD r63g-40, 
p .. 199; ccccxxxvir. 1511639?], and ibid. 200, nos. 16 and 17. On the other hand 
Hamilton was reported in Aug. 1639 to have decided not to meddle any longer with 
projects of any sort 'saying hee hath medled too too [sic] much already'. Captain 
Rossingham further reported that the marquis now refrained from putting a recently 
granted patent for the discovery of frauds connected with old debts owed to the 
crown into practice (Rossingham newsletter, BL, Add. MS 11.045, fo. 49, 20 Aug. 
1639). 

1°' In Feb. 1641 Sir John Temple wrote to the earl of Leicester that in his opinion 
the marquis tried to avert the danger of accusation by the House of Commons by 
attempting to bring about a reconciliation between king and parliament; Temple to 
Leicester, 25 Feb. 1641, HMC, De Lisle and Dudley, vi. 387; cf. idem to idem, 4 Mar. 
p. 389. Any charges against Hamilton would most likely have been connected with 
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however, the marquis certainly made the most of his personal 
influence on the king by promoting projects of every sort. He 
was probably helped in this by the outbreak of the Scottish 
crisis which made it even more necessary than before for the 
king to comply with the wishes of a man such as Hamilton, 
one of the few courtiers who still exercised some influence in 
the northern kingdom. 102 On the other hand, the fact that, as 
a Scottish peer, Hamilton was a landless newcomer to 
England perhaps explains to some extent why he was so eager 
to make a quick profit as a patron of projects. Other peers who· 
were involved in monopolies, such as Goring or Holland, also 
frequently derived only a small part of their income from land 
and had to rely on persions and similar sources of profit. 103 

Whereas Hamilton was in many ways the typical courtier in 
search of new sources of income and profit, Wentworth was 
one of the few of Charles's ministers who really wanted to 
bring about a change in the structure of government and 
administration in order to strengthen the power of the 
crown. 104 Officially, at least, he was always an enemy of 
monopolists and projectors. As late as 1637 he declared 'as for 
projects I never loved them and could wish there were fewer of 
them. They are the very alchymye of this time.' 105 Went
worth's attitude towards all kinds of monopolies proposed by 
others was in fact in keeping with this statement. Thus he 
successfully opposed the Westminster Soap Company's plan 

his role as the king's commissioner in Scotland during the Scottish crisis, but in Nov. 
1641,.Lord Saye reminded Hamilton how much he needed the support of men like 
himselfor John Pym to avoid an impeachment as a monopolist (Saye to Hamilton, 13 
Nov. 1641, SRO, GD 406/1/1507). 

102 On Hamilton's role in the Scottish crisis see D. Stevenson, Tiu Scottish ~lution 
1637-1644 (Newton Abbot, 1973), pp. 65 f., 93-8, 104-23, 141-5, 26g-8o. 

103 Goring's and Hamilton's income from estate rents is estimated by L. Stone as 
having been only between £1,100 and £2,200 in 1641 (Stone, Crisis, p. 761). Hamilton 
did, however, have very substantial landholdings in Scotland; D. Mathew, Scotland 
under Charles I (London, 1955), p. 235. On Holland, who probably had an even 
smaller income for his estates: Donagan, 'A Courtier's Progress' (above, n. 23), 
pp. 330-40. 

104 On Wentworth: C. V. Wedgwood, Thomas Wentworth, First Earl of Stra.fford 
1593-1641: A Revaluation (London, 1961); Cooper, 'The Fortune' (above, n. 97); and, 
most recently,J. Watts, 'Thomas Wentworth, Earl ofStrafford', in T. Eustace (ed.), 
Statesmen and Politicians of the Stuart Age (London, 1g85), pp. 83-n4. , 

105 Wentworth to Henry Percy, 21 Dec. 1637, Sheffield Central Library, Strafford 
MSS, x:87. 
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to acquire the sole right to export tallow, one of the raw 
materials used in soap, from lreland. 106 Similarly, he resisted 
a grant to Endymion Porter some years later for a soapmaking 
monopoly in Ireland itself. One of Wentworth's arguments, 
intended to dampen Porter's desire for a patent, was that 
Ireland was 'not so cleanly given anyhow to raise the business 
to any great consideration'. 07 For more fundamental reasons 
Wentworth had also advised the king in April 1635 not to 
grant the right to sell tobacco licences in Ireland to any 
private person: 'For in these cases, before all the game be 
play'd it still happens the crown gets little and almost as 
seldom acknowledged to bring anything but loss to the 
undertakers themselves.' 108 Some years later, when Lord 
Goring tried to enforce his tobacco monopoly in England, 
Wentworth was equally critical and strongly advised the king 
not to relinquish control over such an important commodity 
to any private individual permanently. 109 

Grants which gave the patentee the right to make a 
substantial personal profit by enforcing economic regulations 
were seen in an equally unfavourable light by Wentworth. 
When one of the king's grooms of the bedchamber, George 
Kirke, tried to obtain the office of gager in Ireland, which 
would have given him the right to control the weight and 
quality of goods exported from Ireland, and, at the same time, 
to demand the appropriate fees, Wentworth protested. If 
Kirke were to be granted his wish it would be a grievance to 
the king's subjects and would endanger the crown's income 
from the customs. Wentworth pointed out that as far as he 
was concerned it was his resolution 'that neither myself nor 
any of mine shall ever make benefit here by things of that 
nature' .110 In practice, however, Wentworth's attitude towards 

106 Wentworth to Weston, 23 Aug. 1635, Straffard's Letters, i. 296; idem to Coke, 6 
Oct. 1634, ibid. 308; idem to king, 15 Dec. 1634, ibid. 342; cf. Coke to Wentworth, 25 
Mar. 1635, ibid. 393; Wentworth to Laud, 1 Oct. 1634, Sheffield, Strafford MSS, vi. 
rn1; also petition oflrish House of Lords and House of Commons, ibid. xxiv and xxv, 
no. 187 and 188 (1634). 

t07 Wentworth to Windebank, 10 Aug. 1635, Straffard's Letters, ii. 202. 
108 Wentworth to Coke, 7 Apr. 1635, ibid. i. 406. 
109 Wentworth to king, 5June 1638, ibid. ii. 175 f. 
1 io Wentworth to Kirke, 1 Nov. 1633, Sheffield, MSS viii. 49 f. See also Kirke's 

letters to Wentworth: 26 Feb. 1634, 24 May 1634, and 28 Feb. 1635 (Strafford MSS 
xiii, no. 206a, xiv. 83, 308). 
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monopolies was not quite so sceptical as soon as his own 
interests were involved. Even before he went to Ireland he had 
demanded the monopoly of alum in England as a condition of 
accepting the deputyship. 111 Admittedly, this was one of the 
few legal monopolies left intact by the statute of 1624, but it 
was a monopoly all the same and quite a profitable one for 
that matter. By the late 1630s it was yielding Wentworth an 
income of about £2,500 per annum. 112 When Wentworth 
arrived in Ireland he tried to set up a monopoly for the 
manufacture of iron ordnance there, a plan which would not 
only have provided him with an additional income, but would 
also have curtailed the power of the earl of Cork, one of the 
overmighty subjects of that kingdom, as forests on the lands 
Cork had acquired from the crown in rather dubious ways 
were to provide the iron works with fuel. This project, 
however, proved to be abortive. 113 

Far more important and, for a short time, also more 
successful than the plans for the production of iron ordnance 
was a project to monopolize the importing of tobacco into 
Ireland. After Wentworth had successfully fought off attempts 
by Lord Goring and others to lay their hands on the Irish 
tobacco trade, he himself finally farmed the pre-emption of 
tobacco in Ireland from the crown. At his impeachment he 
was charged with having made a profit of about £100,000 a 
year whilst only paying £5,000 rent to the king. 114 The figures 
given for the income from the farm were pure fantasy as the 
monoply had not even been effectively enforced when the 
Personal Rule of Charles I broke down, but there can be no 
doubt that in the long run the tobacco farm would have 

111 P. Zagorin, 'Sir Edward Stanhope's Advice to Thomas Wentworth, Viscount 
Wentworth, concerning the Deputyship oflreland', Historical journal, 7 (1964), 288-
320, p. 302. 112 Cooper, 'The Fortune', pp. 159--00. 

113 Wentworth to Cottingham, 26 Aug. 1633, Sheffield, Strafford MSS iii. 9, and 
Blacknall's proposals, p. 10; cf. Wentworth to Portland, 7 Mar. 1635, ibid. 178. Cf. 
further T. Ranger, 'The Career of Richard Boyle, First Earl of Cork in Ireland 1588-
1643' (D. Phil. thesis; Oxford, 1959), p. 231. For Cork see further N. Canny, The 
Upstart Earl: A Study of the Social and Mental World of Richard Boyle, First Earl of Cork, 
1566-1643 (Cambridge, 1982). 

114 See Cooper, 'The Fortune', pp. 169 f., and Rushworth, Collections, viii. 172. 
Lord Goring had tried to acquire the pre-emption of tobacco in Ireland as early as 
1634 (Goring to Wentworth, 8July 1634, Sheffield Strafford MSS xiv, no. 129). For 
Wentworth's opposition to Goring's plans see above, n. I09, 
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provided Wentworth with an additional income of several 
thousand pounds. 115 Must we therefore conclude that Went
worth's attitude was purely hypocritical, and that he followed 
the principle that monopolies were permissible as long as they 
were granted only to himself, or should we be satisfied with 
J. P. Cooper's statement that 'of those who looked for favour 
at the court of Charles I many sought and found less 
honourable ways to thrive than Strafford .. .'?116 

Perhaps we should rather see Wentworth's attitude as 
typical of the paradoxes and problems that beset early modern 
administration. It could be argued that Wentworth's desire 
for reform was genuine and that he sincerely tried to free the 
administration of the province he governed from, on the one 
hand, the influence of courtiers who exploited royal patronage 
for their own ends and, on the other, from the domination of 
local office-holders and magnates, such as the earl of Cork. In 
order to transform the existing structure of government, 
however, he had to supplement the inadequate administrative 
resources at his disposal by using his personal power and 
wealth. 117 Only by achieving a position of absolute pre
dominance in Ireland in terms of personal power and wealth 
could he hope to implement the policies of administrative and 
political reform that he favoured-although the use of public 
office for private profit was, of course, in other respects quite 
contrary to what these policies stood for. 

In the end Wentworth's policies of 'Thorough' were to fail 
in Ireland as well as in England. With the breakdown of the 
Personal Rule nearly all the monopolies that had been created 
either to satisfy the needs of hungry courtiers and office-

115 Cooper, 'The Fortune', p. 175. 
116 Ibid. I 75. 
117 For an assessment of Wentworth's rule in Ireland see H. F. Kearney, Stra.fford 

in Ireland 1633-1641 (London, 1959); Cooper, 'The fortune', and idem, 'Stratford: A 
Revaluation', in Aylmer and Morrill (edd.), Land, Men and Beliefs (above, n. 97), 
pp. 192-200; see further Wedgwood, Thomas Wentworth, pp. 117 ff.; T. Ranger, 
'Stratford in Ireland, A Revaluation', Past and Present, 19 (1961), pp. 26---47, repr. in 
T. Aston (ed.), Crisis in Europe (London, 1965), pp. 271-94; A. Clarke, 'The 
Government of Wentworth 1632-40', in T. W. Moody, F. X. Martin, and F. J. Byrne 
(edd.), The New History of Ireland, iii. Ear{y Modem Ireland 1534-16g1 (Oxford, 1978), 
pp. 243-70; and N. Canny, From Reformation to Restoration, Ireland 1534-1660 (Dublin, 
1987), pp. 189-204. 
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holders such as Hamilton or to finance government without 
parliament vanished, with the exception of the soapmakers. 118 

3 

It would, therefore, appear that the only lasting result of the 
monopoly projects of the 1630s was to increase the king's 
unpopularity by alienating vested interests without solving 
the crown's financial problems. Such a conclusion, however, 
would be an oversimplification; the real situation was more 
complicated. 

The revival of monopolies took place at a time when no 
individual or group at court was able to dominate the 
dispensation of patronage. Archbishop Laud did gain a 
certain ascendancy after 1635, but his position suffered from 
the same weakness as Lord Treasurer Weston's in the first 
half of the 163os-his influence on the king's personal 
entourage remained limited. 119 It was probably this absence 
of a powerful favourite that accounts for the specific nature of 
faction fighting in the 1630s. As there was no favourite to 
provide an obvious target for attacks, and as Charles was 
always reluctant to withdraw his favour permanently from 
any of his courtiers and ministers, Charles's court did not 
witness the murderous battles between rival factions that had 
characterized his father's entourage at times. Very few of 
Charles's courtiers ever had to fight seriously for their political 
survival in the 1630s. The day-to-day battle for the king's 
favour in matters of patronage, however, was hardly less fierce 
than before 1628 or 1625 and perhaps even fiercer. During 
Buckingham's ascendancy any suit that was not approved by 
the duke had no real chance of success 120-in the 1630s, 

118 The patent of the London Soapmakers company was one of the few exceptions: 
Price, Patents, pp. 126 f. The patent was finally confirmed in 1656 by the court of 
exchequer; cf. CSPD 1653-1654, pp. 99 f., (xxxix. 68) petition of excluded soap 
boilers, 23 Aug. 1653; and n. 35 above. 

119 On Laud's position at court see Trevor-Roper, Laud (1940), pp. 211 IT., and 
Carleton, Laud, pp. 111 ff. On Weston's position earlier on see Alexander, Weston, 
pp. 166 IT. 

120 On Buckingham's command ofroyal patronage see Cuddy, 'The Revival of the 
Entourage', pp. 214-25. 
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however, there were many different ways to procure the king's 
signature for a grant. Indeed, there were so many ways that it 
is probably justified to speak of a lack of co-ordination as far 

· as Charles's patronage policy is concerned. That would 
explain why conflicting grants were made to different people 
either at the same time or successively. The two salt 
monopolies granted in the 163os-a third one, admittedly for 
a different part of England, was still being planned when 
parliament met-provide an example of such inconsistent 
practice. 121 

A lack of co-ordination and consistency was also partly 
responsible for the repeal of some important grants only a few 
years, or sometimes even months, after they had passed the 
great seal. The soap monopoly comes to mind here, but Lord 
Goring's tobacco monopoly, which he had attained in 1638 in 
the face of strong resistance at court is a similar case. 122 In fact 
looking back from the 1630s to the time of Buckingham's 
ascendancy one can see that there were obvious advantages in 
a patronage system dominated by a royal favourite. A 
favourite could co-ordinate patronage policy, something the 
king found more difficult to do because it was always difficult 
for him to reject a petition himself. 

Comparing the monopoly grants of the 1630s with those 
that were made before 1621 or 1624, another important 
difference emerges. In the 1630s all major grants, unless they 
were patents or commissions for the mere regulation of trade 
or production, had to take the form of a corporation endowed 
with special privileges. The legal framework created by the act 
of monopolies favoured projects in which patronage brokers 

121 On the competing salt companies of North and South Shields and Yarmouth 
see Hughes, Studies (n. 39 above), pp.96-115. In addition to the two corporations 
headed by Thomas Horth (Shields) and Nicholas Murford (Yarmouth), Sir Thomas 
Culpepper, lieutenant of Dover Castle, pursued a project for making salt using turf. 
He and his two Dutch partners obtained a grant for this project in Mar. 1636 (PRO, 
SO 3/I 1, Mar. and Apr. 1636). Admittedly, Culpepper's privilege did not cover the 
area between Berwick and Southampton in which the Yarmouth and Shields 
saltmakers operated, but in the long run a conflict between the different groups of 
patentees was nevertheless likely to occur (cf. Oxford, Bodi. Libr. Calendar of Bankes 
MSS 49/g-1 I). 

122 For the principle that the king should not deny any suits himself see Charles I 
to Wentworth, 26 Oct. 1633, Stra.fford's Letters, p. 140 ('if there be any thing to be 
denied, you may do it and not I'); cf. ibid. 160, 165, 258. 
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with court connections co-operated with the vested interests 
of trade or industry, or at least certain sections of those 
interests. There were, admittedly, also corporations formed 
exclusively by men who had connections with the trade they 
wanted to dominate, but such companies had a much smaller 
chance of success. 123 

The monopoly most typical of the 1630s was an incorpora
tion of existing manufacturers, in some cases small craftsmen 
breaking away from a greater livery company. The manu
facturers paid substantial duties to the crown for their 
privileges and often also to the courtiers who acted as 
patronage brokers or who were the original projectors. Of 
course, such corporations could create a great deal of bad 
blood: on the side of the manufacturers who were excluded 
from the corporation because the newly granted privileges 
infringed their established rights, but sometimes also on the 
side of the members of the corporation itself, because they had 
to pay large sums to the crown and the projectors for these 
privileges. 

In his account of the relations between court and city in the 
1640s Robert Ashton has, therefore, argued that Charles's 
economic policy, which favoured monopolies and new in
corporations with special privileges, was one of the main 
reasons for the alienation of the city from the court. According 
to Ashton it was this policy which was largely responsible for 
the fact that Charles failed to gain the support he badly 
needed from the city in 1639-40.124 In this, as in many other 
cases, it would, however, be rash to judge the success of the 
Personal Rule on the basis of the assumption that the crisis 
brought about by the Scottish rebellion was inevitable at this 
particular point in time. The policies of the Personal Rule 
were bound to be tested by some sort of internal or, more 
likely, external crisis sooner or later, but this crisis might well 
have come later rather than sooner. The fate of the London 
soap company is an indication of what might have happened 
had Charles I been given more time. Not only did the soap 
monopoly eventually yield a substantial profit of some £30,000 

123 The fate of the Westminster soap company is the best examples for this. 
124 Ashton, Ciry, pp. 81 f, 202-4; ef. pp. 141-7. 



392 RONALD G. ASCH 

to the crown in 1640, but the company also managed to 
survive the meeting of the Long Parliament and Charles's 
downfall. 125 Projects like the soap monopoly in its amended 
form or the contract with the vintners still alienated vested 
interests, but in the long run they were able to create new 
interest groups that were likely to support the crown in a 
crisis, because of the privileges they enjoyed. 126 It would, 
therefore, be wrong to see the development of monopolies in 
the 1630s solely as a chapter in the history of the increasing 
alienation between court and country or court and city. At 
least some of the grants of the 1630s can also be seen as 
examples of successful co-operation between the court and 
important interests of trade and industry. 

12s See above, n. I 18. 
126 The relations between the crown and the hostmcn of N cwcastlc arc a good 

examples of such co-operation which, in this case, went back as far as the reign of 
Elizabeth. Sccj. U. Ncf, The Rise of the British Coal Industry r550-r700, ii (London, 
1932), pp. 268 f., I 19 ff., 272 ff., 294, 304 ff., 320 f. 



The Role of a Queen Consort 
The Household and Court of Henrietta Maria, 

1625-1642 

CAROLINE M. HIBBARD 

The households of queens consort in England in the late 
medieval and early modern periods, to go no further back, 
provided opportunities for courtier service and reward as well 
as constituting charges on the royal revenue. 1 Thus, like other 
subsidiary households, such as those of the royal children, 
they belonged to the larger courtly world of politics, patronage, 
and profit. Despite their distinctive characteristics they are an 
essential part of an analysis of 'the court' or 'the royal 
household'. The arrival in England in the spring of 1625 of 
Charles I's French bride, the Princess Henrietta Maria, 
daughter of Henri IV and sister of the reigning king, Louis 
XIII, seemed to have introduced a quite different political 
model; for the young girl brought with her a retinue of 
hundreds of French attendants, many of whom were meant to 
remain as her household establishment. But within a year, 
something closer to 'normalcy' had been restored; in the 
summer of 1 626, in a dramatic scene that has often been 
retold, her jealous young husband dismissed most of the 
French establishment. 

More French would remain in Henrietta Maria's household 
than has usually been recognized, and they continued to be a 
potent political symbol, and occasionally even politically 
active. But henceforth the two households were intimately 
linked, in a way that would have been impossible without the 
expulsion of the main body of the French. The queen's 

1 See e.g. D. A. L. Morgan, 'The House of Policy: The Political Role of the 
Plantagenet Household, 1422-1485', in D. Starkey (ed.), The English Court from the 
Wars of the Roses to the Civil War (London, 1987), 25-70, pp. 41, 4~, 51-3. 
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personnel, the organization of her household, the financing, 
and the pension list were all distinct from those of the king, 
although part of her establishment ( the stables, for example) 
appears to have been paid directly out of the king's household 
funds. But her household and that of the king were in frequent 
contact, a few persons had office in both,2 and this intimacy is 
even symbolized by the existence of court couples who bore 
analogous positions in the two households-the most distin
guished being the earl and countess of Denbigh who were 
master of the wardrobe and mistress of the robes for the king 
and queen respectively. Several of the queen's chamberers 
(some of them former maids of honour to her) were married to 
grooms and gentlemen in the king's chamber. 

If the households were overlapping, the courts in the 1630s 
were rarely differentiated at all; contemporaries referred to 
'the court', seldom to the 'king's court' or the 'queen's court'. 
This reflected the intimacy of the royal couple after 1628, 
frequently in each other's company, their households mingling 
within the larger penumbra of the court: that is, those of the 
aristocracy who provided an entourage for them, usually 
receiving pensions or other perquisites if they held no formal 
office. 3 Because the courts were so intertwined, the formality 
that Pope Urban VIIl's agents came to the 'queen's court' in 
the 1630s could not assuage English protestant opinion. In 
actuality the king saw the papal agents almost daily, and on a 
level of intimacy enjoyed only by those envoys who came from 
the queen's brother the king of France, and sister, Christina of 
Savoy. Moreover, in so far as the queen might seem to have an 
independent power base and a semi-autonomous foreign 
policy, this made her the more suspect in protestant eyes.4 

2 Most notably the earl of Holland, groom of the stole to the king and high steward 
to the queen; and Sir ThomasJermyn, vice-chamberlain to the king and master of the 
game to the queen. 

3 E.g. among these might be numbered in the 1630s the countess of Carlisle, Henry 
Percy, Toby Mathew, and Wat Montagu. 

4 Archbishop Laud allegedly feared the possibility that the paper agent George Con 
would be raised to the rank of cardinal in the Roman Church because then he would 
outrank Laud at court in the eyes of all catholics. Such worries are understandable in 
the context ofa mixed court. Albert Loomie has shown in his edition of the notebooks 
of the master of ceremonies John Fi net (Ceremonies of Charles I [New York, 1987)) that 
Henrietta Maria received separate visits from all ambassadors to the court, and 
received agents from her brother and her sister in private and informal meetings. The 
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The household of Henrietta Maria had some special 
characteristics, but in many respects resembled the king's 
establishment. A close examination of her entourage suggests 
that 'the queen's side' was politically dysfunctional, despite 
being in some ways 'representative' of the political nation; 
this, indeed, may reflect a situation obtaining in the royal 
household and court at large. In so far as the nature and 
activities of the court were a crucial piece of the political crisis 
at the end of the 1630s, the queen's side played a special role 
that is worth examining on its own, but also may provide clues 
to the problem of the court at large. 

Before we can understand how and why the household and 
court were 'dysfunctional', we must remind ourselves what 
their function might be in the framework of national govern
ment and politics, and how they were composed. The 
household, like the court, was in theory and often in practice 
open to the aristocratic world generally, although access to the 
person of the monarch varied according to the style of 
individual monarchs.5 For several reasons, the openness both 
of the household and of the court in the reign of Charles I was 
restricted. In part, this reflected the king's personality; he was 
not tolerant of open debate about policies once he had made a 
decision and could form a lasting distaste for a man who had 
failed one of his litmus tests of personal loyalty. There was 
also institutional lethargy compounded by financial string
ency; the king inherited a heavy load of servants from his 
father, and shared his father's reluctance to abandon them.6 

The character of the court mattered, for much policy
making went on there, both within and without the privy 
council. Appointments in the household were eagerly sought, 
and feverishly reported; and this was not merely a matter of 
trivial court gossip. Reward in the form of a place in the 
household, administration, or privy council was in itself an 
aspect of policy; and it was an aspect of policy that was shaped 

queen's mother, Marie de' Medici, really did have an independent court and an 
independent foreign policy during her extended visit to England from 1638 to 1641. 

5 D. Starkey, 'Introduction: Court History in Perspective', in idem (ed.), English 
Court, 1-24, pp. 6--8. 

6 See K. Sharpe, 'The Image of Virtue: The Court and Household of Charles I, 
1625-1642', in Starkey (ed.), English Court, 226--60, pp. 227-8. 
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chiefly outside the confines of the council. 7 In the absence of 
parliament from 1629 to 1640, the court was the central forum 
for the discussion of important issues. Ideological politics
the Church and foreign policy-were handled during this 
reign in very different ways. The governance of the English 
Church, and patronage within it, were concentrated primarily 
in the hands of William Laud, even before he became 
archbishop of Canterbury in 1633. Ecclesiastical matters were 
occasionally dealt with in council, and there are some 
indications, outside Laud's own correspondence, of ecclesi
astics seeking patronage at court. 8 But both policy-making 
and the detailed governance of the Church lay primarily in the 
hands, as it were, of paid professionals. 

Foreign policy was a different matter; it was discussed in 
the privy council, and interminably speculated on in contem
porary correspondence, but it was ultimately in the king's 
hands, and he took whatever advice he desired. Charles I kept 
much about his negotiations with foreign powers from the 
scrutiny of the council, in the hands of his secretaries 
( especially Windebank, who handled the tricky relations with 
Spain), and much seems to have been decided in an 
exclusively court milieu. Charles I's foreign policy fluctuated, 
unlike his religious policy, and was in some respects incoherent. 
In the absence of a clear line from the king or any principal 
minister, it was inevitably affected by the varying preferences 
among the numerous royal officers and courtiers authorized or 
daring enough to dabble in it, among whom no very strict 
hierarchy existed. Committees of the privy council and the 
two secretaries of state officially directed policy under the 
king; but the king's ambassadors overseas sometimes took 
independent initiatives. 

This was the realm of the well-born amateur, with an 
occasional commercial expert thrown in. Foreign travel had 

7 Individual privy councillors had the gift of office by virtue of their positions; but 
the council, although it might become involved in disputes over patronage, did not 
collectively consider or decide on appointments. See G. E. Aylmer, The King's 
Servants: The Civil Service of Charles I. r625-1642 {rev. edn., London, 1974), pp. 69-74. 

8 E.g. Godfrey Goodman, bishop of Gloucester, sought help and preferment from 
the countess of Denbigh, who claimed that she had no influence with Laud (Kent 
Archive Office, Sackville MSS, U 269, Middlesex Correspondence, letters from 
Goodman to Middlesex in 1636, 1637, and 1638). 
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come to be regarded as almost a prerequisite of entry into the 
upper ranks of royal service for the nobility and aspiring 
gentry. It has indeed been suggested that there were, until 
1632, too many foreign-trained people in the secretariat of 
state;9 but this seems to have reflected both the king's own 
priorities and the preferences of the nobility. The honour of 
serving in important missions abroad was highly prized; it 
had {or seemed to have) significantly advanced careers in the 
previous decades. 10 

Decisions about how to raise money and how to spend it 
constituted much of the rest of the political world, and all that 
became subject to controversy. Trade, social and economic 
interventions in the localities, and the administration of 
justice all cost the government little and reaped relatively 
great rewards for those involved. The administration of justice 
was in the hands of professionals at the upper levels and (like 
the administration of social and economic policy) was left to 
unpaid gentry at the lower levels. Since the mid-sixteenth 
century, there had been resistance to any expansion of the 
central administration, 11 that is, the institutions dealing with 
justice, finance, ordnance, navy, and secretariat business. 

The king's money-raising methods were a chief focus, if not 
the chief focus, of what we may call the 'constitutional' 
opposition to his rule, the set pieces of the old 'highroad to 
civil war'-forced loan, monopolies, impositions, shipmoney, 
etc. These issues appear in relief for several reasons: they are 
visible in the records of the privy council, and the king viewed 
both the forced loan and shipmoney as test cases of the loyalty 
of his subjects, and showed an atypical tendency to be present 
at council meetings when these subjects were discussed. 12 

Several of the revenue issues have had a high visibility 
because they could be and were taken to court, or rather to the 
law courts, and because they were later matters of debate in 
the Long Parliament. But what was not justiciable was the 

9 Aylmer, King's Servants, pp. 92-3. 
10 The earls of Dorchester, Carlisle, Holland, and Leicester, Lord Cottington, and 

Sir Henry Vane were all examples of privy councillors in the 1630s who had served 
the king in foreign embassies. 11 Aylmer, King's Servants, pp. 136--43. 

12 R. Cust, 'Charles I, the Privy Council, and the Forced Loan',Journal of British 
Studies, 24 (1985), 20~35, pp. 211,213. 
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equally if not more contentious matter of how the money was 
spent, or on whom it was spent. 

Royal expense estimates on the eve of the Civil War show 
the predominance of the household writ large across the 
ordinary peacetime expenses of the government. 13 Out of an 
estimated £500,000 of expenses, almost half (£248,000) is 
allocated directly to the household and wardrobe of the royal 
family (including the queen of Bohemia), another near 
£115,000 to annuities and pensions, and almost £20,000 to 
diplomacy. (The conduct of foreign policy, even in peacetime, 
could be very expensive, although the nobles who undertook 
major embassies often had to absorb, to their loss, much of the 
expense.) In addition there appear a few smaller expenses 
relating to royal palaces, the jewel house, and other items not 
clearly associated either with military preparations or with the 
administration of justice or finance, which amount to over 
£20,000. Thus, over £400,000 represents the expense of the 
royal establishment, the king's various dependants, and his 
diplomacy. 'Fees to several his Majesty's officers' total 
£38,000 and some £60,000 is left for all other costs of the 
central administration of justice and finance, and for all 
military expenditure. 

This allocation of resources reflects the expansion of the 
monarch's own household since the reign of Elizabeth, 14 plus 
the addition to it of establishments for a royal consort and 
royal children at a time when the central administration was 
not similarly expanding. By 1641, the numbers in the 
combined households (excluding extraordinaries) reached a 
total of 1,800, of whom 700 were 'above stairs' in the king's 
chamber and wardrobe ( and gentlemen pensioners), over 200 

in the household and chamber of the royal children, and about 
170 in that of the queen. 15 The household overlapped to some 

13 C. Russell, 'Charles I's Financial Estimates for 1642', Bulletin of the Institute of 
Historical Research, 58 (1985), pp. 10g-20; Aylmer, King's Servants, p. 27, estimates 
'over 40% of all peacetime royal expenditure'. 

14 Neil Cuddy remarks that the combined household of the king and queen of 
Scotland, above and below stairs, was only about 180 in 1590; while Elizabeth at the 
same time had about 550 in her household. N. Cuddy, 'The Revival of the Entourage: 
The Bedchamber of James I, 1603-1625', in Starkey (ed.), English Court, p. 179. 

15 Aylmer, King's Servants, p. 27, excluding the private servants ofroyal officials. Of 
these 1,800, 'probably a third ofa half were on duty at any one time'. Aylmer lists the 
household below stairs (estimated at c.300 plus almost 200 servants' servants), the 
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extent with other parts of the central government, especially 
the privy council. 16 Various privy councillors dined regularly 
at court and some household offices were ex officio members of 
the privy council, where (in this period, at least) they were 
among the most regular attenders. 17 The inflation of the 
household and its costs occasioned many complaints, and was 
the object of several retrenchment efforts in the early 
seventeenth century. But some positive political consequences 
might have been expected as well, for it expanded (in theory 
at least) access to the monarch at this particular 'point of 
contact' -the working core of the court; and during the 
eleven-year Personal Rule of 1629-40, when no parliament 
was called, this clearly had political potential. As David 
Morgan has so usefully reminded us for the mid-fifteenth 
century, so in the early seventeenth century the 'entourage' 
side of the household was comparable in numbers to those 
actively or potentially involved in politics as members of the 
House of Commons or as justices of the peace. 18 Why did the 
household and court of Charles I and Henrietta Maria not 
play a more positive political role? When asked, the question 
is usually answered in terms of the 'cultural isolation' of the 
court, or the temperament of Charles I. These are important 
elements, but they can be approached more precisely than has 
hitherto been attempted in terms of actual personnel. 

In some measure, the selection of officials was almost 
outside the control, let alone the personal fancy, of the 
monarch. All analysis of the household core of the court must 
begin with this recognition: if Henrietta Maria had a 
household thrust upon her in the late 1620s, the king himself 
had obligations and constraints that limited his freedom of 
choice. The selection of officials was restricted by at least three 
factors. First, there had to be a certain congruity of social 

stables, and the yeomen of the guard separately from the queen's and king's 
chambers, but includes them in the above total. 

16 Ibid. 31; 4 of the 14 ex-officio members of the council were household officers; 
from 1625 to 1640 between 6 and 11 household officers were councillors at any one 
time, in the 1630s never fewer than 9. 

17 E.g. Dorset, Pembroke, Holland, Hamilton, and the treasurer and comptroller of 
the household. 

18 D. A. L. Morgan, 'The King's Affinity in the Polity of Yorkist England', 
Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 23 (1973), 1-26, p. 4. 
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status to pos1t1on, although as we shall see, looking at the 
queen's household, this was not rigidly fixed. Secondly, 
choices were made among those who presented themselves for 
office-indeed, very often those who offered bribes, incessantly 
belaboured their friends at court to move the king on their 
behalf, or otherwise tried to 'storm the chamber'. When the 
king or queen appointed an office-holder this was often merely 
a reaction to pressure of this sort; the royal initiative should 
not be overemphasized. 19 With regard to secondary offices, we 
must be even more cautious about speaking ofroyal 'selection', 
as so many were in the gift of the leading officers.20 

The realm of choice was further restricted by the need to 
satisfy old lineages of servants and courtiers. In the case of 
James I the perceived need was overtly political-James could 
not fill even half the places in the household and administra
tion with Scots as he would have liked, but had to take in also 
the English servants of his predecessor.21 In the early years of 
Charles I, financial exigencies as well as loyalty to his and his 
father's old courtiers ensured positions for many of them in 
the new establishments. The mushrooming of the household 
under James I had created obligations for his successor, in the 
persons of servants who if not employed would have to be 
pensioned off.22 There is thus visible, as Professor Aylmer 
long ago remarked, a marked continuity in the service of 
James I and Charles I. 23 This, and the considerable inbreeding 

19 Malcolm Smuts's article on 'The Puritan Followers of Henrietta Maria in the 
1630s', English Historical Review, 93 (1978), pp. 26-45, is a brave and so far isolated 
attempt to make sense of the faction alignments of the 1630s; but he may attribute 
more initiative to the queen in taking on the non-courtier puritan 'allies' he describes 
than is appropriate. 

20 Aylmer describes the dispute between Holland and Pembroke in 1637 over 
appointments in the chamber-'the only doubt here was whether Holland or 
Pembroke should make these appointments; there was no question of the King doing 
so' (King's Servants, p. 70). 

21 Cuddy, 'Revival of the Entourage', pp. 174--83. 
22 H[istorical) M[anuscripts) C[ommission), Calendar of the Manuscripts of the ... 

Marquess of Salisbury, preserved at Hatfield House, xxii. 1612-1668, ed. G. D. Owen 
(London, 1971), p. 213: earl ofHolland to earl ofSalisbury [?!626) 6 Aug. 'He will do 
his best for the gentleman Salisbury has recommended to him, but there are so many 
of the late queen's servants whom the king thinks he is in honour engaged to receive 
now about his wife, that he mistrusts he will not be so fortunate as he desires.' 

23 Aylmer, King's Servants, p. 257: 'Thus not only did Charles I, as might have been 
expected, to a large degree inherit his father's servants, but many of them were still 
with him on the eve of the Civil War.' 
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that can be traced, for example, if one examines Henrietta 
Maria's establishment, may have worked against the political 
utility of the household or court to function as a 'point of 
contact' in a changing political world.24 None of the royal 
establishments, of course, was static; men and women died, 
relinquished office for payment, were moved from one office to 
another. Few, however, were discharged in the 1630s; thus the 
opportunities for newcomers were limited. 

The access provided by a place either at court or in the 
council carried potential influence over patronage and policy 
formation. This should not tempt us to line appointees up for 
evaluation according to their presumed policy orientations. 
Except in the realms of Church policy and (to a lesser extent) 
foreign policy, few such fixed individual attitudes can be 
glimpsed, and fewer still survived regular contact with 
Charles I. In looking at the inhabitants of household and 
court, we might be wise to adopt rather the contemporary 
emphasis on character: who was affable, generous, trust
worthy, or alternatively greedy, vengeful, and/or difficult to 
approach. At the same time, there was an underlying 
suspicion of catholicism and its sympathizers that weighed 
with almost everyone in evaluation of character; 'papists' 
were, or might be, treacherous. 

For if, as has been persuasively argued of late, the issue in 
the 1640s between king and parliament came down to one of 
trust, then the trustworthiness or otherwise of the king's 
intimates and counsellors (not merely his privy councillors) 
was also of great importance. Because of this, and because 
policy was of necessity formed by those in place, influence 
over appointments cannot be dismissed as tangential or 
separated from influence over policy. (The only example that 
comes to mind of Charles I apparently calling in a counsellor 
to implement an already determined line of policy is his recall 
of Strafford from Ireland in 1639.) The close connection 
between appointment at court, general policy-making, and 
the implementation of policy would be highlighted during the 
Scottish crisis. 

It is within this framework of patronage and policy that the 
24 I owe this hypothesis to Thomas Cogswell and am very grateful for our 

discussion of it. 
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role of Henrietta Maria's household and court must be set.25 

The list of appointments26 makes clear (as indeed one ought 
to assume) that the queen's household was not markedly 
socially inferior to that of the king. Charles I had been at great 
pains in 1626 to insist that the household of his subjects that 
would replace the French would be equal in honour and 
dignity to that with which she had come to England. At the 
same time, position within the household, position within the 
aristocracy, and the personal favour of the monarch were 
somewhat independent variables. Office and social status 
both mattered in the intricate dances of royal ceremonial, 
such as attendance at chapel, the welcomes presented to 
ambassadors, royal christenings, and funerals. The two 
households in such events were not separate entities; the 
individuals composing them were organized for precedence in 
a complicated formula of office and rank.27 

The shifts in office that occurred within the queen's 
establishment, between hers and the king's, and into those of 
the royal offspring, also suggest that some of the upper offices 
below the top stratum of lord chamberlain, high steward, 
chancellor, and mistress of the robes stand outside any 
defined cursus honorum; we cannot always speak clearly of 
promotion or demotion, but rather, as Aylmer has suggested, 
we are looking at something in the nature of 'ministerial 
reshuffles'. 28 The personal favour of the queen and the 
temperament of the individual may have been as important in 
the value and patronage possibilities of these offices as the 
status or perquisites intrinsic to them. This would suggest that 

25 I am preparing a longer study of Henrietta Maria's household and court from 
1625 to 1642, which will deal more fully with the themes outlined in this chapter. 

26 Names of members of the queen's household are taken, and their periods of 
appointment reconstructed, from the establishment lists and lists of acquittances for 
payments in P[ublic] R[ecord] O[ffice], LR 5/57 and 5/63; PRO E 101/438/7, 11, 13, 
14, 15; E 101/439/3; National Library ofWales, Wynnstay MSS 166, 168. These have 
been supplemented with PRO, SO 3/8-12: warrants for appointment and payment. 

27 E.g. see the list of the procession for the funeral of Queen Anne in Huntington 
Library, Ellesmere MS 7971. 

28 Aylmer, King's Servants, p. 88. Profit and status could be quite distinct, as is 
shown by the fact that the offices of treasurer, comptroller, and cofferer of the 
household, which could be regarded as in descending status, were all worth about the 
same at this time according to Aylmer, ibid. 221. 



The Role of a Queen Consort 

the expansion of the household world by the re-creation of 
subsidiary households in the seventeenth century led not to 
increased specialization and bureaucratization of office, but 
rather to fluidity, a certain overlapping of jurisdictions, and 
the subsequent creation of opportunities for enterprising 
individuals. 29 

Within this overall picture the queen's household and the 
entourage that surrounded it played a special role because of 
her privileges, views, and temperament. It increased, for one 
thing, the overrepresentation at court of groups atypical of the 
country at large-specifically of catholics and foreigners. In 
the absence of a dominant minister or faction within the royal 
government after Buckingham's death, it provided an arena 
for several subsidiary factions: the remnants of the Villiers 
connection, a group of Francophile courtiers who were 
inspired less by a common policy than by a habit of importing 
the methods of French court politics into England, and 
(especially at the end of the 1630s) a Scottish catholic 
grouping that influenced the conduct of the Bishops' Wars. 

At least three stages in the role of Henrietta Maria's 
household and its political impact can be traced. During the 
first, which lasted roughly from her arrival in 1625 to the 
assassination of Buckingham in mid-1628, the French and the 
catholic character of the queen and her entourage were very 
much to the fore, establishing a negative impression on public 
opinion that would prove lasting. Henrietta Maria was the 
first foreign royal consort to arrive in England since Philip 
II-an entirely unfortunate precedent. Until the loss of 
Buckingham caused the king to turn to the queen for solace, 
the royal couple were mainly at odds. French members of her 
household apparently dabbled in opposition politics;30 and 
her chaplains almost certainly counselled her towards a 
standard of sexual behaviour appropriate to the devot court 
ladies of Counter-Reformation France, but understandably 

29 My thanks to Robert McJimsey, who discussed the varying effects of 
bureaucratic expansion with me. 

30 See Salvetti's despatch in HMC, Xlth Report, app. 1, The Manuscripts of Henry 
Duncan Skrine, Esq. Salvetti Co"espondence (London, 1887), p. 85; see also R. Lockyer, 
Buckingham (London, 1981), pp. 25g-60, 276--7. 
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obnoxious and incomprehensible to her proud and reserved 
young husband.31 

The very large French establishment with which Henrietta 
had come to England had been put together with considerable 
care by the French government, and had been the subject of 
protracted negotiations between the French and English that 
were still incomplete when the queen arrived. It was of 
primary importance, from the French point of view, that the 
queen be fortified against any lapse from orthodox religious 
practice that would bring dishonour on the French crown; and 
the Oratorian and later Capuchin chaplains with whom she 
was provided were chosen from the cream of the missionary 
body. The French political ambitions behind the marriage 
have generally been underestimated; forestalling an Anglo
Spanish marriage was but the minimum objective, and the 
career of Marie de' Medici provided a flamboyant example of 
how much a queen consort could come to matter. That the 
French sent a young girl into the heretic camp at all, with the 
risks that entailed, is some measure of the benefit they hoped 
to achieve from the marriage. 32 The expulsion of her French 
attendants was therefore a real setback, however conventional 
the sacking of a foreign consort's household may have been.33 

The queen's household was, from the beginning, a centre 
for the introduction of Counter-Reformation catholicism in its 
French version into a rabidly anti-papal England. In 1626 she 
lost most of her chaplains, retaining only the Scottish 
Oratorian priest Robert Philip, his companion Pierre Viette, 
and a few assistants. But from then on, through the period of 
war with France, and until the arrival of the Capuchins in 
February 1630, the queen obstinately clung to her religious 
rights, and refused to accept alternative catholic chaplains, 
more acceptable in one way or another to powers at court. 
This is quite in contradiction to the picture of her frivolity and 
indolence that is usually drawn. 

The late 1620s appear in retrospect to have been crucial 

31 Calendar of State Papers and Manuscripts Relating ffl English Ajfairs ... in Venice ... 
16o3-75 x-xxviii (London, 1864-1940), Calendar 1625-26, p. 545. 

32 Lockyer, Buckingham, pp. 19g--201, 251--2. 
33 Dr Mia Rodriguez-Salgado suggests that the expulsion of the retinues of foreign 

consorts was rather the rule than the exception. 
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years for the formation of Henrietta Maria's outlook on 
politics (as indeed they were in other ways for Charles I). 
During these years she forged that alliance of trust with her 
confessor Robert Philip which was to be so marked, if usually 
quiet, a feature of the religious politics of the court in the 
1630s. After real intimacy was established between the king 
and queen, when she began to have a voice in affairs, she 
would intervene on behalf of catholic subjects of Charles I, 
encourage conversations at court, and create a friendly 
environment for catholic figures such as Wat Montagu, Toby 
Mathew, the earl of Antrim, and his wife, the widow of the 
duke of Buckingham. 

Although an apparent attempt in 1626 to install the catholic 
earl of Rutland (Buckingham's father-in-law) as her chamber
lain failed, the queen's official household included more than 
a few British catholics. Thomas, Viscount Savage, was her 
chancellor, and when Sir Robert Aiton died in 1637, he was 
succeeded as her secretary by a prominent English catholic, 
Sir John Winter; several of the Scots in her household were 
catholics.34 As late as September 1639, when changes were 
made in her household personnel, there were persistent 
rumours that Wat Montagu, catholic convert son of the earl 
of Manchester, was to be made her vice-chamberlain.35 This, 
despite the fact that the Scottish crisis had by then aroused 
allegations about a catholic conspiracy at court. 

The French in the queen's household were more numerous 
than the single lady-in-waiting and chaplain who are usually 
cited; and they also created uneasiness. Of the approximately 
180 names that occur in her establishment lists, there were 
twenty or so French men and women in the chamber offices, 
apart from the musicians, the cooks, and the dressmakers, and 
others 'below stairs'. In 1630, the French were receiving about 
£1,700 in pensions out of a fee and pension total of some 

34 Jean Drummond, countess of Roxburgh, governess to the princesses, was not 
technically part of Henrietta's household; the Scottish catholics on the queen's 
establishment lists included (in addition to several chaplains) her physician, Dr 
David Eccling, and one of her gentlemen ushers of the privy chamber, Sir Maurice 
Drummond. 

35 HMC, Report on the Manuscripts of the ... Viscount De L'lsle. V.C., preserved at 
Penshurt Place, Kent, vi. Sidney Papers 1626-1698, ed. G. D. Owen (London, 1966) 
[quoted as HMC, De L'lsle and Dudley, vi], pp. 180, 182. 
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£9,300 on the queen's charge.36 In addition to her French 
women attendants, there were French men in all the chamber 
offices; they sometimes acted as personal diplomatic agents for 
the queen in dealing with her brother's court, although 
equally often that task was given to Henry J ermyn, one of her 
English gentleman ushers. Her French servants were very 
unpopular, not only because of their nationality, but because 
of their exemption from taxes, special privileges of worship, 
and right to practise restricted trades. 

The more distinguished French who were attracted to the 
court as visitors (including that most eminent of all, her 
mother Marie de' Medici, who graced the court for almost 
three years from 1638 to 1641) were often up to their ears in 
political intrigue that had only tangential relevance to 
England, but was ill understood by the English, and thus 
contributed from the outset of the Scottish crisis to an 
atmosphere of intrigue, uncertainty, and anxiety about 
possible foreign intervention. The 'Frenchness' of the queen 
was, after 1630 when her mother broke with Richelieu, not a 
diminished but a highly ambivalent factor in court and foreign 
policy, as both the French government and its opponents 
sought her support. In English eyes, the queen ultimately 
suffered suspicion for being both too 'French' and too 
'Spanish' in her sympathies. 

In addition to its foreign and catholic elements, the queen's 
household epitomizes patterns of court patronage that proved 
somewhat counter-productive from a domestic political stand
point. The construction of a new, British household for the 
queen took place over the period 1626-9; some major 
decisions had been made as early as August of 1626, 37 

36 PRO, E 101/438/7. 
37 There is literary evidence beginning in the summer of 1626 about the 

reorganization of the household: H. Ellis (ed.), Original Letters Illustratiue of English 
History, ser. 1 (3 vols., London, 1824), iii. 247-8: Pory to Mead from London, 17 Aug. 
1626: 'The Queen's Household is now settled. Queen Anne's old servants that had 
pensions being all entertained. My Lord of Rutland refuseth to be her Lord 
Chamberlain. Sir George Goring is her Vice-Chamberlain: my Lord Percy Master of 
her Horse: my Lord of Holland her Steward: the earl ofTotnes, alias [George] Lord 
Carew, her Receiver [Treasurer]: Sir Thomas Savage her Chancellor: etc.' Savage 
was not officially listed among her officers until 1629. Official documentation for the 
appointments in 1626 and 1627 is incomplete; a partial establishment list dated 1627 
and another, more complete, in 1628 reveal there was no chamberlain until 1628 and 
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although the formalization of the new household was some
what delayed.38 By 1629, the financial chaos created by the 
extravagance of the queen's household in its first years had 
been sorted out and various sources of income had been 
settled upon her. When the final shape of the household 
emerged that year, the earl of Dorset was lord chamberlain, 
and the death of the earl of Totnes had made way for Sir 
Richard Wynne as the queen's treasurer.39 Sir Robert 
Killigrew was her vice-chamberlain40 and Lord Goring her 
master of the horse. The Scot Sir Robert Aiton was her 
secretary, and the other major offices were held by the earl of 
Holland as high steward, Viscount Savage as chancellor,41 

and Sir Thomas Jermyn as her master of the game.42 

Dorset, Killigrew, Goring, and the Jermyn family had all 
been allies of Buckingham. 43 The political ideas of these men 

that Goring did start out as vice-chamberlain and Henry Percy as master of the horse 
[PRO, LR 5/57]. Percy dropped out of the official household in 1629 and Goring 
became master of the horse, Sir Thomas Killigrew moving into the position ofvice
chamberlain. 

38 Negotiations with France over the dispute continued, through a seemingly 
successful mission of reconciliation by Bassompierre in late 1626; Fran1,0is, marechal 
de Bassompierre,joumal de ma vie: memoires du marichal de Bassompierre (4 vols.; Paris, 
1875), pp. 270 ff. But the agreement was repudiated, war broke out between France 
and England in 1627, and further discussions on the French component of the 
household-most importantly, the queen's chaplains-did not bear fruit until the 
peace negotiations in early 1629. 

39 Calendar of State Papers, Domestic, Charles I (23 vols.; London, 1858----g7, 
abbreviated CSPD), Calendar 16118-119, p. 218: Sir Robert Aiton to Carlisle, 18 July 
1628, from Denmark House, telling him that Weston has been made lord treasurer, 
and mentioning the appointments of Dorset and Goring in the queen's household. 
'Lord Percy has retired to the country; who shall be [the Queen's] Vice-Chamberlain 
is not known; Sir ThomasJermyn the only man named.' The countess of Carlisle, he 
added, was still the queen's favourite. 

40 Until his death in 1633 after which the office disappears from the official lists. 
Sir Thomas Jermyn was never in that position despite the report (preceding note} 
that he would be; he was vice-chamberlain to the king 162g-39. Occasional errors in 
secondary accounts are apparently based on a hasty reading of Aiton's letter. 

41 Until his death in 1635, after which Sir John Finch, formerly her attorney
general ( 162g-35), held the office. In 1640, when Finch was raised to the position of 
lord keeper, Sir John Lambe became the queen's chancellor. 

42 The other major revenue and law officers were Sir Thomas Hatton, surveyor
general until replaced by Robert Long about 1639, and Sir John Finch, for whom 
see preceding n. 

43 Lockyer, Buckingham, p. 448, regards the appointment of Weston as lord 
treasurer and these rearrangements in the queen's household as representing the 
triumph of Buckingham's allies. Elsewhere (p. w9) Lockyer refers to Dorset as an 
'intimate' of Buckingham. Goring was a friend of both Buckingham and Carlisle. 
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are more difficult to fathom; however, Dorset, Killigrew, and 
Sir Thomas J ermyn had been consistent supporters of the 
crown in the parliaments of the 1620s.44 Dorset and Holland, 
the two politically most important figures, made little visible 
effort to use the household as a basis for a clientele, perhaps 
because they were interested mainly in personal access and 
the profits it entailed.45 

As Neil Cuddy has shown for the chamber establishment of 
James I, the gentlemen ushers of the privy chamber, 
controlling access to the royal person, were important 
figures;46 this was all the more true in the queen's establish
ment because the bedchamber was naturally staffed with 
women, in this case more than half of them French. Two men 
of considerable influence with the queen and in the court 
generally, Sir Thomas Stafford and Henry Jermyn,47 held no 
higher position than that of gentleman usher during the 1630s. 
Positions in the privy chamber were divided, in the precedent 
set by James I, between English and Scots men, with the 
addition, in this case, of remnants from the queen's French 
household. Most of the Scots had figured in the establish
ments of James I and Anne of Denmark; in this continuity, 
and in their deracination from both Scotland and the 
'country' in England (which made them such poor inter
mediaries between the king and any of his subjects) they seem 
typical of the royal household at large, and typify one of its 
weaknesses. 

This establishment (apart from the legal counsel, where 
advancement up a more defined crusus honorum is visible) was 
to remain virtually unchanged, apart from a few appoint
ments due to deaths, until 1639, when Goring went into the 

44 For Dorset see Lockyer, Buckingham, pp. rng--rn, 310, and Cust, 'Forced Loan', 
pp. 216-17, 226; for Killigrew see A. Harbage, Thomas Killigrew, Cavalier Dramatist 
1612-83 (New York, 1930), pp. 1g--20; for Sir ThomasJermyn see M. Frear Keeler, 
The Long Parliament 1640--41; A Biographical Study of its Members (Philadelphia, 1954), 
pp. 234-5. 

45 The countess of Dorset, however, became governess to Charles, prince ofWales, 
and subsequently to his brother James; one reason cited for this was that the countess 
of Roxburgh, who remained governess to the princesses, was catholic. 

46 This high status is indicated by their place in the establishment lists directly 
below that of secretary to the queen. 

47 Sir Thomas Stafford was the illegitimate son of George Carew, earl of Totnes 
(d. 1629); for Jcrmyn sec D{ictionary ofl N{ational} B[iographyj, s.n. 'Henry Jermyn'. 
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king's household and privy council, and Henry Jermyn 
replaced him as the queen's master of the horse. The 
Killigrew,Jermyn, and Stafford families were interrelated and 
deeply entrenched courtier families.48 They represent some of 
the weaknesses in the court and household system. Dependent 
on a court that did not (and perhaps could not, given the 
pressure of ambition upon finite resources) promote them to 
premier status,49 they appear to have concentrated their 
entire energies on the court and on scrambling for advantages 
there. This feverish life at court, in foreign embassies, and (for 
the sons) in military service overseas, ill-suited them to serve as 
contacts between court and country. On the higher levels of 
status and income, the younger generation of courtiers 
emerged primarily out of the Villiers connection and the 
family of Richard Boyle, earl of Cork. 

The years between the birth of the prince of Wales in 1630 
and the beginning of the Scottish crisis in 1637 mark a second 
stage in the development of the queen's household and court. 
With the arrival of the Capuchins and the mutual agency with 
Rome, the queen's private catholicism achieved a wider 
dimension, and the proselytizing at court went forward 
effectively unchecked by either the archbishop of Canterbury 
or the king himself. Buckingham's relatives, who with the 
countess of Carlisle had dominated the English female side of 
the establishment since the queen's arrival, became firmly 
entrenched; although few had formal office in the household, 
they were among the grand ladies circulating at court. 50 

48 Sir Robert Killigrew was brother-in-law to Sir ThomasJermyn; when Killigrew 
died in 1633 his widow married Sir Thomas Stafford. 

49 Goring is an example of a courtier who did claw his way into the upper rank, 
achieving both a peerage and an income estimated at £26,000 in 1641; DNB, s.n. 
'George Goring, earl of Norwich'. Goring is an interesting and little studied figure; he 
had been in Spain with Charles, in France during the negotiations for the match with 
Henrietta Maria, and was reported in Apr. 1625 to have sent the queen a prayer book 
in French trans. 'which some suppose to give hope of her conversion' (Ellis, Original 
Letters. ser. 1, iii. 190). He went to meet the queen on her arrival (ibid. 192) and in 
1638 was sent to meet Marie de' Medici when she arrived. 

50 In a letter of July 1626, Pory had already mentioned the duchess of 
Buckingham, marchioness of Hamilton, and countesses of Carlisle and Denbigh 
(Ellis, Original Letters, ser. 1, iii. 243). On 11 Aug. 1626, he asserted that 2 catholic 
ladies, the countess of Buckingham (mother of the duke) and the countess of Rutland 
(the duke's mother-in-law) had been added to the bedchamber, 'and some say my 
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Of all the Villiers connection, the duke's sister Susan, 
countess of Denbigh, mistress of the robes to the queen, was 
the most active. She was, precisely, one of those 'enterprising 
individuals' who were able to take advantage of the expansion 
of the households. The king bore a constant affection to this 
sister of his deceased favourite, and the prominence she 
enjoyed from the beginning of the reign-she was one of those 
who had been sent to meet the new queen at Dover-was not 
substantially diminished after Buckingham's murder. Her 
access to the king was independent both of her brother and of 
the queen.51 In 1640, the Venetian ambassador commented 
on the position of Susan's son, Basil, Lord Feilding, who had 
proven very ill-suited to the diplomatic career which was to 
have paved his way for higher office under the king; he would 
not soon be replaced as ambassador to Venice, said 
Giustiniani, 'not only to avoid offending [him], but his mother 
and the Marquis of Hamilton as well, for both of whom the 
king has a singular affection'. 52 

Lord Feilding had married the daughter of Lord Treasurer 
Portland; her death in early 1635, followed shortly thereafter 
by her father's, lost the ambitious young man some help at 
court.53 But he and his entire family profited from their 
continuing connection with James, Marquis of Hamilton, who 
had married Basil's sister Mary, and who acted in tandem 
with the countess of Denbigh to maintain the interests of his 
relations.54 This emergent faction at the court of the 1630s 

Lady Savage' (ibid. 247; see also ibid. 248, for another reference to the countess of 
Buckingham). Susan Villiers was the only one of these women to appear on any 
establishment or pension list of the queen. 

51 In the spring of 1629 a newly created Irish viscount used her to arm the king 
with arguments in favour of the new 'foreign titles', in case the Lords should protest 
them: PRO, C 115/M13/7241: letter from George, Viscount Chaworth of Armagh to 
Scudamore, 4 Apr. 1629. The activities of Susan, countess of Denbigh, can be 
followed in the Feilding family papers at the Warwickshire Record Office. 

52 Calendar of State Papers Venetian, 1640-2, p. 4:13 Jan. 1640. 
53 HMC, Report on the Manuscripts of the Earl of Denbigh, preserved at Newnham Paddox, 

Warwickshire, v (London, 1911), p. 14. 
54 Mary, marchioness of Hamilton, died in May 1638 and 2 of her sons died while 

small children; also, Hamilton, by late 1638, was absorbed by the Scottish crisis. 
Despite these distractions, his continuing goodwill is indicated by his efforts at that 
very time to ensure that Basil Feilding, going as ambassador to Savoy to the queen's 
sister Christina, should have the title of 'Extraordinary Ambassador' for which he 
was ambitious. See HMC, Denbigh, v. 57, 60, 66. 
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was probably doomed in any case by the uncourtier-like 
character of the young man being groomed as heir apparent, 
but the multifarious activities of his mother constitute a story 
in themselves. She supervised much of the queen's expend
itures-the robes being, in the queen's as in the king's 
household, a major and lucrative post to exploit. Of the 
queen's estimated £20,000 per year budget, £4,500 was 
allotted to the robes and linen, and £4,000 to the privy 
purse. 55 A large portion of all these funds passed through the 
countess's hands, as did part of the annual £2,500 allocated to 
new year's gifts from the queen.56 One way or the other she 
had access to as much as two-thirds of the queen's income; the 
remainder, which went on wages and pensions, not infre
quently fell in arrears, and special pleading might be 
necessary to get the money out of the exchequer-pleading of 
the sort for which she was well placed. Additional sources of 
potential revenue and patronage included the provision of 
furniture and of jewellery to the royal couple, and large 
expenditures on the queen's 'lyings-in'.57 At least half a dozen 
of the maids of honour and ladies of the bedchamber to the 
queen are identifiably Villiers relatives or clients. 

By the middle of the 1630s another influence was being felt 
at court, that of Richard Boyle, first earl of Cork, who used his 
contacts in her household (Sir ThomasJermyn, Lord Goring, 
and Sir Thomas Stafford) to marry four sons and a daughter 
into the charmed circle. The sons, presented at court before 
they departed for the obligatory continental tours and after 
they returned, were clearly being groomed for royal service. 
This court connection in the making had no time to flourish 
before political crisis overtook it; but in the correspondence 
between Cork and his court allies we can glimpse some of the 
personal associations that would later figure in the army 
plot.58 

There were only a few changes in the upper levels of the 

55 PR, LR 5/57, fo. 16, dated 4June 1628. 
56 PRO, E 101/438/4, for the book of new year's gifts. The countess ofDenbigh 

signed the lists of arrears and of additions. 
57 PRO, SO 3/9, Feb. 1630, for the birth of Prince Charles; SO 3/10 and 3/11 for 

later entries. 
58 Chatsworth, Lismore Papers, vols. xvii-xxiii, and Cork Letter Books 1, 2. 



CAROLINE M. HIBBARD 

queen's household, all due to deaths, from 1630 to 1639, when 
Henry Jermyn attained a position (master of the horse) better 
corresponding to his actual influence with the queen. 59 But a 
final stage in the role of her entourage begins in 1637-as did 
so much else.60 1637 was the year of the notorious court 
conversions to catholicism, and at the same time of the 
government prosecutions of the three prominent puritans 
Burton, Bastwick, and Prynne. The conversions were blamed 
on courtiers, not actual household officials-specifically on 
Wat Montagu, Toby Mathew, and Olive Porter. During these 
final years of the 1630s, the court catholic penumbra moved 
into a certain political limelight. Scottish nobles such as 
Nithsdale and Douglas, the Irish earl of Antrim, and his wife 
the duchess of Buckingham, English figures such as Montagu, 
Sir Basil Brooke, and the Gage family acted together with the 
queen's confessor Father Philip and the papal agent George 
Con between 1638 and 1640 to try to mount English, Scottish, 
Irish, and even continental catholic efforts in support of the 
king against the Scottish Covenanters. The Scots around the 
queen, like those around the king, utterly failed-for whatever 
reason, either their muteness or the king's deafness-to serve 
as useful channels of communication or mediation between 
Scotland and the crown. The countess of Roxburgh, for 
example, was governess to the princesses; her son and brother 
were to turn Covenanter. 

The military expedition with which Charles I went to 
confront his rebellious Scottish subjects was pulled together 
out of what historians have seen as a sort of grab-bag of 
anachronistic and penny-pinching devices-mustering the 
militia, calling up the lords for personal service with their 
retinues, and asking for 'contributions' from the gentry and 
clergy,61 rather than calling a parliament for war taxation. 
But a glance at the roster of officers for 1639 reveals that on 

59 Sir Robert Killigrew died in 1633, Viscount Savage in 1635, and Sir Robert 
Aiton in 1637. 

6° For the succeeding paragraphs, see the narrative of events in my monograph, 
Charles I and the Popish Plot (Chapel Hill, 1983). 

61 For the contribution of the catholics, see my article 'The Contribution of 1639: 
Court and Country Catholicism', Recusant Hiswry, 16 (1982), pp. 42--60; for the clergy 
contribution, my forthcoming article in a collection of essays ed. M. C. Fissel. 
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this occasion and even in the subsequent expedition of 1640, 
the royal army was partly, as it has been described for an 
earlier period, 'the royal household on a war footing'. The 
officer corps was drawn in considerable part out of the 
households and court. The privy chamber men were there 
under the king's lord chamberlain, Pembroke, and more than 
a dozen horse troops were commanded by courtiers and sons 
of courtiers-the earl of Cork's son Dungarvon, Sir John 
Suckling, Henry Percy, and the younger George Goring ( who 
had been, at Henrietta Maria's instigation, appointed governor 
of Portsmouth earlier that year). Henry Wilmot, who (like 
Goring) had been serving in the Dutch army in the 1630s, was 
commissary-general both in 1639 and in 1640.62 

These names point also to the future, for here was the first 
meeting, in an English military context, of a number of those 
who would later, in 1641, be involved in the so-called 'army 
plot' on behalf of the king and against parliament. The bonds 
of relationship and friendship, of service abroad and court 
intrigue, that helped to generate this plotting, are still 
obscure. But one centre of this was the queen's entourage, 
both official and unofficial; and it is because such men were 
there that they were able, when the king sought advice, to 
capture his ear in the way that Clarendon would so lament. 
These men were, incidentally, all protestant, although releva
tions of the army plot were used in parliament to beat the 
drum of 'catholic conspiracy'. That even prominent English 
protestant members of the queen's circle were caught up in 
such court intrigues is a sad final comment on the role she 
and her entourage played in the developing political crisis. It 
lends force to the Long Parliament's reiterated complaints 
about suspect members of the queen's household, and finally 
their cri de cœur of February 1642 about her influence over 

62 David Starkey has discussed the military role of the king's privy chamber men in 
the reign of Henry VIII in 'Representation through Intimacy: A Study in the 
Symbolism of Monarchy and Court Office in Early-Modern England', in J. Lewis 
(ed.), Symbols and Sentiments: Cross-cultural Studies in Symbolism (London, 1977), pp. 198-
200. During the 1630s, the captains or governors ofa number ofroyal forts and castles 
were courtiers or central office-holders, often non-resident (Aylmer, King's Servants, 
p. 127). Sir Thomasjermyn was governor of Jersey 1631----8; in 1640 Henry Percy was 
appointed governor for life. Orders were given to these captains to be resident in the 
spring of 1639 (ibid. 129). 
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appointments.63 This influence began to be seriously remarked 
only with the build-up of the Scottish crisis in late 1638, when 
the formation of the royal army required a spate of military 
appointments, but the connections that existed then had been 
taking shape over the previous eight to ten years.64 

Most elements of the queen's entourage failed signally to 
serve as part of a court that could be a 'point of contact' 
uniting the body politic and social. Part of this failure must be 
attributed to her character as a French woman and a catholic, 
her determination to be active in both roles, and her royal 
husband's inability or unwillingness to stop her. But we can 
also glimpse in her household the inbred and static quality 
that appears to have been equally if not more pronounced in 
her husband's household, a result of the expansion of the 
households in the reign of James I, unaccompanied by a 
corresponding expansion of resources. Thus structure and 
membership of the households were ossified and their 
personnel became perhaps more intensely focused on the 
court and the rewards it offered, and therefore unable to 
provide a bridge between the court and the country. 

63 See the 'Declaration of Fears and Jealousies' composed by Pym and debated in 
Jan. 1642. A. Fletcher, The Outbreak of the English Civil War (London, 1981), p. 263, 
points out that it is virtually a draft for the Nineteen Propositions. John Griffiths has 
discussed this document in his Cambridge B.A. thesis, ('Queen Henrietta Maria and 
the Breakdown of Caroline Government 1640--42', pp. 13-14, and I thank him for 
drawing it to my attention. Of 12 allegations, 8 pertain to the queen, who is described 
as 'a dangerous and ill-affected person [who] hath been admitted to intermeddle with 
the great affairs of state, with the disposing of places and preferments, even of highest 
concernment in the kingdom'. This complaint about the queen's meddling in 'the 
disposition of any offices or places' is repeated later in the document. 

64 HMC De l'lsle and Dudley, vi. 182: Northumberland to Leicester, 4 Sept. 1639 
from Sion: 'The Queen, I hear, seems well inclined to favour your Lordship. If her 
kindness be real, I doubt not of your receiving good satisfaction from hence, for I see 
persons brought in by her power unto whom, I do verily believe, the King hath much 
greater exceptions than ever he had unto your Lordship.' He goes on to speculate that 
Sir Kenelm Digby will be going as the queen's agent to Rome and Wat Montagu will 
be her vice-chamberlain. 



The Crown, Ministériat, and Nobility 
at the Court of Louis XIII 

KLAUS MALETTKE 

'LE temps de rois est fini, celui des princes et des grands 
commence.' 1 With these words Henry II of Bourbon, prince 
de Condé, not only described the political situation he found 
in France on his return to Paris on 18 July 1610, but also 
predicted fundamental changes in the structure of French 
government. Some two months after the murder of Henry IV 
(14 May 1610), Condé obviously thought that the time had 
come for the princes of the blood and the higher nobility to 
return to the conseil du roi and key positions of the monarchy, 
and to establish themselves permanently there.2 Although 
Condé's hopes proved illusory, for a time it appeared as if they 
might be realized, albeit temporarily. During the reign of 
Henry IV, the crown had for the most part regained the 
capacity to make and enforce its decisions, and had also 
restored and secured its authority inside and outside the 
kingdom. But the monarch had not yet succeeded in 
establishing his authority firmly. The repeated attempts on 
his life and the grave differences of opinion among those 
interested in central questions of foreign and ecclesiastical 
policy were symptomatic of the enduring instability.3 After 
the murder of the king, the latent danger to royal authority 
inevitably increased because of the minority of Louis XIII. In 
France, a regency always led to limitations on the regent's 

The text was translated by my assistant Miss Ute Millier, whom I would like to 
thank once again. 

1 Quoted by M. Carmona, La France de Richelieu (Paris, 1984), p. 83. 
2 Henry II of Bourbon, prince de Conde, together with his young wife Charlotte 

had fled to the Spanish Netherlands, in order to save his wife from persecution by 
Henry IV. As he did not feel safe in Brussels, Conde went to Milan in March. 

3 Cf. D. Richet, La France modeTT1£: ['esprit des institutions (Paris, 1973), p. 72. 
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authority and freedom of action, not de Jure but de facto. This 
applied to an even greater degree to the new regent, Marie de' 
Medici, whose position was-for a number of reasons beyond 
the compass of this chapter-continually being challenged. 
All these factors were bound to have an effect on the 
relationship between the crown and the nobility, and on the 
functioning of government, particularly the process of decision
making, and the royal patronage system. The issues touched 
upon here-with a few exceptions-are rarely discussed in the 
literature on the reign of Louis XIII and Richelieu's 
ministériat.4 Comprehensive research is still needed here; a 
chapter such as this can only make a brief contribution to 
what is a very intricate topic. 

The years up to the beginning of Richelieu's ministériat (29 
April 1624) are characterized by an 'instabilite ministérielle 
notoire', as Jean Bérenger rightly states.5 This instability did 
not start directly after Marie de' Medici assumed the regency, 
but it very soon became obvious. To begin with, the queen left 
the ministers of the deceased Henry IV, Sully, Villeroy, 
Sillery, and Jeannin, in their positions, as she was primarily 
interested in having her regency proclaimed as quickly and 
quietly as possible. Decisive support for her was provided by 
the chancellor, Brûlart de Sillery; the secretary of state for 
foreign affairs and war, Neufville de Villeroy; the president, 
Jeannin-all members of the conseil des ajfaires6-and the duke 
of Epernon, colonel-general of the infantry.7 Until the 

4 Sec esp. 0. A. Ranum, Richelieu and the Councillors of Louis Xl/1: A Study of the 
Secretaries of State and Superintendents of Finance in the Ministry of Richelieu ( Oxford, 1963; 
French edn., Les Creatures de Richelieu, Paris, 1966). Cf. now also S. Kettering, Patrons, 
Brokers, and Clients in Seventeenth-Century France (New York and Oxford, 1986), pp. 15-
18, 3o--6, 157-61. 

5 J. Berenger, 'Pour unc cnquctc curopccnnc: le probleme du ministeriat au xvne 
sicclc', Annales E.S.C., 29 (1974), pp. 166--g2, p. 170. 

6 Cf. R. Mousnicr, 'Le Conscil du roi de la mort de Henri IV au gouvernement 
personnel de Louis XIV', in idem, La Plume, lafaucille et le marteau: institutions et sociiti 
en France du moyen age a la revolution (Paris, 1970), 141-79, p. 142; cf. also idem, 'Les 
Rcglcmcnts du conscil du roi sous Louis XIII', Annuaire-Bulletin de la Sociiti de 
l'Histoire de France, annies 1946-1947 (Paris, 1948), pp. 93-211. 

7 Cf. M. Carmona, Richelieu (Paris, 1983), pp. 127-8; V. L. Tapie, La France de 
Louis Xl/1 et de Richelieu (Paris, 1967), p. 13. Nicolas Brulart, sieur de Sillery, former 
president at the parlement of Paris, former ambassador in Switzerland and in Rome, 
Dec. 1604, keeper of the seals since Dec. 1604, and chancellor since 10 Sept. 1607. He 
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beginning of 1612, Marie de Medici was on the whole 
personally responsible for the regency. Grave differences of 
opinion between the queen and Sully on basic questions of 
foreign and domestic policy caused her to make the super
intendent of finances (surintendant des finances) and most 
influential minister of Henry IV leave the conseil du roi. In this 
she was supported by Villeroy and members of the higher 
nobility whom the queen soon admitted to the conseil du roi in 
ever increasing numbers. At the time of Marie de' Medici's 
regency, this body, therefore, was rightly called a petit parlement 
or a senate where not much efficient work could any longer be 
done.8 

Sully resigned on 26 January 16 1 1 • 9 In effect, the reason for 
his resignation was that he wanted to continue the policies of 
Henry IV's government. Realistically assessing the possi
bilities and limits of political action in the time of a regency, 
however, Marie de' Medici did not want to take the risk of a 
war against Spain that might have resulted from Sully's 
policies. Rather, she favoured a rapprochement with Spain that 
was to be consolidated by the marriage of Louis XIII to the 

fell from favour in May 1616 and had to give the seals to Guillaume du Vair, premier 
president of the parlement of Provence. In April 1617 he returned to the conseil du roi, in 
which he resumed his former offices. He died in Oct. 1624, after having had the office 
of the keeper of the seals from Jan. 1623 to Feb. 1624. Pierre Jeannin, former 
president at the parlement of Burgundy, member of the Catholic League, and 
counsellor of Mayenne. He became one of the most important counsellors of Henry 
IV and Marie de' Medici. From 1611 to 1616 he was contrlileur general des finances and 
from May 1616 to Sept. 1619 surintendant des finances. Mousnier, 'Le Conseil du roi' 
(above, n. 6), pp. 198, 202; H. Ballande, Rebelle et conseiller de trois souverains: le president 
Jeannin 1542-1623 (Paris, 1981). On Nicolas Ill de Neufville de Villeroy (1543-1617) 
cf. N. M. Sutherland, The French Secretaries of State in the Age of Catherine of Medici 
(University of London Historical Studies, 10; London, 1962), pp. 150-7. Jean-Louis 
de Nogaret de la Valette, due d'Epernon (1554-1642). 

8 Cf. E. Lavisse (ed.}, Histoire de France illustree depuis les originesjusqu'a la revolution, 
vi/2: J.-H. Mariejol, Henri /Vet Louis XIII (Paris, 1911), p. 147; M. Carmona, Marie 
de Midicis (Paris, 1981), p. 223; Tapie, La France de Louis XIII, p. 57; Mousnier, 'Le 
Conseil du roi', p. 147. All princes of the blood were admitted to the conseil: the prince 
of Conti, the count ofSoissons, the cardinal ofJoyeuse, the duke of Guise, the duke of 
Mayenne, the duke of Nevers. In addition there were the constable ofMontmorency, 
the duke of Epernon, and the marshals of France de Brissac, de la Chatre, and de 
Boisdauphin. Besides the duke of Bouillon, the cardinal of Perron, the prince of 
Conde, the duke of Nemours, and the marshal de Lesdiguieres belonged to the conseil. 
Carmona, Marie de Medicis, pp. 222-3; Carmona, Richelieu, pp. 137-8. 

9 Carmona, Marie de Midicis, p. 225; Lavisse (ed.}, Histoire de France, vi/2. 147. 
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Spanish infanta. This policy gave encouragement to the 
numerous supporters of a pro-Spanish and ultramontane 
course who had also been in Paris at the time of Henry IV. At 
the same time, however, such a policy was bound to alarm the 
Huguenots. 10 The potential for political conflict is clear, and 
was undoubtedly favourable to the higher nobility in their 
pursuit of more or less selfish political and material ambitions. 
To a large degree also the dismissal of Sully served to foster 
their demands, for Sully was probably the only minister 
capable of opposing the ambitions of the members of the 
higher nobility, as well as the rise of the royal favourite, 
Concino Concini. Villeroy, who initially assumed the leading 
role in the conseil du roi after Sully's retirement, 11 was 
ultimately not equal to the task. The regent made generous 
payments of money and pensions. Additionally, leading men 
were given gouvernements and other lucrative positions in the 
provinces-a policy recommended to the regent by Villeroy. 
Even so the higher nobility's loyalty to the government and 
support of government policy could, at best, be bought for a 
short period of time only. 1 It was concessions like these, 
mostly extorted by open threats or rebellion, that made 
obvious the growing deterioration of the authority of the 
regent and her government. The treaties ofSainte-Menehould 
(15 May 1614) and Loudun (3 May 1616) entered into with 
the grands of the country are symptomatic of the decline in the 
authority and the powers of the crown. Frequently changing 
and short-lived alliances between the regent and one or 
another group of the higher nobility-the Party of the Princes 
(Conde, Bouillon, Nevers, Mayenne) or the Guise and 
Epernon-as well as differences of opinion between the 
chancellor, Sillery, and the secretary of state, Villeroy, led not 
only to a split in the court, but also to conflicts within the 
conseil du roi. 13 

Condé published a manifesto on 21 February 1614 in his 

10 Cf. Tapie, La France de Louis XIII, pp. 70-2; Carmona, Richelieu, pp. 75~; 
P. Chevallier,. Louis XIII (Paris, 1979), p. 66. 

11 Cf. Chevallier, Louis XIII, p. 66. 
12 Cf. Kettering, Patrons, Brokers, and Clients, pp. 152-g; Tapie, La France de Louis 

XIII, p. 73. 
13 Lavisse (ed.), Histoire de France, vi/2. 154-7; Tapie, La France de Louis XIII, 

pp. 73-4. 
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name and that of the grands who, along with Nevers, Bouillon, 
and Longueville, had left court and taken up the standard of 
rebellion with him. The manifesto was sharply critical of the 
government which was accused of overburdening the people 
with taxes, of being responsible for the high selling prices of 
law offices, of hindering the parlements in the exercise of their 
functions as well as pursuing a pro-Spanish foreign policy. 
Condé therefore demanded the dismissal of the ministers and 
the summoning of the estates-general in order to remedy the 
grievances of the realm. Confronted with this and fearing that 
the conflict might easily have escalated into civil war, the 
regent tried to win time and avoid an open confrontation. The 
concessions she made were clearly intended to defuse the crisis 
until the proclamation of Louis XIII's majority on 27 
September 1614. In this strategy, Marie de' Medici was 
supported mainly by Villeroy, who belonged to the close-knit 
noblesse du conseil, 14 and enjoyed the regent's confidence from 
the beginning of 1612 until October 1614. As in the preceding 
months, he urged the queen to try to split up the grands by 
making concessions in order to preserve internal peace until 
the king should attain his majority. 15 

Madame, votre but est de conserver l'autorite du roi et le royaume 
en sa reputation et en son entier. Votre regence et le titre de mère du 
roi vous y obligent ... Cependant Votre Majeste gagnera la fin de sa 
regence, pourra achever plus commodement les mariages d'Espagne 
et resoudre ceux d'Angleterre au temps et en la forme que vous 
jugerez plus apropos pour le bien du royaume et le contentement du 
roi qui sera alors en sa majorite. 16 

In the negotiations of Soissons and the treaty of Sainte
Menehould (15 May 1614) the rebellious higher nobility was 

14 On the noblesse du conseil see M. Antoine, Le Conseil du roi sous le regne de Louis XV 
(Geneva, 1970); W. Reinhard, Freunde und Kreaturen: 'Verjlechtung' als Konzept zur 
Erfarschung historischer Fiihrungsgruppen. Romische Oligarchie (Schriften der Philoso
phischen Fakultat der Universitat Augsburg, 14; Munich, 1979), pp. 42-5; Suther
land, The French Secretaries of State ( above, n. 7), pp. 150-7. 

15 Cf. Lavisse (ed.), Histoire de France, vi/2. 157; Tapie, La France sous Louis XIII, 
p. 74; Chevallier, Louis XIII (above, n. 10), pp. 66-7; Carmona, Marie de Medicis, 
pp. 262-6. 

16 Memorandum of Villeroy, 10 Mar. 1614, in Bibliotheque de !'Arsenal, Fonds 
Conrart, vol. 1 8, fol. 565; cf. also G. de Hanotaux, Histoire du cardinal de Richelieu, iii 1. 
Le Chemin du pouvoir (Paris, 1893), pp. 67-8. 
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able to enforce, if not all, then at least some very important 
demands. The regent agreed to postpone the marriage of 
Louis XIII and the Spanish infanta and to summon the 
estates-general that very year. Added to these political 
concessions were substantial cash payments and the allocation 
of lucrative functions to the grands. 7 If we judge the events 
already outlined and future political developm,ents against the 
background of the regent's main objectives, that is, to preserve 
peace within the monarchy until the end of the regency and to 
bring about a union with Spain, we can say that she 
ultimately achieved these aims. However, the political and 
financial price was high. The state coffers, so carefully tended 
by Sully, were depleted, and the finances of the state were 
ruined. In international terms France's importance gradually 
diminished. 18 

As far as domestic and foreign policy were concerned, 
however, the results gained by the regent after the treaty of 
Sainte-Menehould in the long run strengthened the opposi
tion of the Party of the Princes, and this in turn had effects at 
the ministerial level. The main reason for the increased 
opposition of the Party of the Princes was that the estates
general did not take the course they had hoped for. The 
assembly of the estates-general was opened on 27 October 
1614, that is, after the declaration of Louis XIII's majority 
during a ceremony in the parlement of Paris on 2 October 1614. 
The king, now of age, left the running of the government 
entirely to Marie de' Medici by making her chef du conseil. 
Thanks to her ministers' carefully influencing the procedure of 
designating the deputies, 19 and thanks also to the prudent 
preparation and conduct of the estates-general, the essential 

17 Conde received 400,000 livres and the _government of Amboise; the duke of 
Bouillon was given a pension amounting to 100,000 livres. The duke of Bouillon was 
allowed to double the number of his gendarmes. Cf. Lavisse (ed.), Histoire de France, vii 
2. 158; Tapie, La France de Louis X/II (above, n. 7), p. 74; Carmona, Marie de Medicis, 
pp. 265--6. 

18 Cf. Carmona, Marie de Medicis, p. 268. 
19 Cf. J.M. Hayden, France and the Estates General of 1614 (Cambridge, 1974), 

p. 72; Chevallier, Louis XIII, pp. 67-8; Carmona, Marie de Medicis, pp. 272-3. See 
also R. Chartier, 'La Noblesse et Jes etats de 1614: une reaction aristocratique?', in R. 
Chartier and D. Richet (edd.), Representation et vouloir politique: autour des etats geniraux 
de 1614 (Paris, 1982), pp. 113-25; Richet, La France modeme (above, n. 3), p. 72. 
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aims of the government were finally achieved. The result of 
the elections for the estates-general itself already meant defeat 
for the Party of the Princes.20 At the end of the assembly, the 
monarchy was not under the tutelage of the estates-general as 
the opposing grands had hoped. The crown secured consent for 
the Spanish marriage project and emerged from the whole 
business considerably strengthened. 21 This is still true even if 
one accepts that the estates-general did cause the government 
problems in other areas, promoting policies that, taken 
together, had the nature of a reform programme.22 

The Party of the Princes, led by Conde, reacted to this 
unfavourable development as in the past by intensifying its 
activities against the government. There is no need to go into 
their machinations here. What is important is their impact on 
the rebellious higher nobility and the government. An 
escalation of the open conflict between the government and 
the Party of the Princes into a dangerous civil war was averted 
by the repeated willingness to negotiate shown by Marie de' 
Medici and Conde. After the queen had accomplished her 
main aim with regards to foreign policy-the dynastic alliance 
with Spain--despite resistance from the grands,23 she offered 
to negotiate with Conde. The results of these negotiations 
were expressed in the treaty of Loudun (3 May 1616). The 
political and material demands of the rebels from the higher 
nobility were largely met. Just as in the earlier treaty of 
Sainte-Menehould, these nobles received enormous amounts 
of money, gouvemements,24 and other high royal offices. Thus 
they were able, if not to extend, then at least to keep their 

2° Cf. Hayden, France and the Estates General, p. 97; Chevallier, Louis XIII, p. 67; 
Carmona, Marie de Midicis, pp. 272-3. 

21 Cf. Tapie, La France de Louis XIII, p. 77; Carmona, Marie de Midicis, p. 285; 
Richet, La France moderne, p. 72; Hayden, France and the Estates General, pp. 171-3. 

22 Cf. Hayden, France and the Estates General, passim; Chartier, 'La Noblesse et les 
etats de 1614', pp. 113-25; Carmona, Marie de Midicis, pp. 272-85. 

23 On 9 Nov. 1615 Elisabeth de Bourbon, sister of Louis XIII, and Anne of 
Austria, daughter of the Spanish king, Philip III, crossed the Bidassao, the river 
marking the border between France and Spain. The marriage between Louis XIII 
and the Spanish infanta took place on 25 Nov. 1615 in Bordeaux. 

24 On the power and position of the governors, cf. R. R. Harding, Anatomy of a 
Power Elite: The Provincial Governors of Early Modem France (New Haven and London, 
1978). 
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power bases in the provinces as well as their client and patron 
relationships, upon which their power largely rested.2 Their 
desire for greater influence on government policy was partly 
met by giving Condé a prominent position in the conseil du roi, 
and the unprecedented right to sign the arrêts of the conseil du 
roi.26 Not without reason has it been said that the peace of 
Loudun paved the way to Condé's 'entree en force ... clans le 
gouvernement du pays'. 27 

Further developments after the peace of Loudun, however, 
show that Condé had not won the long struggle for the highest 
position in the government of the monarchy. Thanks to the 
support of Villeroy, he brought about changes in the staff at 
ministerial level; but he was unable to satisfy the demand 
made by the grands in their peace negotiations with the 
representatives of the government, to eliminate the royal 
favourite, Concini, who had gained great wealth and power. 
Even so, those among the queen mother's advisers who had 
formerly supported a determined course of action against 
Conde, that is, the chevalier de Sillery and his brother, the 
chancellor, Brulart de Sillery, had to give up their positions. 
Villeroy, who had gone over to Condé's side during the peace 
negotiations, seems to have been able to extend his influence 
over the inner council of Marie de' Medici. However, 
appointments to the vacant ministerial positions showed that 
Condé as well as Villeroy had underestimated Concini's 
power. In the ministerial reshuffie that followed the treaty of 
Loudun, Concini was eventually able to place members of his 
clientele in high state positions. Claude Barbin replaced the 
controleur des finances, J eannin, Mangot took over the functions 
of Puisieux, and Villeroy became head of foreign affairs. 
Finally, Richelieu was appointed to the secretariat of state 
instead of Mangot, who became keeper of the seals (garde des 
sceaux) as successor to Guillaume du Vair, who had fallen into 
disgrace. Not surprisingly, the ministry of Barbin-Mangot-

25 Cf. Harding, Anatomy of a Power Elite, pp. 21-37; Kettering, Patrons, Brokers, and 
Clients, pp. 85-97. 

26 Cf. Carmona, Marie de Medicis, p. 299; E. Esmonin, 'Les Arrets du conseil sous 
l'ancien regime', in idem, Etudes sur la France des xvrr et xVIIJ.' siecles (Universite de 
Grenoble. Publications de Ja Faculte des Lettres et Sciences Humaines, 32; Paris, 
1964), pp. 183-99. 

27 Carmona, Marie de Midicis, p. 299. 
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Richelieu very soon rightly came to be called the ministere 
Concini.28 

As is generally known, Concino Concini, of aristocratic 
Italian origin, had gradually gained wealth and power, 
especially since the beginning of the regency in 1610, thanks to 
the influence his wife Léonora had on Marie de' Medici. After 
he acquired the marquisat d'Ancre at the end of August 1610, he 
received the gouvemements of Peronne, Roye, and Montdidier. 
In the following years, Concini, who became marshal of 
France in November, systematically extended his power base 
and his clientele in the provinces, as well as his position in the 
conseil du roi. He skilfully utilized the tensions between the 
parties competing for influence and power. After the peace of 
Loudun he received the position of a lieutenant général of 
Normandy and the citadel ofCaen in exchange for the citadel 
of Amiens and the lieutenance générale of Picardy. 29 His influence 
and his role in the government of Marie de' Medici grew and 
became apparent in the ministerial reshuffle after the peace of 
Loudun already mentioned above. 

Prior to and during the peace negotiations of Loudun, the 
rebel grands had already demanded that the foreign favourite 
be relieved of his power. They took particular offence at his 
control of court patronage.30 After Loudun the opposition of 
the nobles stiffened because of Concini's consolidation of 
power. Their hatred of Concini brought together higher 
nobles who were divided on many other questions, for 

28 Cf. Lavisse (ed.), Histoire de France, vi/ 2. 1 85-6; Chevallier, Louis XII I, pp. 69-
70; Carmona, Marie de Midicis, pp. 3o<Hl; Carmona, Richelieu, pp. 237-g, 257-8. 
Claude Barbin was former courtier de banque and surintendant de la maison de la reine-mere. 
He was one of Coneini's creatures. The same is true of Mangot, who had become 
premier president of the parlement of Bordeaux shortly before, thanks to the support he 
got from Concini. Guillaume du Vair was premier president at the parlement of Aix. After 
the fall of Chancellor Brulart in May 1616 he became keeper of the seals on Villeroy's 
initiative. When du Vair himself fell out of favour in Nov. 1616, Mangot took over 
this office. Armand de Plessis de Richelieu, bishop of Lu~on (1585-1642) became 
secretaire d'etat aux ajfaires etrangeres et a la guerre on 24 Nov. 1616. 

29 Cf. Carmona, Marie de Midicis, pp. 225-8, 261, 325-8; Lavisse (ed.), Histoire de 
France, vi/2. 177-8, 184-5; Kettering, Patrons, Brokers, and Clients, pp. 156, 177, 181; 
G. Delamare, Le Marechal d'Ancre (Paris, 1961 ), passim; F. Hayem, Le Marechal d'Ancre 
et Leonora Galiga1 (Paris, 1910); G. Mongredien, Leonora Galiga1: un proces de sorcellerie 
sous Louis XIII (Paris, 1968). 

30 R. Bonney, The King's Debts: Finance and Politics in France 158g-1661 (Oxford, 
1981), p. 78. 
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example Condé and Charles de Lorraine, duke of Guise. 
Together they conspired and planned the removal of Concini, 
going so far as to discuss the kidnapping of Marie de' Medici. 
However, mutual distrust and indecision eventually led 
Condé to disclose the project to the queen mother. He proved 
so inept in his machinations, that he was finally arrested on 
1 September 1616. In response to this, and the further 
consolidation of Concini's power, the grands once again 
reacted with open rebellion. They demanded the end of the 
ministere Concini and the return of the dismissed ministers. In a 
manifesto dated 5 March 1617 they declared: 'Les etrangers et 
leurs fauteurs se sont impatronises et mis en possession de la 
personne du Roi et de l'administra:tion et absolu gouvernement 
qu'ils occupent injustement et exercent avec une extreme 
tyrannie et oppression.'31 The rebellion of the grands and the 
danger of its escalation into a long civil war was ended by the 
coup d'état of 24 April 1617 in which Concini was killed and 
Marie de' Medici lost her former position in the monarchy.32 

Against the background of the events of the years between 
the death of Henry IV and the fall of Concini briefly outlined 
above, Denis Richet has rightly described the regency of 
Marie de' Medici as a time when the monarchy and its central 
institutions-but not the provinces-suffered serious setbacks 
'clans ses profondeurs'.33 These years were marked by the 
struggle of the higher nobility and their followers against the 
representatives of the crown, in which the latter undoubtedly 
suffered a great loss of authority. In spite of all the successes of 
the grands, however, the impact of this reaction aristocratique 
should not be overestimated, as neither the grands, nor the 
estates-general of 1614, nor the protestants could shake funda
mentally what had been accomplished under Henry IV.34 

31 'Declaration et protestation des princes, dues et pairs, 5 mars 1617', p. 20; cf. 
also Carmona, Marie de Midicis, p. 328, and cf. Bonney, The King's Debts, pp. 88----g. 

32 Cf. Carmona, Marie de Midicis, pp. 300--36; Carmona, Richelieu {above, n. 7), 
pp. 238-64, 285---95; Chevallier, Louis XIII (above, n. 10), pp. 6g-70, 141-4; E.W. 
Marwick, Louis XIII: The Making of a King (New Haven and London, 1986), pp. 175-
200. 

33' ... c'est au sommet de l'Etat (revolutions de palais, intrigues des Grands, 
agitation des notables protestants) et non dans ses profondeurs que se produisent les 
retournements apparents', Richel, La France modeme, p. 72. 

34 Cf. ibid. 
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The time of the kings was not yet over and the reign of 
the princes and grands had not begun, as Condé had said in 
1610. Still, the grands had not been tamed by the crown, and 
the court had not yet become the sole, uncontested social and 
political centre of France. 35 The court élite had not yet 
acquired a monopoly of power under Marie de' Medici. 36 

'La taverne est la même, il n'y a que le bouchon de change.' 
Everything had in fact remained the same-that is how the 
duke of Bouillon assessed the situation in the monarchy some 
time after Concini's fall. 37 The judgements of numerous 
historians on Louis XIII's rule in the years 1617 to 1624 are 
all basically the same. Similarities between these years and 
the regency of Marie de' Medici are evident, particularly the 
weakness of the government.38 Denis Richet is as critical as 
Louis Tapié when he states that after the murder of Concini 
another favourite, the duke of Luynes, exercised de facto power 
in the state and was just as ineffective when dealing with the 
princes and grands as his predecessor.39 While similarities with 
the period 1 6 I o to 16 1 7 cannot be overlooked, a more precise 
analysis cannot fail to show the differences and the progress 
achieved after 1617, which, although not spectacular, was 
undoubtedly real. 

An immediate consequence of the act of violence at the 
ministerial level was that the members of the ministere Concini, 
that is, Barbin, Mangot, and Richelieu, were removed from 
office and either put on trial or, in the case of Richelieu, sent 
into exile.40 It was probably under the influence of Charles 

35 N. Elias, Die hiifzsche Gesellschaft: Untersuchungen zur Soziologie des Kiinigtums und der 
hiifzschen Aristokratie (5th edn., Frankfurt-on-Main, 1983; 1st edn. 1969), p. 291. 

36 Cf. ibid. 400-4. Elias employs the term Monopolelite. 
37 Quoted by Chevallier, Louis XIII (above, n. rn), p. 209; cf. also Tapie, La France 

de Louis XIII (above, n. 7), p. 96: Henri de la Tour d'Auvergne, due de Bouillon. 
38 'D'abord, a l'interieur du royaume. La faiblesse du gouvernement de Louis 

XIII eclate a nos yeux justement par sa ressemblance avec la regence de sa mere. 
Malgre un avantage de prestige pour la personne au pouvoir, le jeune Roi etant plus 
populaire que la Reine, le regime presentait les memes caracteres que le precedent', 
Tapie, La France de Louis XIII, p. 96. 

39 'Quand, en 1617, Louis XIII secoua la tutelle de sa mere, fit assassiner 
Concini, cc fut un autre favori, Luynes, qui exer<,a en fait le pouvoir, sans plus 
d'efficacite ni a l'egard des princes ni a l'egard des protestants', Richet, La France 
modeme, p. 72. 

40 Cf. Chevallier, Louis XIII, pp. 173-7; Carmona, Marie de Medicis, pp. 36g-78; 
Carmona, Richelieu, pp. 321-6; Bonney, The King's Debts, pp. 93-4. 
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d' Albert de Luynes, close confidant of the king and main 
initiator of the violent actions against Concini, that most of 
the king's former ministers were reinstated. The aged Brûlart 
de Sillery once again became chancellor, and Guillaume du 
Vair became keeper of the seals (garde des sceaux). Both had 
already served under Henry IV. The same was true of the 
secretary of state, Neufville de Villeroy, and of the super
intendent of finances, Pierre Jeannin.41 However, Puisieux, 
son of the chancellor Brûlart de Sillery, was also employed 
again as secretary of state. Sully, on the other hand, was not 
recalled. Until his death on 12 November 1617, Villeroy was 
the most important man in the ministry; he was succeeded in 
this position by Brulart de Sillery.42 All in all, the political 
position of these ministers was much stronger than that of 
their immediate predecessors under Concini. 

In the years between 1617 and 1624, that is, the beginning 
of Richelieu's ministry, the conseil du roi once again became the 
centre of political decision-making. The young king, who had 
hardly been prepared to rule, did not want to leave the 
running of the government to a favourite once again. On the 
whole, Louis XIII took part regularly in the meetings of the 
royal councils, especially in those of the conseil des affaires, in 
which all essential political affairs were discussed and 
decided. Nearly all the evidence of the time shows that the 
king wanted to be informed on everything concerning the 
monarchy. And so he had every issue brought before the conseil 
to be discussed and decided there, even if it was of minor 
political relevance. 'Le roi ne fait rien sans son Conseil'43-

this is how Sully rightly characterized the king's government 
at that time. 

His decisions mainly followed the votes of the majority of 
the council. That does not mean that he had no opinions of his 
own or that he did not depart from the majority vote at times, 
but the members of the conseil certainly played a major role in 
the decision-making process. Their influence was all the more 
important as there were fewer council members than there 

41 Ballande, Rebelle et conseiller, pp. 233-5. 
42 Cf. Chevallier, Louis Xlll, pp. 177-g; Carmona, Marie de Medicis, pp. 349-51; 

Bonney, The King's Debts, pp. 93-5; Lavisse (ed.), Histoire de France, vi/2. 196. 
43 Quoted by Chevallier, Louis Xlll, p. 182. 
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had been during the regency of Marie de' Medici. Moreover, 
as far as we know, higher nobles no longer played the all
important role that they had played in the council at the time 
of Marie de' Medici. The young Louis XIII was already 
aware of the fact that he personified royal authority. And he 
required that it be respected. 

Louis XIII's contemporaries were fully aware of his basic 
viewpoint. Even the critics of the king took this fact into 
account, and they did not dare to attack him directly-except 
on rare occasions. Rather, they used the fiction that the king 
was a prisoner of a camarilla. Louis XIII firmly rejected such 
accusations. When Marie de' Medici spread similar reports 
from the castle of Blois at the time of her flight he answered: 
'On ne peut accuser le gouvernement demon Etat que le blâme 
n'en tombe principalement sur moi; c'est pourquoi je ne dois 
point croire que vous voulussiez m'ôter la gloire demon règne 
en me donnant la reputation de n'agir que par les mouvements 
d'autrui.' Some days earlier the king had already tried hard to 
make clear to his mother that 'Je ferai connaitre ... que c'est 
moi qui gouverne mon royaume et qui agis en tous mes 
conseils.'44 There can be no doubt that Louis XIII had a 
strong will and was aware of his plenitudo potestatis.45 

The general view, presented in the older literature on the 
subject as well as in some recent works,46 that Albert de 
Luynes dominated the king and the monarchy seems to 
contradict these facts. Such an interpretation of the political 
role of Louis XIII's favourite is supported by the fact that he, 
like Concini, became not only a very rich but also an 
influential man, receiving high offices and considerable 
property within a short period of time thanks to royal favour. 
His family and relatives profited from this as well as his 
clientele. Luynes received not only the largest part of the 
executed Leonora Galigaï's fortune but also the lieutenance 
générale of Normandy, the governorships of Amboise, Pont-de-
1' Arche, and the Ile de France, as well as the marquisat 
d'Ancre, to mentionjust a few of his acquisitions. He held the 
highest court offices (premier gentilhomme de la chambre), married 
into a family of the high nobility, the Rohan-Montbazon, 

44 Ibid. I 86. 45 Ibid. I 77--86. 
46 Cf. Tapie, La France de Louis XIII, p. 96; Marwick, Louis XIII, p. 219. 
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became connétable, and in 1619 due et pair de France.47 Moreover, 
he was a member of the conseil du roi, but he did not have an 
official function in the council nor was he officially principal 
ministre. More often than not, to be sure, ministers were 
subjected to his influence and often came to an agreement 
with him. The apparatus of government, however, worked 
more or less independently of him under the control of the 
ministers responsible for the different areas. De jure, Luynes 
had neither leading functions nor the power to give orders in 
the council. He could take part in the debates along with the 
chancellor and the official ministers-just like any other non
official member. And very often the conseil, the ministers, 
voted against him. He had to accept this, because he had no 
legal right to oppose them. 48 

Luynes also played only a minor role in the most important 
foreign and domestic affairs of those years, that is, the 
question of the Valtelline and the Huguenot problem. Even 
though the king's favourite made belligerent declarations on 
the Valtelline issue in front of foreign diplomats, the ministers 
were quite firm in opposing him. And indeed at that time the 
king's government was anxious to find a diplomatic solution. 
France was not able to pursue an aggressive policy as the king 
was occupied with domestic problems in these years: the 
conflict with Marie de' Medici and the problem of the 
Huguenots. Luynes was opposed to war against the Huguenots. 
Even so, the king waged war against them between 1620 and 
1622 in the south and south-east of the monarchy.49 

Taking into consideration the facts outlined only briefly 
here, one must agree with Pierre Chevallier's balanced 
assessment of the role of Albert de Luynes: 'S'il [Luynes] n'a 
pas eu sur les affaires de l'Etat la haute main qu'une 
historiographie trop complaisante lui a longtemps attribuee, ii 
n'en reste cependant pas moins celui qui avait l'oreille du 
prince, de la volonte-sinon du caprice--duquel dependait le 

47 J.-P. Labatut, Les Dues et pairs ,k France au xVIt' siecle (Publications de la 
Sorbonne. NS recherches, 1; Paris, 1972), p. 129. 

48 Chevallier, Louis XIII, pp. 186--g4. 
49 Ibid. 194-7. On the debate on the role of de Luynes in French foreign policy at 

that time, cf. B. Zeller, Le Connitable de Luynes: Montauban et la Valteline (Paris, 1879); 
L. Batiffol, Le Roi Louis XIII a vingt ans (Paris, 19rn). 
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sort des ministres.'50 We can be sure that under Louis XIII 
Luynes could not interfere in political decisions in the same 
way as Concini had done towards the end of Marie de' 
Medici's reign. To this extent, the monarchy had made 
notable, but not spectacular progress in strengthening its 
authority. 

We can observe a similar development in the relationship 
between the king and the higher nobility. Even though 
members of the higher nobility openly rebelled between 161 7 
and 1624, there are differences compared with similar actions 
of the grands between 161 o and 161 7. The focus of the higher 
nobility's opposition was the quarrel between Louis XIII and 
his mother, Marie de' Medici. After Concini's fall she had 
been removed not only from her official functions but also 
from Paris, and she had been more or less imprisoned in Blois. 
Marie de' Medici, however, was not prepared to accept this 
situation. Moreover, she was determined to win back her 
power-at least in part. Dissatisfied higher nobles who either 
felt that their legitimate claims had been neglected or were 
increasingly angry at Luynes's rapid rise to power, were able 
to exploit the tensions between mother and son. 

The year 1618-19 saw the first open conflict between Marie 
de' Medici and the duke of Epernon on the one side, and the 
king on the other. Epernon was colonel-general de l'infanterie 
française and thus had great influence and prestige in the royal 
army. As governor of Metz he was in command of an 
important gateway to France. In addition, he was in charge of 
the gouvernements of Aunis and Saintonge, which had a 
comparatively large population of Huguenots.51 Thus the 
ground was prepared for the formation of a large party of 
nobles around the queen mother, that was potentially 
dangerous for the crown. 

Marie de' Medici was anxious to find allies among the 
country's grands. However, her campaign was largely un
successful. This may be explained to a large extent by the 
increased authority of the king. This suggestion is supported 

so Chevallier, Louis XIII, p. 194. 
51 On Epernon see N. B. Fessenden, 'Epernon and Guyenne: Provincial Politics 

under Louis XIII' (Ph.D. thesis; Columbia, 1972; University Microfilms, Ann 
Arbor, Michigan, 1973). 
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by the fact that most of the grands wanted to maintain close 
connections with Louis XIII. The incipient changes in the 
relationship between king and higher nobility can also be seen 
in the treaty of Angouleme of 30 April 161 g. This treaty 
brought the open conflict to an end, at least for the time being. 
In contrast to former practice under Marie de' Medici, this 
time the peace was not bought with enormous amounts of 
money and the allocation of sinecures. Epernon was merely 
granted a general pardon and given back his gouvernements and 
offices. Only Marie de' Medici was able to improve her 
position substantially. But this was mainly due to the fact that 
the king was anxious for a reconciliation with his mother.52 

The crown acted in the same way in the treaty of Angers in 
August 1620, which put an end to the second open conflict 
between Marie de' Medici and rebellious grands on the one 
hand, and the king on the other. In this treaty, too, the 
rebellious higher nobles merely received a general pardon and 
were restored to their offices and titles. The crown was 
prepared only to restore the status quo ante.53 If we compare 
the events of 161 7-24 with corresponding developments in the 
period from 16 1 o to 161 7, we can see the progress achieved in 
restoring the authority of the crown. The crown's behaviour 
towards the higher nobility was more determined and the 
king was unwilling to make concessions to the grands. 
Even so, the members of the leading noble families were far 
from being deprived of their power. However, in those years it 
became obvious that a king who was aware of the power he 
wielded was willing to confront their political ambitions. 

When Richelieu was appointed to the royal council on 29 
April 1624 and thus became a minister, France was governed 
by a rather mediocre government. At that time Louis XIII 
ruled with the help of his conseil secret. The queen mother, 
cardinal de la Rochefaucould, the connetable de Lesdiguières, 
and the new superintendent of finances, Vieuville, were 
members of this council. Vieuville worked as de facto principal 
ministre after he had ousted the last of Henry IV's servants, the 

52 Cf. Chevallier, Louis XIII, pp. 209-19; Carmona, Richelieu, pp. 332-46; Lavisse 
{ed.), Histoire de France, vi/2. 200-1. 

53 Cf. Chevallier, Louis XIII, pp. 219-23; Carmona, Richelieu, pp. 358-65; Lavisse 
(ed.), Histoire de France, vi/2. 202-3. 
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chancellor, Brûlart de Sillery, and his son, Secretary of State 
Puisieux, from the council. Richelieu did not become leading 
minister until August 1624, after Vieuville had fallen from 
favour. At first, however, Richelieu simply exercised the 
function of a principal minister. He only acquired the official 
titles principal ministre and chef du conseil later. As is well known, 
Richelieu remained principal minister until his death on 
4 December 1642.54 

After the death of Albert de Luynes (15 December 1621), 
Louis XIII had declared that there would be neither a 
connétable nor a royal favourite in future. At all events, he did 
not want to tolerate a favourite or anybody else who tried to 
dominate the running of the government. 55 He realized at 
least the last part of his declaration: Richelieu was not a 
favourite; there was a strong contrast between Richelieu's 
ministry and that of his counterparts since the death of Henry 
IV. The cardinal was always aware of the fact that not only 
his political position in the monarchy, but his entire existence 
depended on the king's favour. He always respected the king's 
authority and his sole decision-making powers. 

It was one of Louis XIII's concerns to preserve his 
authority in every regard. Therefore he was not prepared to 
delegate the decision-making power that, as an absolute 
monarch, rested solely with him. Richelieu always respected 
this and not only for the selfish reason of keeping his position 
as principal minister. The cardinal and the king agreed on the 
basic need to preserve the authority of the crown and defend it 
against attacks. In spite of all the differences that arose 
between the king and the minister at times, in important 
situations they were unanimous in supporting a decision once 
it had been taken. 

54 Cf. Berenger, 'Le Probleme du ministeriat au xvu• siecle' (above, n. 5), p. 170; 
Bonney, The King's Debts, pp. 109-10. The conseil des a.ffaires continued in existence 
under Louis XIII under the following names: conseil des depiches, conseil etroit, conseil 
secret, conseil de cabinet, conseil des ministres, and from 1643 conseil d'en haut. Cf. Mousnier, 
'Le Conseil du roi' (above, n. 6), p. 7. 

55 Cf. F. Hildcsheimer, Richelieu: une certaine idee de l'etat, preface by R. Mousnier 
(Conde-sur-Noireau, 1985), p. 52; A. L. Moote, 'Louis XIII, Richelieu and Two
Headed Monarchy', in Proceedings of the 10th Annual Meeting of the Western Society far 
French History, Winnipeg, 1982 (1982), p. 203; Bonney, The King's Debts, p. 116; 
Berenger, 'Le Probleme du ministeriat au xvu• siecle', pp. 171-2. 
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Richelieu's ministry was also, as has recently been correctly 
pointed out, an 'association politique d'un roi absolu desireux 
de bien gouverner et d'etre un grand roi, conscient de sa 
pleine puissance, mais se sentant faible et d'un ministre d'une 
intelligence superieure associé etroitement à ses pensées et à 
ses intentions, eventuellement les inspirant; et tenant de lui sa 
puissance'.56 Mutual trust between the cardinal and the king 
and agreement on the basic questions of French policy were 
necessary to maintain such a system. Both conditions were to 
a large extent fulfilled. 57 At its core, Richelieu's ministry was, 
as A. Lloyd Moote rightly claims, a 'two-headed monarchy'.58 

This two-headed monarchy, that is, government by the king 
and Richelieu, was the result of a series of political clashes and 
conflicts culminating in the well-knownjournee des Dupes ( 1 o, 1 1, 

and 12 November 1630). These conflicts were not only about 
controversial questions of domestic and foreign policy; they 
were primarily conflicts concerning Richelieu. An analysis of 
Richelieu's correspondence of May and June 1624, edited by 
Pierre Grillon in the first volume of the Papiers de Richelieu, 
shows that Richelieu had to face strong opposition from the 
start. The king and Richelieu tried to neutralize possible 
centres of resistance to Richelieu's political rise. Condé and 
the leading representatives of the families Luynes, 
Montmorency, and others were informed by royal letter of the 
appointment of the cardinal to the conseil. Their reaction was 
favourable. That was true, also, for a large number of the 
monarchy's high officials, the officiers and the corps de ville. 

56 Hildcshcimcr, Riclrelieu, p. 53. 
57 Louis XIII expressed his confidence in Richelieu as early as gJunc 1627: 'Tout, 

grace a Dieu, y a bien succcdc depuis que vous y ctes: j'ai toute confiance en vous, et 
ii est vrai que je n 'ai jamais trouvc personne qui me servit a mon gre comme vous. 
C'cst cc qui me fait desirer et vous prier de nc point vous retirer car mes affaires 
iraient mal.' Quoted by Chcvallicr, Louis XIII, p. 286. 

58 Moote, 'Louis XIII, Richelieu and Two-Headed Monarchy' (above, n. 55), 
pp. 198---207. Chcvallicr is thinking of the same when he speaks of the duumvirat for 
the years between thcjoumie des Dupes (rn, 11, and 12 Nov. 1630) and the death of 
Richelieu (4 Dec. 1642): Chevallier, Louis XIII, pp. 407---g. For a description of 
Richelieu's ministry cf. Chevallier, Louis XIII, pp. 282-8; Berenger, 'Le Probleme du 
ministcriat au xvn< sicclc', pp. 166-77; Hildesheimer, Riclrelieu, pp. 53-4; J. Bergin, 
Cardinal Richelieu: Power and tire Pursuit of Wealth (New Haven and London, 1985), 
pp. 6g-8o. 
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Among the well-wishers, however, there were comparatively 
few members of the higher nobility.59 

In the conseil secret Richelieu was able to extend and 
consolidate his position only gradually. He had increasingly to 
take into account the opposition of Marie de' Medici, who 
since 31 January 1622, after her reconciliation with Louis 
XIII,60 had been allowed to take part in the sessions of the 
council. The growing tensions between the queen mother and 
the cardinal resulted from their differences of opinion on 
questions of foreign and domestic policy, but particularly from 
the fact that Richelieu had by now shaken off the queen 
mother's influence which had been largely responsible for his 
rise to power. She had intended to use him as her instrument 
in the council, but her hopes were not fulfilled. Richelieu, 
follower of Marie de' Medici in the past, had become a creature 
of the king.61 Richelieu skilfully utilized the then common 
means of informal domination, that is patronage, fidelity, and 
clientele relationships, in his attempt to consolidate and 
strengthen his position in the royal council.62 Orest A. Ranum 
has examined by way of an example the cardinal's determined 
and successful method of placing his creatures in the council 
between 1635 and 1642.63 From 1624, Richelieu was already 
able to rely on the councillor of state ( conseiller d'etat), Claude 
de Bullion, who supported him against Claude Marillac, 
devoted servant of Marie de' Medici and influential head of 
the parti divot. In the following years Richelieu made Bullion 
chancelier de la reine-mere. Thanks to Richelieu's support 
Bullion became superintendent of finances on 4 August 1632, 
together with Claude de Bouthillier, another of the cardinal's 
creatures. The family Bouthillier had belonged to the clientele 

59 Cf. documents nos. 1-37, in P. Grillon (ed.), Les Papiers de Richelieu. Section 
politique intlrieure: correspondance et papiers d'etat (Monumenta Europae Historica, 1 

(1624-6); Paris, 1975), pp. 65-94. 
6° Carmona, Marie de Midicis, p. 394. 
61 'La relation protecteur-creature est tres proche de la relation maltre-fidele: la 

creature se "donne" a son protecteur avec Jes nuances d'affection totale et service 
sans limite, de l'autre protection et avancement et de la fonction que nous appelons 
aujourd'hui "publique" '. Hildesheimer, Richelieu, p. 54. Cf. also Reinhard, Freunde 
und Kreaturen (above, n. 14). 

62 Cf. R. Mousnier, Les Institutions de la France sous la monarchie absolue 1598--1789, i: 
Sociiti et itat (Paris, 1974), pp. 85-93; Kettering, Patrons, Brokers, and Clients (above, 
n. 4). 63 Ranum, Richelieu and the Councillors of Louis XIII (above, n. 4). 
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of Richelieu's family since the time of Richelieu's grand
father.64 

In the year 1625, a distinct group of the cardinal's men 
emerged. Richelieu used these men to surround Marie de' 
Medici. Four years later he gained the support of the clan of 
the Phelypeaux by ensuring, against the resistance ofMarillac 
and despite the king's reluctance, that Louis Phelypeaux 
received the office of secretary of state as successor to his 
father,65 Raymond Phelypeaux. One of the intendants of 
finances (intendant des.finances), François Sublet de Noyers, and 
the cardinal's eminence grise, Père Joseph, who was entrusted 
with important diplomatic missions to Germany, can also be 
regarded as Richelieu's creatures. By the decisive point in his 
career, thejoumie des Dupes, Richelieu already had a consider
able network of creatures at his disposal.6 He used it to 
strengthen his position and his influence in the council. In this 
way he increasingly succeeded in leading the council's and the 
king's decision-making processes in a political direction he 
considered in the interests of the state.67 Until November 
1630, however, the cardinal neither dominated the conseil, nor 
controlled the departments of the secretaries of state.68 He 
himself admitted later that it had been easier to gain success 
on the battlefields in Europe than to conquer the 'quatre pieds 
carrés du Cabinet du roi'.69 

This he achieved only after thejoumie des Dupes, after which 
opponents and critics of his anti-Spanish foreign policy and 
his domestic policy-Marie de' Medici and the keeper of the 
seals, Marillac, the leader of the parti divot-were exiled. In 
1632 he provided Claude Bouthillier with the superintendency 
of finances (surintendance des finances). At the same time, 

64 Cf. Berenger, 'Le Probleme du ministeriat au xvnc siecle', p. 174; Ranum, 
Richelieu and the Councillors of Louis X/11, pp. 143-80; Bonney, The King's Debts, p. 158. 

65 Cf. Berenger, 'Le Probleme du ministeriat au XVIIC siecle', p. 174; Ranum, 
Richelieu and the Councillors of Louis X/11, pp. 35--6, 68-71, 89. 

66 Cf. Berenger, 'Le Probleme du ministeriat au xvue siecle', p. 174; Hildesheimer, 
Richelieu, p. 56; Bonney, The King's Debts, p. 5. On Fran~is Sublet de Noyers cf. 
Ranum, Richelieu and the Councillors of Louis X/11, pp. 41-2, 88, IOo-19; on Pere Joseph 
see Abbe L. Dedouvres, Le Pere Joseph de Paris, capucin: ['eminence grise (2 vols.; Paris, 
1932). 

67 E. Thuau, Raison d'etat et pensee politique a l'ipoque de Richelieu (Paris, 1966). 
68 Cf. Berenger, 'Le Probleme du ministeriat au xvu" siecle', p. 174; Chevallier, 

Louis X/11, pp.' 279-407. 
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Richelieu succeeded in filling three out of the four offices of 
secretary of state with his creatures. Léon Bouthillier, son of 
Claude Bouthillier, became secretary of state for foreign 
affairs and François Sublet de Noyers became secretary of 
state for war. Louis Phelypeaux, also one of Richelieu's 
clients, had already become secretary of state in 1629. 
Richelieu instructed Léon Bouthillier, count of Chavigny, 
always to stay in the king's immediate vicinity. He had the 
task of reporting on the king's different moods and of keeping 
unpleasant influences away from him. 70 In this way, Richelieu 
was able to influence the king's decisions after 1630 through 
his creatures. In addition, Richelieu regulated all contacts 
between the king and his ministers. Thanks to a dense 
network of patronage, fidelity, and clientele relations that was 
not limited to the court, the government, and Paris, but also 
extended to the provinces, 71 the cardinal was able to dominate 
the central and provincial administration to a large degree 
without having to change traditional institutions.72 Richelieu 
achieved control of the centres of political decision-making by 
controlling the decision-makers in those offices. This was 
clearly expressed by Cardinal Barberini, secretary of state of 
the Holy See as early as 1639: 'Le gouvemement est reduit au 
seul cardinal de Richelieu qui sert des ministres nommes par 
ses soins, en particulier le Garde des Sceaux, les généraux des 
Finances et des Secretaires [d'Etat] Boutiglier [!], Chavigny 
et Noyers.' 73 

Richelieu recruited his creatures mainly from the upper 
levels of the higher and highest courts (cours souveraines) as well 
as from the officers in the committees of the conseil, that is, 
among the so-called robe du conseil. However, he also had 

69 Chevallier, Louis III, p. 407. 
7° Cf. Berenger, 'Le Probleme du ministeriat au xvn• siecle', pp. 171, 174-5; 

Ranum, Richelieu and the Councillors _of Louis XIII, pp. 68-71, 77-119; Kettering, 
Patrons, Brokers, and Clients, pp. 17-18. 

71 Hildesheimer, Richelieu, p. 55. 
72 Cf. Kettering, Patrons, Brokers and Clients, pp. 157--61; K. M. Dunkley, 'Patron

age and Power in Seventeenth-Century France: Richelieu's Clients and the Estates of 
Britanny', in Parliaments, Estates and Representation, 1 (1981), pp. 1-12. 

'.3 'Instruction donnee au. nonce extraordinaire Scotti par le cardinal secretaire 
d'Etat', 21 May 1639, in P.Blet (ed.), Correspondance.dunonceenFranceRanuccioScotti (1639-
1641) (Rome and Paris, 1965), p. 96. 
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numerous clients within the clergy and among the represen
tatives of the crown in the provinces as well as in the towns. 74 

The more or less distant members of the cardinal's family of 
course belonged to his large clientele, too, and they profited to 
a large degree from his political, social, and material rise. 75 

Richelieu used his large clientele not only to influence the 
processes of political decision-making at court and in the 
government in order to carry out those political decisions in 
the provinces, but also to supervise declared or potential 
opponents of his policy and his person within the higher and 
the provincial nobility. 76 

In general, Richelieu rejected Marie de' Medici's former 
policy of appeasement with regard to the rebellious members 
of the higher nobility. The basis of his own policy towards the 
nobles was his conviction that the nobility must serve the king 
peacefully and courageously. In ancient times, so he believed, 
this had been the case. In the recent past, however, members 
of the higher nobility in particular-a group which he does 
not define, but in which he includes about twenty-five 
grands77-had challenged the authority of the crown by means 
of riots and plots. Right from the start of his work in the royal 
council, therefore, Richelieu was determined to face resolutely 
any illegal behaviour and especially rebellions of higher 
nobles and to punish the offenders severely. 78 Richelieu was 
convinced that the king's authority and the welfare of the 
monarchy as well as the king's unrestricted ability to act 
within and outside the country was ·incompatible with the 

74 Cf. Kettering, Patrons, Brokers, and Clients, pp. 157-61. 
75 Cf. Bergin, Cardinal Richelieu (above, n. 58); Berenger, 'Le Probleme du 

ministeriat au xvnc siecle', p. 175; Kettering, Patrons, Brokers, and Clients, pp. 24-5, 
179-81. 76 Kettering, Patrons, Brokers, and Clients, p. 159. 

77 Richelieu listed the grands, while counting their enormous pensions, in a letter to 
Schomberg, 29 Dec. 1616, in Lettres, instructions diplomatiques et papiers d'etat du cardinal 
de Richelieu, ed. L. Avenel (Collection des documents inedits de l'histoire de France, 
1; Paris, 1853), no. 176, p. 232. 

78 Orest A. Ranum has rightly pointed out that: 'Any thought of breaking the 
nobility as a privileged class was foreign to Richelieu. His whole framework of motive 
on social questions was bent on restoration rather than revolution or renovation. The 
Cardinal did believe he had restored social equilibrium to France, while his 
contemporaries and historians until fairly recent times concluded that he was an 
innovator and destroyer of the very social structure he worked to restore to its original 
grandeur.' 0. A. Ranum, 'Richelieu and the Great Nobility: Some Aspects of Early 
Modern Political Motives', French Historical Studies, 3 (1963), 184-204, p. 186. 
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independent power of the grands within the state. Even though 
he opposed such ambitions, however, Richelieu did not 
question the privileged social status of the nobility. 

The prestige, provincial power, wealth, military valor, and passion 
of the grands were not objects of his attack. He wished them to obey 
the king ... The princes and the great nobles remained the highest 
and most respected subjects of the realm, but if for any reason they 
rebelled, the Cardinal considered them traitors. 79 

For the grands, however, their privileges and their demands 
for political influence were closely linked. They saw them as 
two sides of the same coin and considered their exclusion from 
the committees of the conseil du roi a frontal attack on their 
traditional rights and privileges. The more Richelieu was able 
to consolidate and strengthen his position as principal 
minister, and the more often members of the higher nobility, 
frequently together with members of the royal family, were 
directly or indirectly involved in plots, the more decisively did 
the cardinal pursue his policy of depriving the grands of their 
political power. 'Perhaps his most dramatic political act for 
the grands was to separate them physically from the king, for 
though they were councillors, they were rarely invited to 
attend the king. '80

The higher nobles were affected not only by their exclusion 
from the council, but also directly or indirectly by the 
measures Richelieu took both for fiscal reasons and to 
mobilize the forces within the country in order to be able to 
support the struggle against the house of Habsburg that he 
thought necessary. However, the fact that under Richelieu 
their part in the royal patronage system seemed to be 
diminishing perhaps irritated the grands even more than this 
'political change'-as has been examined by Richard 
Bonney.81 Thus it is easy to understand that Richelieu's far
reaching control over patronage was one of the factors that 

79 Ranum, 'Richelieu and the Great Nobility', p. 191; cf. ibid. 184 ff. 
80 Ibid. 201. 
81 R. Bonney, Political Change in France under Richelieu and Mazarin 1624-1661 

(Oxford, 1978). A. L. Moote uses the rather problematic term 'governmental 
"revolution" ': A. L. Moote, The Revolt of the judges: The Parlement of Paris and the Fronde 
1643-1652 (Princeton, NJ, 1971), pp. go-63. 
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triggered off some conspiracies and revolts among the 
nobles.82 

The Cardinal's patronage policies were so unpopular with the great 
nobles that after his death the regency government reversed them: 
Louis XIII on his deathbed pardoned all the governors dismissed by 
Richelieu except one, and a number of the politically proscribed 
under Richelieu regained their positions during the first years of 
Mazarin's ministry.83 

In the relationship between the king and Richelieu on the 
one hand and the grands on the other, no fundamental 
differences between the years before and after the Journée des 
Dupes can be noticed. Both before and after 1630 Richelieu 
reacted to open rebellions with the same determination-and 
the king sometimes even surpassed him. Before 1630 Richelieu 
perhaps tried harder to win the confidence of members of the 
higher nobility in order to neutralize them and their clients as 
possible opponents. The cardinal's pragmatism is obvious in 
his attitude towards Condé, the 'uncontested leader of the 
grands', who was given a military command in the war against 
the rebellious Huguenots. On the whole, it can be observed 
that 'Richelieu did not withhold great powers from the grands 
when situations arose demanding their employment' .84 

In 1634 Richelieu felt sure that he had finally got his way 
with the higher nobility thanks to his firm policy and 
particularly the exemplary punishment of rebels. He believed 
'that the grands would be cleansed of that spirit which made 
them act as though they were not royal subjects'.85 The 
conspiracy of the royal favourite, Henri d'Effiat, marquis de 
Cinq-Mars, in 1642, however, shows that Richelieu had been 
wrong in 1634. Still, it cannot be denied that Richelieu had 
succeeded in establishing the king's authority over the higher 
nobility too. An important step had been made on the long 
road to depriving the grands of their political power. Compared 
to the regency of Marie de' Medici the authority of the crown 
and the court as the centre of the government had been not 
only restored but considerably strengthened. Nearly all the 
higher nobles had been eliminated from the conseil du roi. 

82 Kettering, Patrons, Brokers, and Clients, pp. 180-1. 
84 Ranum, 'Richelieu and the Great Nobility', p. 194. 

83 Ibid. 181. 
85 Ibid. 197. 
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Under Richelieu, the robe du conseil had gained importance 
instead. The mighty rise of the leading and most important 
families of the noblesse de robe into sections of the conseil was one 
of the main reasons for the renewed vigour of the opposition of 
the higher nobles during the Fronde--that first, albeit short, 
crisis of French absolutism. 



The Orange Court 
The Configuration of the Court in an 

Old European Republic 

HEINZ SCHILLING 

The United Provinces of the northern Netherlands constituted 
one of the few republics in early modern Europe. They are 
often cited as the exception in an ancien régime dominated by 
absolutist monarchies, and regarded as an 'alternative course': 
a 'republic among princes'. 1 The fact that in the early modern 
period the Low Countries maintained both constitutional, 
republican institutions and the quasi-monarchical institution 
of the Orange stadtholder, and that this stadtholder had a 

1 This was the theme and title of the most sumptuous publication to mark the 
recent celebration of the house of Orange in 1g83= F. Wieringa (ed.), Republiek tussen 
Vorsten (book and records; Amsterdam and Zutphen, 1g84). My own writings on the 
northern Netherlands have also concentrated on this exceptional, liberal, republican 
route. See esp. H. Schilling, 'Die Geschichte der nordlichen Niederlande und die 
Modemisierungstheorie', Geschichte und Gesellscha.ft, 8 (1982), pp. 475-517; idem, 
'Religion .!md Gesellschaft in der calvinistischen Republik der Vereinigten Nieder
lande-"Offentlichkeitskirche" und Siikularisation; Ehe und Hebammenwesen; 
Presbyterien und politische Partizipation', in F. Petri (ed.), Kirche undgesellscha.ftlicher 
Wandel in deutschen und niederlandischen Stiidten der werdenden Neu;:,eit (Cologne and Vienna, 
1980), pp. 197-250; idem, 'Der libertir-radikale Republikanismus der hollandischen 
Regenten', Geschichte und Gesellscha.ft, 10 (1984), pp. 4g8--533: idem, 'Die Republik der 
Vereinigten Niederlande-ein bewunderter und beargwohnter Nachbar', in 
H. Duchhardt (ed.), Deutschland und seine Nachbam (Bonn, 1988), pp. 2o-8. Readers 
are referred to the extensive literature cited in these articles; for present purposes I 
refer only to more general works. E. 0. G. Haitsma Mulier has recently reiterated the 
close connections between Dutch republicanism and the republicanism of other 
regions in pre-modem Europe, especially Italy. See The Myth of Venice and Dutch 
Republican Thought in the Seventeenth Century (Assen, 198o), and idem, 'The Language of 
Seventeenth Century Republicanism in the United Provinces: Dutch or European', in 
A. Pagden (ed.), The Languages of Political Theory in Early Modem Europe (Cambridge, 
1987), pp. 179-95. Ernst Kossmann's seminal essays on republican and royalist 
thought in the northern Netherlands are now available in I vol. in E. H. Kossmann, 
Politieke Theorie en Geschiedenis (Amsterdam, 1g87). See also idem, 'Dutch Republican
ism', in L'Eta dei lumi: studi storici sul settecento Europeo inonore di Franco Venturi, i (Naples, 
1g85), pp. 455--86. 
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court, tends to attract less attention.2 My approach is based 
on the hypothesis that the Orange court was a functional part 
of the Dutch republic, and not merely a decorative feature in 
the history of that much-admired, pioneering society.3 To 
regard the Dutch court simply as a diminutive or withered 
version of the brilliant, fully developed courts to be found 
elsewhere in Europe is not an adequate interpretation; it 
hinders rather than furthers our knowledge. Hence our 
current research on the Orange court aims to analyse essential 
structural features of society and state in the Dutch republic 
during the early modern period and, adopting a comparative 
approach, of Europe in general during the early modern 
period. Two general considerations underpin this project. 

1. The house of Orange and its court were clearly neither a 
mere accessory of the Dutch republic-the 'dignified' part ofa 
constitution whose efficient parts were all thoroughly repub
lican-nor a relic of pre-republican times, but a central pillar 
of state and society in the Low Countries during the early 
modern period. 

2. An analysis of the exceptional case of a court which was 
indispensable within the predominantly non-noble society of a 
republican state is likely to allow us to draw conclusions about 

2 Relevant constitutional histories in Dutch: S. J. Fockema Andreae, De NedeTlandse 
staat onder de Republiek (Verhandelingen der Koninklijke Nederlandse Akademie van 
Wetenschappen, Afd. Letterkunde, N.R. LXVIII, No. 3; Amsterdam, 1g85; ISt pub. 
1961); A. Th. van Deursen, 'Staatsinstellingen in de Noordelijke Nederlanden 1579-
1780', Nieuve Algemene Gesckiedenis deT Nederlanden, v (Haarlem, 1g80), pp. 35o-87. For 
English and German accounts see H. Lademacher, Gesckichte deT Niederlande 
(Darmstadt, 1983); P. Gey!, The Netherlands in the Seventeenth Century (2 vols.; London, 
1961, 1964); K. H. D. Haley, The Dutch in the Seventeenth Century {London, 1972);J. L. 
Price, Culture and Society in the Dutch R.epublic (London, 1974). The most important 
studies of the house of Orange are N. Japikse, De Geschiedenis van het Huis van Oranje
Nassau (2 vols.; The Hague, 1937-38); idem, Prins Willem Ill. de stadhouder-koning (2 
vols.; Amsterdam, 1930); P. Gey!, Oranje en Stuart 1641-16711 (Utrecht, 1939); J. J. 
Poelhekke, Frederick Hendrik (Zutphen, 1978), a magisterial biography which offers a 
wide-ranging account of the era; C. A. Tamse (ed.), Nassau en Oranje (Alphen, 1979; 
trans. in German as Nassau und Oranien. Statthalter und Konige deT Niederlande, Gottingen 
and Ziirich, 1985). For recent research on the aristocracy see H. Feenstra, De Bloeitijd 
en het verval van de Ommelander adel, 1600-18oo (Groningen, 1g81); idem, Drentse edelen 
tijdens de Republiek (n.p., 1g85); H. F. K. van Nierop, Van ridders tot regenten. De 
Hollands, adel in de ~estiende en de eerste helfl van de l(.eventiende eeuw (Dieren, 1984); J. 
Albers and M. Prak (edd.), De Bloem der natie. Adel en patriciaat in de Noordelijke 
Nederlanden (Amsterdam, 1g87). 

3 See Schilling, 'Die Geschichte der nordlichen Niederlande und die Modem
isierungstheorie' (above, n. 1), for evidence of the republic's reputation at the time. 
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the historical role of courts in general during the early modern 
period, and in particular about the historical laws determining 
their development.4 

The Orange court of the Netherlands should therefore be 
examined against the background of courts in purely 
monarchical states. However, it should not be regarded as just 
another, more humble, version of those courts, but as a 
specific, historical type with its own functional rules and 
principles. Analogies notwithstanding, there are crucial dif
ferences between the dominant type of court in princely 
{monarchical) states and the Orange court in the Dutch 
republic. 

Does the history of the early modern European court 
include other examples of the same type as this Dutch model? 
The most likely candidates are the Italian city republics of the 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.5 But it might be fruitful to 
look elsewhere for court-like institutions and patterns of 
behaviour, or, to put it more precisely, for structurally related 
phenomena. We might consider, for example, the image that 
the magistrate, or municipal authorities, of imperial cities in the 
Holy Roman Empire wished to convey of themselves at official 
ceremonies and celebrations as well as in art and literature 
during the late seventeenth and the eighteenth centuries. The 
frugal attitudes of the late Middle Ages were gone; and the 
'bourgeois' tendencies of the sixteenth century when the 
burgher community and its representatives showed their pride 
in specifically bourgeois institutions and patterns of behaviour, 
and when public ceremonies within the cities contrasted with 
the conspicuous pomp of the nobility and the princes had 
disappeared. Within the baroque city the magistrates were 
keen to display their power by lavish ceremonies, and to 
distance themselves from the ordinary burghers; indeed to 
elevate themselves into the ultimate position of dei gratia 
rulers.6 If we can find evidence that 'courtly' ceremonies and 

4 Suffice it to say that this approach derives from the writings of Max Weber and 
Norbert Elias on historical and sociological development. 

5 S. Bertelli and G. Crifo (edd.), Rituale, ceremoniale, etichetta (Milan, 1985); 
R. Trexler, Public Life in Renaissance Florence (New York, 1980). 

6 See e.g. J. Whaley, Religious Toleration and Social Change in Hamburg, 1529-1819 
(Cambridge, 1985), eh. 6, 'The Image of the City', pp. 16g-205, and H. Koenigs
berger (ed.), Republiken und Republikanismus im Europa der fruhen Neuzeit (Munich, 1988). 
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forms of representation also existed in the city republics, this 
would suggest that courtly structures were a necessary and 
integral part of the early modern period, a time of transition 
from the medieval state, where personal relations were more 
important than objective legal norms ( the so-called Personen
verbandsstaat), to the rational modern state. 

I 

Courtly features may or may not be traced in other republican 
environments. However, the Republic of the United Nether
lands will doubtless remain the prime example of the type of 
early modern court that existed in a non-absolutist state or, to 
be more precise, in a state that was not governed by a 
monarch. In the Dutch republic there were not only vestiges of 
courtly life: it actually contained a real court. In fact, until the 
eighteenth century there were two Dutch courts: the Dutch 
court of the Orange stadtholder of Holland, Zeeland, Utrecht, 
Gelderland, and Overijssel, and the Frisian court of the 
Orange stadtholder of Friesland and Groningen. At first they 
resided in palaces built by medieval princes-the count's 
palace in the Inner Courtyard in The Hague, and the princely 
court situated on the Markt in Arnhem housed the senior 
branch; while stadtholders in the north took up residence in 
princely town houses in Leeuwarden and Groningen. Then in 
the seventeenth century a large number of new palaces were 
constructed by the Orange stadtholders. 

The households of the stadtholders were princely courts. To 
describe them as alien elements in a constitutional republic 
would, however, be to misunderstand the essential character 
of state and society in the Low Countries. In the eyes of the 
republican regents, who triumphed in the mid-seventeenth 
and early eighteenth centuries, 7 they were obviously alien; 

7 In addition to the literature cited in Schilling, 'Der libertli.r-radikale Repub
likanismus der hollli.ndischen Regen ten' (above, n. I), see also H. W. Blom and I. W. 
Wildenberg (edd.), Pieter de la Court in ;:.ijn tijd (includes summary in English; 
Amsterdam, 1986), and I. W. Wildenberg, Johan en Pieter de la Court (includes 
summary in English; Amsterdam, 1986). These constitute vols. ii and iii of the new 
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and indeed in the middle decades of the 'Golden Century' the 
Orange courts did move towards the margins of the republican 
system. The courts of the Frisian stadtholders William 
Frederick (164o-64) and Henry Casimir II were only of 
regional importance, while the main branch of the house of 
Orange-Nassau who had been stadtholders of the rest of the 
provinces lost its stadtholderships. During the decades without 
a stadtholder (from 1650--72) the court of the Dutch Orange
Nassau family was reduced to a private household of a noble 
family without any public function in military, diplomatic, 
political or ecclesiastical life. But given the young William III 
of Orange's 'hereditary claims', which the radical regents 
were never able to discredit, it was only a matter of time 
before the weakened court regained its strength and began 
once again to play a major part in the social and political life 
of the republic. 8 

The Orange court was not an alien institution but an 
integral part of the political and social system of the northern 
Netherlands, and could only be eliminated for limited periods 
of time. Although regents and Orangists were locked in a 
constant struggle for power, their conflict did not destroy the 
constitutional system. It was, rather, a central structural 
feature of the political and social order in the early modern 
Netherlands. In fact, these institutionalized and openly stated 
differences of opinion over political and religious ideas 
conferred a certain degree of modernity upon public life, 
particularly in the province of Holland, thus setting it apart 
from absolutist monarchical states.9 We could call this a 
symbiosis or-to obviate any allusion to organic concepts of 
the state-a functional interaction between the frugal, repub
lican standards of the urban élite and the opulent, courtly 
values of the princes. In order to understand this interaction 
properly, a systematic examination of historical structures is 

series Bibliotheca Historico-Politica. See also W.R. E. Velema, 'God, de deugd en de 
oude constitutie', Bijdragen en Mededelingen betreffende de Geschiedenis der Nederlanden, I 02 

(1987), pp. 476-g7. 

8 For details see Japikse, Prins Willem III, ii. 
9 Schilling, 'Die Geschichte der nordlichen Niederlande und die Modernisierungs

theorie', pp. 493 ff. 
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necessary. We need to describe and evaluate both the inherent 
necessities and the fortuitous elements in this interplay, and 
we also need to look at the political and social advantages and 
disadvantages of this peculiar constitutional system. 

This approach is contrary to the view, recently restated by 
Tamse, which emphasizes that 'those social strata and 
institutions-the aristocracy, the court, the established church 
and the army-which elsewhere assisted the rule of absolutist 
monarchies and which lent support to conservative European 
princes after the French Revolution, were not present to a 
sufficient degree [my italics] in the republic'. 10 The facts just 
cited cannot be questioned; but the interpretation certainly 
can. A functionalist, structural-historical approach does not 
set out to identify the inadequacies and weaknesses of the rule 
of the stadtholder as compared with absolutism; on the 
contrary it attempts to define the role and the functions that 
the underdeveloped monarchical institutions (in this case, the 
court in particular) assumed in the political and social system 
of the northern Netherlands during the early modern period. 
This way-instead of focusing on negative factors: the absence 
of absolutism-it should be possible to identify positively the 
factors which eased the transition of the Netherlands into a 
free, democratic society in the nineteenth century. 

I want to indicate some of the lines of inquiry currently 
being pursued (see below, Mörke, eh. 18) and to outline some 
provisional findings: 

1. During the early modern period, the way in which court 
and urban councils, and noble and non-noble structures, 
worked together in the Netherlands varied considerably 
according to period and region, ranging from a more or less 
isolated coexistence-leaving both sides to pursue their own 
independent activities-to co-operation on an equal basis, to 
open antagonism. Consequently, theories about the Orange
Regent relationship were modified over time. These variants 

10 This succinct description is offered in the introduction to the recent volume on 
the house of Orange, Tamse (ed.), Nassau und Oranien, p. 1 I. A highly interesting 
attempt to reinterpret Orange political theory is to be found in G. 0. van de 
Klashorst, ' "Metten schijn van monarchie getempert". De verdediging van het 
stadhouderschap in de partijliteratuur, 1650-1686', in Blom and Wildenberg (edd.), 
Pieter de la Court in zijn tijd, pp. 93-136. 
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have to be taken into account. The historical role and function 
of the Orange court can only be adequately described and 
interpreted by means of a multi-level analysis in which 
chronology-the period or stage of historical development; 
geography-that is, distinguishing between individual 
provinces and towns; and the level of public discourse
distinguishing between pamphlets, official declarations, legal, 
philosophical, and theological treatises-are incorporated. 11 

What has been said of the English royal household applies 
even more to the court in a constitutional republic: the court 
and its structure had to recreate itself anew following the 
death of each stadtholder, and especially after each stadtholder
less period. 12 

In chronological terms, the development, function, and status 
of the Orange courts varied according to the frequent swings 
between republican rule and more 'monarchical' phases. In 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, a short first republican 
phase followed an uncertain initial period during which the 
rebels tried to find a sovereign prince to be their ruler. Then, 
in the second decade of the seventeenth century, the republican 
phase gave way to a quasi-monarchical movement. After 
1650, radical anti-royal regent republicanism regained power, 
only to be superseded by a revival of Orange domination 
under William III a generation later. William's rule, which 
Pieter Geyl has described a 'popularist Caesarism', gained a 
further dimension when the Orange prince ascended the 
English throne, thus becoming a king as well as a stadtholder. 13 

The engraving adorning the title-page of a pamphlet by 
Johannes Rothe illustrates the tremendous difference between 
the dutiful respect commanded by the Caesarian Orange 
saviour of 1672 and the genuine popularity that the house of 
Orange had enjoyed in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth 
centuries. It shows William III on a pedestal; the caption 
reads: 'De groote Afgodt van Hollant, 1674'. Soldiers, 

11 For an excellent guide see G. 0. van de Klashorst, H. W. Blom, and E. 0. G. 
Haitsma Mulier (edd.), Bibliography of Dutch Seventeenth Century Political Thought. An 
Annotated Inventory, 1581-1710 (Bibliotheca Historico-Politica, 1; Amsterdam, 1986). 

12 See eh. 7 in this vol. 
13 P. Geyl, Democratische tendenties in 1672 (Amsterdam, 1950); repr. in the collection 

ofGeyl's essays, Pe1111eStrijd over staat en historie (Groningen, 1971), pp. 72-139. 
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burghers, and clerics kneel before him; a tempestuous sky 
discharges bolts of lightning, which strike the Orange prince 
and the province of Holland lying at his feet because of this 
blasphemy. The pamphlet is entitled 'Ghy laat u van 
menschen aanbidden als een afgod en ghy staet na hoogheyt: 
siet soo kompt daer wraecke en oordeel Godts, welcke u van 
verre slaet'. Certainly this condemnation of Orange preten
sions comes from a fanatical anti-Orange sectarian; neverthe
less, it does bear witness to the stadtholder's entirely new 
position, a change which necessarily engendered a new 
balance between court and society. 14 

With regard to geography, we should bear in mind the 
diverse political, social, and cultural traditions of the seven 
provinces. Differences existed between the commercially 
oriented maritime provinces and the agrarian inland ones; 
between Holland, which was dominated by its urban 
patricians, and those provinces that were under the sway of 
the aristocracy (this was already true of Zeeland); between the 
distinctly calvinist Groningen and Friesland and the tolerant, 
multi-denominational Holland. There were many less striking 
contrasts besides. 15 Such differences were especially significant 
for the composition of the various groups that enjoyed 
patronage at the Orange court. 

Finally, we have to distinguish between different levels of 
political discourse and different literary genres. Scholarly 
political theory in the Netherlands, for example, was for a long 
time dominated by the doctrine that monarchy was the best 
form of government; 16 its portrayal of the house of Orange 
and the court in state and society diverged strikingly from 
reality. Pamphlets provide us with another, contrasting, level 

14 Illustration and quotation in F. van Ingen, 'Bohme und Bohmisten in den 
Niederlanden im 17. Jahrhundert', Nachbam (series published by the cultural section 
of the Royal Embassy of the Netherlands in Bonn, 1984), no. 9, p. 23. 

15 H. Wansink, 'Holland and Six Allies', in J. S. Bromley and E. H. Kossmann 
(edd.), Britain and the Netherlands, iv (The Hague, 1971), pp. 113-55; J.C. Boogman, 
'Die hollandische Tradition in der niederlandischen Geschichte', Wesifiilische For
schungen, 15 (1962), pp. 96-105. 

16 E. H. Kossmann, Politieke theorie in het seventiende-eeuwse Nederland (Amsterdam, 
1960); idem, 'The Development of Dutch Political Theory', in Bromley and 
Kossmann (edd.), Britain and the Netherlands, i (London, 1960), pp. 91-100 (repr. in 
idem, Politieke Theorie en Geschiedenis (see above, n. 1). 
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of discourse. Pamphleteers were partisan, and their writings
having no direct link with purely academic theory-reflect 
what we know as political culture, that is, they convey some 
ideas of the attitudes of broad sections of the population to the 
Orange rulers and their courts. 

2. The stadtholdership of the princes of Orange consisted 
of different elements, and its importance changed considerably 
over time. First we should mention the Oranje Leger-the army 
or, more precisely, the officer corps plus the military clique 
that owed allegiance to the Orange high command. 17 After it 
had been built up by Maurice of Nassau into a bastion of the 
stadtholders' power, its military ethos was overlaid by the 
accoutrements of an increasingly sophisticated court society 
under Frederick Henry. The Oranje Leger evolved into a distinct 
section of the court, though it never shed its central 
importance for the court's self-image, composition, and 
political potential. The court could be assured of its status as 
long as the United Provinces needed the military expertise of 
the Oranje Leger. And when, following the Peace of Westphalia, 
republican regents announced an all-out attack on the court 
and the princes, they quite rightly launched the first offensive 
against the Orange army high command. 

After military affairs, the next major sphere of Orange 
activity was diplomacy. In fact, because diplomacy in the 
early modern period was to a large extent part and parcel of 
noble and courtly society, it may have had more impact than 
military affairs on the manner in which the court functioned 
and was structured. Constitutionally, the position of the house 
of Orange was very weak, because foreign policy decisions 
were taken by the States-General, with the grand pensionary 

17 Recent works which cite older literature are W. Reinhard, 'Humanismus und 
Militii.rismus. Antike-Rezeption und Kriegshandwerk in der oranischen Heeres
reform', in Krieg und Frieden im Horiz:,ont des Renaissancehumanismus (Weinheim, 1g86), 
pp. 185-204; W. Hahlweg, 'Aspekte und Probleme der Reform des niederlandischen 
Kriegswesens unter Prinz Moritz von Oranien', Bijdragen en Mededelingen betreffende de 
Geschiedmis der Nederlanden, 86 (1971), pp. 161-77; G. Parker, Spain and the Netherlands 
(London, 1979), eh. 2; M. D. Feld, 'Middle-Class Society and the Rise of Military 
Professionalism: The Dutch Army 1589-1609', Armed Forces and Society, 1 (1975), 
pp. 41g-42. At the time this military function was described-both critically and 
favourably-as the core of the Orange stadtholder's quasi-monarchical position. See 
Schilling, 'Der libertar-radikale Republikanismus der hollandischen Regenten', 
pp.510-11, 515-14. 
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and the secretary of the States-General dominating the 
Commissie voor de buitlandse zaken. 18 But despite this the Orange 
court played a major role in the foreign policy of the 
Netherlands, and particularly in diplomatic relations. That 
non-noble, republican and noble, courtly institutions com
plemented each other's activities in this field was in the 
country's best interest. 

The young republic obviously had to ensure that its 
ceremonial and diplomatic status at the international level 
corresponded to its political and, even more importantly, its 
economic power. 19 The urban patricians and aldermen were 
not able to do the job as well as the noble Orange supporters, 
because, lacking the required social graces, they constantly 
provoked astonishment, if not ridicule, among the diplomats 
of European monarchies. We know, for example, of a French 
ambassador who, from his 'royal yacht', watched with 
amusement as a group of Dutchmen interrupted their trip in a 
little boat to partake of a rather undignified picnic on the river 
bank; a short while later he discovered that this was the 
delegation from the States-General with whom he was to 
negotiate a treaty. The Orange dynasty and court could 
redress such imbalances and give the republic the aristocratic 
splendour and diplomatic polish it needed. This function 
became even more important when-from the late seventeenth 
century onwards-relations between the European states 
became increasingly dominated by secret diplomacy, as the 
monarchs personally devised and implemented foreign policy 
with the help of a few chosen aides. 

The house of Orange's involvement in overseas ventures 
and its position in the colonies is another facet of its foreign 
policy activities. The role played in Brazil by John Maurice of 
Nassau-Siegen is well known.20 He was officially a governor, 
and an employee of the West India Company; but in 

18 Fockema Andreae, Nederlandse staat (above, n. 2), pp. 8--g, I I. 
19 H. Heringa, De eer en hoogheid van de staat. Over de plaats der Verenigde Nederlanden in 

het diplomatieke !even van de zeventiende eeuw ( Groningen, 196 I ) • 
20 On this see the 2 voluminous and detailed catalogues which include scholarly 

analyses and comprehensive bibliographies, Zo wijd de wereld strekt (Koninklijk 
Kabinet van Schilderijn, Mauritshuis; The Hague, 1979), and Soweit der Erdkreis reicht, 
Johann Moritz von Nassau Siegen, 16o4-1679 (Stadtisches Museum Haus Koekkoek; 
Kleve, 1979). 
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Mauritsstad a political, social, and cultural life developed that 
falls directly within the ambit of our theme, 'the court in the 
early modern age'. The antagonism between the prince and 
the frugal patricians at home who were his constitutional 
masters stemmed not least from the question whether these 
courtly forms of representation were absolutely necessary. 

3. The Orange court also acted as a forum for a political 
party in the Low Countries. Domestic politics were charac
terized by a split between those who supported the regents 
and those who supported the prince. Details of the social, 
legal, and political structures and mechanisms which gave rise 
to this dualism have been provided by the research conducted 
by the social historian Dirk Jan Roorda and his students.21 

The regent faction, whose power base was provided by the 
oligarchical urban elites, found support across the spectrum of 
social classes, and secured its domination of the towns and 
provinces through agreements known as contracten van corres
pondentie. On the other side, there was a 'similar, though more 
centralized prostadtholder faction with its own correspondentie-the 
"spoiling hand", as it was called by its opponents' .22 The 
activities of this princely party revolved around the court; all 
Orangist groups and factions, irrespective of whether they 
were based in towns, lordships, or administrative districts, 
looked to the court-not only for ideas, but also for members 
and material resources. 

Orange patronage spread out from the court to cover every 
province, though support for the house was not evenly 
distributed. It was similar to the networks of courtly 
patronage that existed in dynastic Europe; but exactly how far 
the similarities went, and where the differences began, is a 
question that social historians must try to answer. One crucial 
difference has already become clear, however. Princely courts 
in dynastic states attempted to conceal internal divisions 

21 D.J. Roorda, Partij enfactie (Groningen, 1961); idem, Rond Prins en patriciaat 
(Weesp, 1984); an important case-study in M. van der Bijl, [dee en interest. 
Voorgeschiedenis, verloop en achtergronden van de politieke twisten in Zeeland en vooral in 
Middelburg tussen 1702 en 1715 (Groningen, 1981); H. Schilling and H.J. Diederiks 
(edd.), Burgerliche Eliten in den Niederlanden und in Nordwestdeutschland (Cologne and 
Vienna, 1985). Since 1980 the study group set up by D. J. Roorda at the university of 
Leiden has been publishing the Bulletin van de werkgroep elites, which is an excellent 
guide to the research being conducted in this field. 

22 Fockema Andreae, Nederlandse staat, p. IO. 
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because court society had political, legal, ceremonial, and 
cultural ambitions to represent the whole state, if not, indeed, 
to be the whole state, whereas Orange court society was clearly 
partisan and factional in nature. 

4. Like the German princes, the Orange princes in the 
Netherlands were regarded as tutores religionis-guardians of 
the true faith. They never became 'supreme governors' of the 
Church, though formulating religious and ecclesiastical policy 
was the second major domestic political function of the 
stadtholder.23 And here, too, the court had an important role. 
The actual policy pursued by individual stadtholders depended 
on how religion could serve their party's interests at the time. 
William the Silent, Frederick Henry, and the first Frisian 
stadtholders all opted for religious pluralism and toleration. 
By contrast both Maurice and William III, whatever their 
personal religious feelings might have been, were staunch 
supporters of the calvinist Church, which possessed the 
privileged status of publieke kerk, or 'officially recognized 
church'. This did not mean that it had a monopoly of public 
worship, but predominance in public life, and the capacity to 
control behaviour and morals. 

Periods when there was considerable overlap between 
calvinist and Orangist interests shed a particularly revealing 
light on the nature and function of the Orange court. More 
detailed research needs to be conducted on these socio
religious connections, and especially on the role of Predikants at 
the court and in the larger towns. Even in the republic's early 
days, the court preacher to William of Orange, Jean Taffin, 
wielded great influence over religious and political life. 24 

23 As far as I am aware, no work on Orange religious policy has been published 
recently, so I have ·drawn on general Church histories and the specialist literature 
cited in them. See esp. 0. J. de Jong, Nederlandse Kerkgeschiedenis (Nijkerk, 1972); A. A. 
van Schelven, Willem von Oranje (Amsterdam, 1933); A. Th. van Deursen, Bavianen en 
Slijkgeuzen. Kerk en kerkvolk ten tijden van Maurits en Oldenbamevelt (Assen, 1974); J. Th. 
De Visser, Kerk en staat, ii (Leiden, 1926), eh. 14, pp. 322-36 (on William III); A. C. 
Duke and A. C. Tamse (edd.), Church and State since the Reformation (Britain and the 
Netherlands vii; The Hague,1981), eh. by D.J. Roorda. Apart from the issue of the 
stadtholder's command over the armed forces, 'Regentists' and 'Orangists' also 
argued over the stadtholders' involvement in the Reformation and their position in 
the Calvinist 'Public' Church. See Schilling, 'Der libertiir-radikale Republikanismus 
der hollandischen Regenten', pp. 515-16. 

24 C. Boer, Hojpredikers van Prins Willem van Oranje--Jean Taffin en Pierre Loyseleur de 
Villiers (The Hague, 1952); S. van der Linde, Jean Taffin. Hojprediker en raadsheer van 
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During the first stadtholderless period calvinist preachers to a 
large extent represented the Orange point of view in public, 
thereby drawing attention to the special position of the 
stadtholders within the calvinist Church.25 During that period 
a great controversy raged over the practice of saying prayers 
in public for the Orange rulers and their families. While the 
preachers defended it, a lengthy tract written by a relative of 
Jan de Witt was highly critical. For a time, the urban 
oligarchy regarded the Orange prince as the exponent of a 
new kind of calvinist papacy; in the eyes of strict calvinists, 
however, he was the new Moses leading the chosen people 
from the desert into the promised land.26

Iconographic evidence also suggests that the sanctification 
of the sovereign and his environment that was typical of court 
society elsewhere existed in the Orange court as well. Much of 
this is reminiscent of the alliance between throne and altar in 
the protestant territories of the Empire though it should be 
remembered that in the case of the Netherlands the partisan 
nature of the alliance between the Church and the prince 
could be quite clearly recognized and was openly debated. 

2 

It is well known that the convulsions sparked off by the 
French Revolution brought about the demise of the Republic of 

Willem van Oranje (Amsterdam, 1982). The study of Dutch history would benefit from 
the kind of research that has been conducted on religion in individual German 
territories. See esp. R. von Thadden, Die brandenburgisch-preuftischen Hofprediger im 17. 
und 18. Jahrhundert (Berlin, 1959); L. Schorn-Schiite, 'Prediger an protestantischem 
Hafen der Neuzeit', in Schilling and Diederiks (edd.), Burgerliche Eliten (above, n. 21 ), 
pp. 275-336. 

25 J.J. Poelhekke, 'Kanttekeningen bij enige pamfletten uit hetjaar 1650', in idem, 
Geen blijder maer in tachtighjaer (Zutphen, 1973), pp. 35--61. 

26 J. de Witt, Public Gebedt. Ofte Conderatien. Tegens het nominatim bidden in de publique 
Kerken voor partu:uliere persoonen; en specialijken voor den jegenwoordigen Heere Prince van 
Orangien (3 vols.; Amsterdam, 1663, 1664). The work was written by de Witt's cousin, 
who bore the same name. However, the grand pensionary read and approved it before 
it was published. See H. H. Rowen,John de Witt (Princeton, 1978), p. 434. Lauweren
Krans and Oogen-Salve were pro-Orange pamphlets which mainly addressed questions 
of Church policy; see W. P. C. Knuttel, Catalogus van de Pamfletten-verzameling berustende 
in de Koninklijke Bibliotheek (9 vols.; The Hague, 1919/20), nos. 6851 and 6852. 
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the United Netherlands. By that time the Orange rulers had 
been elevated to the status of hereditary stadtholders. After 
the revolutionary interlude between 1795 and 1813 the 
Orange rulers returned, this time as kings. William I, son of 
the last stadtholder, who had died in exile in England in 1805, 
concluded his proclamation of 17 November 1813 with the 
words 'De ouden tijden komen wederom. Oranje Boven!' 
('The old days are with us once more. Long live Orange!'). 
But in fact only the last part of his slogan was true,27 for the 
house of Orange had finally risen to be a proper royal dynasty, 
and the republic of seven relatively independent provinces 
had been transformed into a unitary Dutch kingdom. The 
modern Netherlands is, like its predecessor, an exception in 
Europe. But for the opposite reason: now it is a 'monarchy 
among republics'. 

And yet it would be inaccurate to regard the nineteenth
century Orange kingdom, with its fully developed court and 
attendant Orangist monarchism, as belatedly modelling itself 
on the absolutist systems that had crumbled away. The main 
features of the early modern court which we have outlined 
here suggest that the situation in the republic largely 
determined the extent of the royal powers given to the Orange 
monarch during the nineteenth century; the position of the 
court in the early modern Netherlands was decisive for the 
fact that 'in the ensuing period, the Orange-Nassau throne 
never evolved into the political, social, cultural and religious 
focus of the nation-not even for a short time' .28 

27 E. H. Kossmann, De Lage Landen 1780-1g80. Twee eeuwen Nederland en Belgie (2 

vols.; enlarged Dutch edn. of Kossmann's contribution on the Netherlands in Oxford 
History of Modern Europe; Amsterdam, 1986); F. Petri, 'Belgien, Niederlande, 
Luxemburg (1794-1865)', in T. Schieder (ed.), Handbuch der europiiischen Geschichte, v 
(Stuttgart, 1981), pp. 93o-67. A facsimile of the proclamation is reprinted in F. Petri, 
Die Kultur der Niederlande (Frankfurt, 1964), p. 1 fr2, and in A. and J. Romein, De Lage 
Landen bij de zee (Amsterdam, 1934). 

28 Coenraad Tamse in the foreword to the German ed. of Nassau und Oranien 
(above, n. 2), p. 11. 
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Sovereignty and Authority 
The Role of the Court in the Netherlands 

1n the First Half of the Seventeenth Century 

OLAF MÖRKE 

'The main ingredients ... [which have gone] into the 
Composition of this State, are the Freedom of the Cities, the 
Sovereignty of the Provinces, the Agreements or Constitutions 
of the Union, and the Authority of the Princes of Orange.' 
This is how Sir William Temple, English ambassador at The 
Hague from 1668 to 1670, described the political constitution 
in that peculiar form of state, a republic with a court, in his 
Observations upon the United Provinces of the Netherlands. 1 

Temple was not describing sovereignty as Bodin understood 
it-unlimited state power wielded by an absolute monarch 
but, rather, the sovereignty enjoyed by the estates of largely 
autonomous provinces, in which the patriciate of 'bourgeois'
aristocratic regents, or aldermen, of the great cities held a 
dominant political position. Moreover, this form of sovereignty 
possessed constitutional substance, unlike the authority of the 
house of Orange: the stadtholder, the office held by the 
princely family in several provinces, including Holland which 
was by far the most important, was solely the agent of the 
states' assemblies.2 

1 W. Temple, Observations upon the United Provinces of the Netherlands, ed. G. Clark 
(Oxford, 1972), p. 53· 

2 On the sovereignty of the provincial estates see S. J. Fockema Andrcac, De 
Nederlandse Staal onder de Republiek (10th edn., Amsterdam, 1985), p. 3 and H. 
Lademacher, Geschichte der Niederlande (Darmstadt, 1983), pp. 7g-80. For the 
discussion on the problem of sovereignty during the early years of the republic sec 
E. H. Kossmann, 'Volkssouvereiniteit aan het begin van het Nedcrlandsc ancicn 
regime', Bijdragen en Mededelingen betref.fende de Geschiedenis der Nederlanden, 95 ( 1980), 
pp. 1-34, and R. Saage, Herrschajl, Toleraru:,, Widerstand: Studien :r,ur politischen Theorie 
der Niederliindischen• und der Englischen Revolution '(Frankfurt-on-Main, 1981), pp. 91-
107. On the functions of the stadtholder see Fockema Andreae, De Nederlandse Staal 
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This dualism of 'sovereignty' and 'authority' which Temple 
perceptively noted, is the reality behind the distribution of 
political power and can also be seen at the level of political 
practice. In the long run, both components were absolutely 
necessary to ensure the internal stability and external 
security of the republic. Significantly, Temple the diplomat 
sees authority not only in terms of the official functions of the 
office of stadtholder, but also in the way in which the house of 
Orange was perceived. For Temple, authority falls pre
dominantly into a mental-political, not a legal-political 
category. For Temple, the Orange ruler reflected: 

Dignity of this State, by publique guards, and the attendance of all 
Military Officers; by the application of all Foreign Ministers, and all 
pretenders at home; by the splendour of his Court, and magnificence 
of his Expence, supported not only by the Pensions and Rights of his 
several Charges and Commands, but by a mighty Patrimonial 
Revenue in Lands, and Sovereign Principalities and Lordships, as 
well in France, Germany and Burgundy, as in the several parts of 
the Seventeen Provinces.3 

We can see from this what great significance he attaches to 
the court, and its representative function in particular, in the 
wider context of an interpretation of the political system of the 
Netherlands. This view of the Orange court is supported by 
the results of research conducted by Ehalt, Kruedener, and 
others in the wake of Norbert Elias's major study on the 
function of the European courts in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries, their representation, and ceremonial.4 

One crucial distinction is, none the less, apparent. Absolutist 
courts tended to become the political centres of their territories, 
and in particular the focus of chances for social advancement; 
entry into courtly society was the exclusive route into the 

onder de R.epubliek, pp. 6-11; Lademacher, Geschichte der Niederlande, pp. 80-4. My 
comments apply only to the court of the stadtholders from the house of Nassau
Orange in Holland, who also exercised this office for the provinces of Zeeland, 
Utrecht, Gclderland, and Overijssel. I do not take into account the more modest 
court of the Frisian stadtholder from the house of Nassau. 

3 Temple, Observations upon the United Provinces, p. 73. 
4 N. Elias, Die hiifische Gesellschaft (5th edn.; Darmstadt, 1g81); H. C. Ehalt, 

Ausdrucksformen absolutistischer He"schaft. Der Wiener Hof im 17. und 18. Jahrhundert 
(Munich, 1980); J. von Kruedener, Die Rolle des Hofes im Absolutismus (Stuttgart, 
1973). 
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nsmg monopolistic politico-social elite. 5 In the northern 
Netherlands between 1600 and 1650 the situation was 
fundamentally different. 

There, a dual model of élite recruitment developed which 
had a lasting impact on the political and social structure of the 
republic. On the one hand, there was the non-noble élite of the 
urban patriciate of regents,6 and, on the other, a court élite 
with many internal differentiations. The division between the 
stadtholder's 'authority' and the 'sovereignty' of the estates 
also expressed an internal political power struggle. Yet that 
conflict only reached crisis point when the normally functional 
relationship broke down. 

In examining the court in the Republic of the Netherlands, 
we cannot restrict ourselves to an approach that centres only 
on the internal workings of the court itself, on the analysis of 
the court as a social and political body to which the political 
and social system of its surrounding territories is subordinated, 
as has been the case in the studies that have followed Elias. 
Rather, we must constantly keep the dualism of sovereignty 
and authority in mind, thus maintaining a perspective on the 
political system as a whole. The following areas need to be 
examined: 

(1) 

(2) 
(3) 

the political role of the stadtholderate from the 
establishment of the republic to 1650, the beginning of 
the first stadtholderless period; 
the development of court structure during this period; 
the image of the house of Orange in its republican 
environment; and finally, 

5 Kruedener, Die Rolle des Hojes im Absolutismus, pp. 46-56, clearly referring to 
Elias, Die hiifische Gesellschaft, p. 394. In a highly abstract manner, Kruedener draws 
attention to a stnu:turalry significant tendm&y. In reality, of course, several factors 
militated against this tendency: regional differences and the organizational im
possibility of achieving absolute centralization. Nevertheless, in theory and practice 
the court laid claim to a monopoly of political and social power. 

6 Basic texts on the rule of the regents are D. J. Roorda, 'The Ruling Classes in 
Holland in the 17th Century', inJ. S. Bromley and E. H. Kossmann (edd.), Britain 
and the Netherlands, ii (Groningen, 1964), pp. 1og-132, and D.J. Roorda andJ. van 
Dijk, 'Social Mobility under the Regents of the Republic', Acta Historiae Neerlandicae, 9 
(1976), pp. 76-102. Important case-studies are H. van Dijk and D.J. Roorda, Het 
Patriciaat in Zieriksee tijdens de Republiek (Middelburg, 198o); J. E. Elias, De Vroedschap 
van Amsterdam 1578-1795 (Haarlem, 1903-5); E. A. Engelbrecht, De Vroedschap van 
Rotterdam 1572-1795 (Rotterdam, 1973); H.P. Felting, De Vroedschap van 's-Gravenhage 
1572-1795 (Pijnacker, 1985). 
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(4) the problem of the court both as a component of the 
republic's national political culture, and in the context 
of the international European aristocracy. 

I 

The office of stadtholder in the provinces of the republic 
derived from Burgundian-Habsburg tradition,7 in which the 
stadtholder was the ruler's representative in the provinces. As 
such, he embodied a source of supreme political power, 
though one which was in fact limited by the estates and could 
not be effective without their consent. Since these estates 
consisted principally of the 'great lords' and representatives of 
the towns, the stadtholder was frequently drawn from one of 
these families of 'great lords'. 

What remained of all this in the new republic was, at first 
glance, a general agreement that, from a constitutional 
viewpoint, the stadtholder should exercise a delegated power 
in the republic as he had done in the Burgundian-Habsburg 
period. However, whereas in pre-republican times his authority 
had been independent of and, indeed, superior to that of the 
estates, within the republic he was part of a rearranged system 
in which the provincial estates had assumed the place of the 
sovereign. The stadtholder now received his political mandate 
from them. With the founding of the republic, the division 
between sovereignty and authority observed by Temple 
occurred, producing a structure that had been unknown in 
Burgundian-Habsburg times. Therefore only in a limited 
sense can the office of stadtholder be described as a 'fre
revolutionary relic in the administration of the Provinces'. In 
the new political system of the republic the stadtholder, and 
therefore also the house of Orange, assumed a new position 
which cannot be adequately described in terms of the political 
and administrative functions of the office. 

7 On the office of the stadtholder during the Burgundian-Habsburg period see 
H. Lademacher, Die Stetlung des Prinzen von Oranien als Statthalter in den Niederlanden von 
1572-1584 (Bonn, 1958), pp. 25-40. 

8 H. Schilling, 'Der libertar-radikale Republikanismus der hollandischen Regen
ten. Ein Beitrag zur Geschichtc des politischen Radikalismus in der friihen Neuzeit', 
Geschichte und Gesetlschajt, IO ( 1984), .498-533, p. 503. 
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The duties of the stadtholder, as commander-in-chief of the 
army-and in Holland of the navy as well-fell primarily 
within the military field: hence the significance of the office for 
the security of the state in times of internal or external threat. 
Such threats were the rule rather than the exception in the 
seventeenth century. The tradition of a monarchical element 
in the republican order was, however, principally connected 
with tasks which had more to do with the formal representation 
of a politically and socially integrated community, than with 
activities involving the exercise of real power.9 The patriciate 
of regents that was politically dominant in the key province of 
Holland was not adequate to this representative task; the 
regents were too isolated from the mass of townspeople and 
peasants, whom they increasingly regarded and treated as 
subjects. 10 Moreover, the regents embodied the principle of 
particularized foci of power above and beyond the division of 
the republic into provinces. The heterogeneity of the interests 
of powerful cities within the provinces, and particularly of 
Amsterdam in the province of Holland, 11 added a further level 
of complexity to the republic's political order. 

Within this complex framework, awareness of state unity 
was generated through the stadtholder's traditional 'mon
archic' duty to protect the 'true Christian religion' (in this 
case the calvinist faith) and 'to make provision for an ordered 
administration of justice, without having clearly defined legal 
responsibilities'. 12 In this sense, the common interest runs 
counter to the potentially factional political interests of the 
patriciate of regents. The stadtholder assumed certain 
functions of monarchical sovereignty in key areas of state 
integration; but given that the stadtholder's power derived 
from the estates and also that they had control of the country's 
finances, this monarchical sovereignty was more apparent 

9 On the 'monarchical' element in the political reality of the republic, see Schilling, 
'Der libertar-radikale Republikanismus der hollandischen Regenten', pp. 503-4. 

10 On the way in which the regents perceived their own 'authority' see A. Th. van 
Deursen, Het Kopergeld van de Gouden Eeuw, iii (Assen, 1979), pp. 48--56. 

11 H. Brugmans, Geschiedenis van Amsterdam, iii (Utrecht, 1972), pp. 37-57, provides 
an excellent account of Amsterdam's position. On the iconography of Amsterdam's 
supremacy see D. P. Snoep, Praal en Propaganda, Triumfalia in the Noordelijke Nederlanden 
in de r6de en 17de eeuw (Alphen, 1975), pp. 63-4. 

12 Lademacher, Geschichte der Niederlande, p. 81. 
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than real. This can be seen most clearly and convincingly in 
the stadtholder's duty to appoint city magistrates, a right that 
unequivocally belongs to a ruler. His apparent power was 
severely limited because the stadtholder had to make his 
choice from a list of candidates drawn up by the regents from 
within their own ranks. 13 William Il's attempt to transform 
apparent rule into real power in 1650, culminating in his 
march on the city of Amsterdam, indicates that the stadtholder 
intended to break patrician control. 14 The early death of 
William, however, put paid to any such plans. 

The formal, constitutional delegation of authority to the 
stadtholder was not the only vehicle through which state unity 
was demonstrated. A further element of the stadtholder's 
public persona was linked with Burgundian-Habsburg 
tradition. This was the blijde inkomst or joyeuse entrée, the ruler's 
grand entrance into the capital city or cities of his territory to 
receive the homage of his subjects and to confirm the 
privileges of the estates. 15 This was more than a legal act: for 
the population it constituted a ceremonial embodiment of the 
state, of the structure of the political order of government, and 
of their own place within that order. The blijde inkomst, which 
was mounted with such symbol-laden splendour in the 
Habsburg Netherlands (for example, the Pompa introitus 
Ferdinandi held in 1635 in Antwerp and arranged by Rubens) 
was also part of the repertoire of pomp and circumstance in its 
northern neighbour. 16 

In the course of the seventeenth century the propaganda 
effect of this formal entry gained ground against its legal 

13 Lademacher, Geschkhte der Niederlande, p. 81. 
14 On William II's personality and plans see S. Groenveld and and H. L. Ph. 

Leeuwenberg, De Bruid in the schuit. De Consolidatie van de Republiek 16og-1650 
(Zutphen, 1985), pp. 133-40. 

15 For an interpretation of the symbolism of domination in the joyeuse entrie see K. 
Moseneder, Zeremoniell und monumentale Poesie. Die 'Entrie solenelle' Ludwigs XIV. r66o in 
Paris (Berlin, 1983), esp. pp. 24-38. On the royal entries in 15th- and 16th-cent. 
Paris see L. M. Bryant, The King and the City in the Parisian Royal Entry Ceremony: 
Politics, Ritual, and Art in the Renaissance (Geneva, 1986). 

16 The cardinal-infante Ferdinand, son of Philip III of Spain, was stadtholder in 
the southern Netherlands from 1634 to 1641. For a description of the Pompa introitus 
see C. Gervartius, Pompa introitus honori serenissimi principis Ferdinandi Austriaci ... 
(Antwerp, 1635). On the northern Netherlands see Snoep, Praal en Propaganda. 
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significance. Louis XIV's court preacher Jacques-Benigne 
Bossuet, and the chronicler of European court ceremonial, 
Johann Christoph Liinig, agreed that spectacular display was 
necessary to obtain the people's unconditional respect for the 
ruler. 'Common to both is the high value placed on the 
effectiveness of "appearance" and a decidedly low estimation 
of the masses.' 17 This view of the masses as incapable of 
responsible action did not have its real origin in the 
philosophy of French absolutism. Its origin was, rather, in the 
neo-Stoic anthropology of the Dutch philosopher Justus 
Lipsius, who stressed the credulity and lack of judgement of 
the people, pointing out that they were guided by superficial 
appearances. A ruler had to control all these tendencies. 
According to Lipsius, benevolentia (goodwill) and auctoritas 
(authority)--one is reminded here of Temple's description of 
the division of political roles between the estates and 
stadtholder-were the proper means with which to govern the 
people. These values could be transmitted through the public 
persona of the ruler. 18 

Lipsius's theory of government influenced not only foreign 
thinkers, but also Dutch political conceptions, particularly 
those of the Orange stadtholder, Frederick Henry (1625-47),19 

during whose period in office both court life in the republic 
and the 'monarchic' ambitions of the house of Orange began 
to show. We are not dealing here with a mere relic or with a 
foreign body within the political and social system of the 
republic. Relics normally become isolated sooner or later as 
dysfunctional structural elements and are eliminated. Just the 
opposite was the case in the republic. 

When, under Frederick Henry, the first steps were taken to 

17 Moseneder, Zeremoniell und monumentale Poesie, p. 38. 
18 J. Lipsius, Politicorum Sive Civilis Doctrinae Libri Sex, iv/5 (Lyons, 1598), 

quoted from Moseneder, Zeremoniell und monumentale Poesie, p. 38. G. Oestreich, 
'Justus Lipsius als Theoretiker des neuzeitlichen Machtstaates', Historische Zeitschrift, 
181 (1956), pp. 31-78; idem, 'Politischer Neustoizismus und Niederlandische 
Bewegung in Europa und besonders in Brandenburg-PreuBen', Bijdragen en 
Mededelingen van het Historisch Genootschap, 79 ( 1965), pp. 11-75; both reprinted in 
idem, Geist and Gestalt desfriihmodemen Staates (Berlin, 1969), pp. 35-79, 101-56. 

19 On Lipsius's influence on Frederick Henry and his confidants see J.J. 
Poelhekke, Frederik Hendrik. Prins van Oranje (Zutphen, 1978), p. 31, and H. A. 
Hofman, Constantijn Huygens ( 1596-1687 ). En christelijk-humanistisch bourgeois-gentilhomme 
in dienst van het Oranjehuis (Utrecht, 1983), pp. 88-g, 166. 
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make the office of stadtholder hereditary, this was not a 
decision that ran against the grain of the political structure, 
but a response to urgent necessity. The fact is that there was a 
need to integrate the mass of immigrants from the southern 
Netherlands, something which the regents had proved in
capable of doing. The merchant and immigrant, Willem 
Usselincx, complained: 'We are always left out; in Holland we 
count for no more than a Frenchman, a German or a 
Briton.'20 His comment could refer only to the patrician élite 
of regents, for at the stadtholder's court things were quite 
different. There, men of south Netherlands origin in fact 
gained key positions, as we shall see later. 

A new intellectual and social élite, which would otherwise 
have been excluded from the social consensus, was grafted on 
to the new state, both ideologically and practically. Apart 
from the integration into Dutch society of the lower burgher 
class, which had little in the way of political rights, this was 
the most important functional contribution the house of 
Orange and its court made to domestic policy. 

As far as popular opinion was concerned the stadtholders 
Maurice (1585-1625) and Frederick Henry were princes of 
the Netherlands. Maurice, for instance, was given the title of 
'Lord and Father' in a pamphlet of 1613, while the poet and 
politician Jacob Cats praised Frederick Henry as 'the great 
Prince who confers every blessing upon the Fatherland'.21 

The idea of the 'Fatherland' and the notion of the patriarchal 
care the prince owes his subjects are in this case intimately 
connected . Lipsius's demand for benevolentia and auctoritas is 
satisfied. In the eyes of the people the Orange stadtholders 
were rulers, and the regents 'bourgeois' and aristocratic at the 
same time, no more than administrators. 

20 Quoted from A. Th. van Deursen, Het Kopergeld van de Gouden Eeuw, i (Assen, 
1981), p. 61. On the difficulties of integrating immigrants during the early years of 
the republic seeJ. Briels, 'De Zuidnederlandse immigratie 1572-1630', Tijdschrifl voor 
Geschiedenis, wo (1987), pp. 331-55, pp. 347, 354-5. 

21 Quoted from van Deursen, Het kopergeld van de Gouden Eeuw, iii. 2-3. J. Bax 
provides a comprehensive investigation in Prins Maurits in de volksmeening der 16de en 
17de eeuw (Amsterdam, 1940), esp. pp. 357-g. On Frederick Henry see J. J. 
Poelhekke, 'Frederik Hendrik en Willem II', in C. A. Tamse (ed.), Nassau en Oranje in 
de Nederlandse Geschiedenis (Alphen, 1979), 111-54, pp. 115-19. 
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This image was reinforced when the success of military 
efforts, which were absolutely indispensable for the protection 
of the republic from external aggression during the first 
decades of its existence, was attributed almost exclusively to 
these two stadtholders. Moreover, Frederick Henry's taking of 
the title 'Hoogheid'22 and his achievement in establishing 
equal rank for the house of Orange within the European 
aristocracy by marrying his son William II to Mary Stuart, 
the daughter of the English king, in 1641 indicated that the 
monarchic element in the political system of the republic 
might possibly become independent of the sovereignty of the 
estates. 

The balancing act of trying to maintain both 'parliamentary' 
government by the urban patriciates and rule by the 
stadtholder threatened to collapse as soon as the monarchy 
was no longer seen as offering a purely representative but 
functionally necessary facade of auctoritas, and the house of 
Orange became aware of the possibility of transferring 
sovereignty from the estates to a (quasi) monarch. The 
transformation of the household of the house of Orange into a 
proper court which began in the time of Frederick Henry, the 
development of a social milieu bustling with Europe's highest 
aristocratic figures, the rise of a courtly infrastructure 
accompanied by energetic architectural and building activity, 
and of" an artistic scene which developed forms that were 
different from those of the bourgeois art of the great cities of 
the republic all helped to make the political balancing act a 
social one as well. The internationalization of the Orange 
court's milieu with respect not only to its social composition 
but also to its culture endangered the functional unity of 
stadtholdership (authority) and rule by the urban élite of the 
estates (sovereignty). 

Even if important differences remained, the adaptation of 
the Orange court to European courtly culture meant that it 
increasingly displayed elements that were dysfunctional to the 
republican world. Unlike the courts of European monarchies 
whose public functions were predominantly connected with the 
representation of the monarch's claim to a monopoly of 

22 Poelhekke, Frederik Hendrik, Prins van Oranje, pp. 475-82. 
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power, the representation of the state as such,23 the court of 
the house of Orange assumed a private character towards the 
middle of the seventeenth century. The house of Orange no 
longer represented the nation as a whole transcending 
particularist interests, as the ideal of the functional unity of 
'authority' and 'sovereignty' demanded. It was on the way to 
becoming a party of its own, whose centre was represented by 
the court. The alienation between the patrician republic and 
the house of Orange which culminated in William Il's 
attempt to seize power was, however, not so complete that it 
was impossible to restore the functional unity of 'authority' 
and 'sovereignty' after the years between 1650 and 1672, when 
stadtholdership did not exist. The restoration of the office of 
stadtholder in 1672 underlines the need for this functional 
unity. 

2 

We shall now examine the actual development of the court in 
the context outlined above. The period between 1559, when 
William I of Nassau-Orange was appointed stadtholder of 
Holland, Zeeland, and Utrecht under the Habsburgs, and 
1625, the end of the stadtholdership of his son, Maurice, can 
be dealt with very rapidly. 

Before the secession of the seven northern provinces in 
15 79 the members of the house of Orange were counted 
among the 'great lords' of the Burgundian-Habsburg Nether
lands. William I was firmly woven into the social fabric of the 
Habsburg court in Brussels. As a Knight of the Golden Fleece 
he was a member of the ruler's most intimate circle. He was, 
however, also at the head of his own princely court, whose 
centre was likewise in Brussels. Located close to the 
magnificent Habsburg castle were the houses of the Nassau 
and other powerful nobles (for example, the count of Aerschot 
who would later be William's great antagonist in the battle for 
the secession of the Union of Utrecht from Spanish rule). This 
shows clearly the relationship between the central court and 

23 Elias refers to the lack of private rooms for the king (appartements privies) at the 
Versailles of Louis XIV ( Die hiifische Gesellschaft, p. 2 IO). 
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its satellite courts,24 an arrangement that is familiar from the 
Paris of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when the 
hôtels and palais of the courtly nobility lay close to the king's 
court, before the latter established a new centre at Versailles, 
the architectural manifestation of absolutism. 25 The courts of 
the Burgundian-Dutch aristocracy still embodied the relation
ship of primus inter pares, which is how the 'great lords' saw 
their relationship with the ruler. 

In addition to their palaces in Brussels the 'great lords' also 
possessed princely households in their provincial residences. 
For the house of Orange, this was at Breda in north Brabant 
until 1581, where the administration of the Orange domain 
was situated before being relocated in The Hague, the 
political centre of the province of Holland and the new 
republic. In the early years of the republic the traditional 
infrastructure of the Orange households was destroyed. In 
Brussels the palace lost its function as a representative 
residence when the northern provinces seceded from Habsburg 
rule. Breda lay in the centre of the violently contested border 
area between the north and southern Netherlands with the 
result that it could not remain the focal point of Orange 
wealth.26 

As late as the first decades of the seventeenth century and 
Maurice of Orange's period of office as stadtholder there was 
no such thing as a court that adequately fulfilled the 
representative function we have outlined. The bachelor 
Maurice contented himself with living in a comparatively 
modest tower at the Binnenhof in The Hague, the seat of the 
States-General and the estates of Holland.27 War and military 
affairs determined the role of the house of Orange and the 

24 See the copperplate engraving Curia Brabantiae in Celebri et Populosa Urbe Bruxelles 
by]. van Velde, reproduced in Tamse (ed.), Nassau en Orange, p. 56. 

25 On the city residences of the aristocracy see Elias, Die lw.fische Gesellschafl, 
pp. 68-IOI. 

26 After a long siege, Breda was occupied by Habsburg troops in 1625. It was not 
recaptured by the republican army until 1637. The accounts of the Nassau domain 
council for the year 1625 record a total loss of income on the large Orange estates in 
the Breda area (Algemeen RijksarchiefDen Haag 1.08.11 Inv. Nr. 773). On Brussels 
and Breda as centres of the Orange household see K. Vetter, Wilhelm von Oranien 
{Berlin, 1987), p. 37. 

27 A. I. J. M. Schellart, Ruiz.en van Oranje. Verblijven van de Oranjes en de Nassaus in 
Nederland {Rijswijk, 1984), pp. 62-4. The stadhouderlijk kwartier at the Binnenhof, 
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form taken by the court. Thus the court was a constantly 
fluctuating, ambulant military social milieu of international 
composition. 

The military continued to play an important role in the 
stadtholder's social environment long after this time. Until the 
mid-seventeenth century the Dutch forces comprised mainly 
foreign mercenaries, in particular Germans, Frenchmen, 
Englishmen, and Scots. The stadtholder's right to appoint the 
captains of foreign regiments without interference from the 
estates gave him a golden opportunity to create for himself a 
clientele,28 that depended on him to a great extent. In so 
doing, however, he entered an environment that was in many 
respects alien to the republic. The republic itself had hardly 
developed a military tradition of its own: 'The comparative 
weakness of Dutch nationalism, Dutch pacifism in relations 
with other European states, and Holland's long and tenacious 
attachment to neutralism, right up to 1940, essentially go back 
to this development.'29 The concentration of the military 
around the stadtholder and its segregation from the non-noble 
strata of the republic was, from a functional point of view, 
justified as long as the threat of external aggression remained; 
but ultimately it conflicted with the goal of creating an 
integrated community of shared political and social interests 
in the republic. The dilemma. became clear in 1650 when, 
after the peace of 1648, the patrician regents called for troops 
to be demobilized, and William II of Orange vehemently 
refused.30 

We shall now examine the historical evidence for the role of 
the military in the Orange court. The funeral procession for 
the stadtholder Frederick Henry, who died in 1647, passed 
from the Binnenhof in The Hague to the burial site of the 

together with a tower erected in 1592, was the official residence of the stadtholder as 
the 'Eerste Dienaar van de Staten'. 

28 Hofman, Cons~'fntijn Huygens (above, n. 19), p. 181. 
29 T. Zwaan, 'Offentliche Gewaltanwendung, gesellschaftliche Struktur und 

biirgerliche Zivilisation. Ein Exkurs iiber die innerstaatliche Gewaltanwendung in 
der Entwicklung der niederlandischen Gesellschaft (1648-1965)', in P. Gleichmann, 
J. Goudsblom, and H. Korte (edd.), Macht und Zivilisation. Materialien zu Norbert Elias' 
Zivilisationstheorie 2 (Frankfurt-on-Main, 1984), 193-216, pp. 201-2. 

30 Groenveld and Lceuwenberg, De bruid in de schuit, pp. 133-40. 
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house of Orange in Delft.31 Assuming that one of the purposes 
of courtly ceremonial was publicly to demonstrate who was 
located where on the social ladder, a funeral procession must 
have been a particularly significant event. A large number of 
officers formed the heart of the procession. Eighteen army 
commanders were honoured by their immediate proximity to 
the stadtholder's mortal remains and walked 'rontom het 
Lijck'. They were men of various nationalities, and included 
at least six Britons. The velvet cloth covering the corpse was 
carried by Johann Moritz of Nassau, the lieutenant general of 
the cavalry,Johann Albrecht ofSolms, general of the artillery, 
Wilhelm Friedrich of Nassau, the stadtholder of Friesland, 
and Hans Wolphert of Brederode, field marshal of the army. 
The men who had the honour of performing this service were 
all either members of the military or close relatives, or, as in 
the case of the last named, related to the family by marriage. 
We shall return to look at this ceremony in its entirety later 
on. What is interesting here is that Frederick Henry's 
immediate social environment was evidently militarized. 

During Frederick Henry's period of office as stadtholder a 
stable courtly infrastructure had emerged. This is shown 
particularly by the extensive programme of palace construc
tion. 32 Thus the town palace in the Noordeinde was situated 
in The Hague, not far from the Binnenhof, the seat of the 
States-General. As the private residence of the stadtholder it 
underwent fundamental renovation in 1640 under the aegis of 
Jacob van Campen and the house of Orange's official 
architect, Pieter Post. The estates of Holland had presented 
the residence to the young Frederick Henry in 1609-a sign of 
the close connection between sovereignty and authority.33 

Post and van Campen designed not only Orange residences, 
but also buildings intended to display the prestige of the 
burghers-Post's town hall in Maastricht and van Campen's 

31 Description of the procession in P. Post, Begraeffenisse van Syne Hoogheyt Frederick 
Hendrick . .. (Amsterdam, 1651). 

32 In addition to the palaces Noordeinde and Huis ten Bosch discussed here, the 
chateaux Honselaersdijk and Huis ter Nieuwburgh, both near The Hague, should be 
mentioned. D. F. Slouthouwer provides a survey in De Paleizen van Frederik Hendrik 
(Leiden, 1945). 

33 On Noordeinde see P. den Boer, Het Huijs int Noorteijnde (Zutphen, 1986), pp. 22, 

36-50, and Schellart, Hui.:,en van Oranje, pp. 83-4. 
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monumental Amsterdam town hall are two good examples.34 

In my opinion, such connections suggest that right down to 
preferences for architectural styles the public function of the 
Orange family as stadtholders had a close functional link with 
non-noble, republican representation. As the stadtholder's 
city palace Noordeinde served to display his public role, so the 
same was true of the official seat of the stadtholder, the 
Stadkouderlijk Kwartier in the Binnenhof. The tower there had 
already served Maurice of Orange as a residence, and William 
Ill continued to live there after 1672. 

The isolation of the court from the town, which had 
occurred in France with the building of Versailles, did not 
take place in the republic even in the late seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries. The Orange family continued to be 
connected with The Hague and the Binnenhof, the non-noble 
political centre of the state. The strict division between courtly 
and non-noble worlds, which Kruedener regards as the 
crucial means by which the ruler could bolster his charismatic 
appeal, 35 was absent in this case. 

The public presence of the Orange stadtholders highlights 
an important point at which non-noble and courtly spheres 
intersected. This point ofintersection corresponds to the func
tional unity of stadtholder and estates in the.republican order. 
I shall come back to another area of overlap-the recruitment 
of administrative personnel. Before doing so, however, we 
have to examine a further interesting point which shows once 
again how the house of Orange was dislocated from this unity, 
which therefore remained unstable. 

The public role of the house of Orange contrasts with its 
private self-image as a member of the European aristocracy
the two cannot be reconciled easily. The family's private 
conception of itself is illustrated by the Huis ten Bosch 
residence, rather than the town palace in the Noordeinde and 
the Stadkouderlijk Kwartier. Huis ten Bosch was designed by 
Pieter Post as a widow's residence for Amalia of Solms. 
Building began in 1645 in a wood not far from The Hague. 
The plan to furnish the Orange Hall, the representative heart 

34 K. Fremantle, Tke Baroque Town Hall of Amstenlam (Utrecht, 1959). 
35 Kruedener, Die Rolle des Hojes im Absolutismus, pp. 37-8. 
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of the house, with portraits of European monarchs and 
members of the high nobility, including, of course, the heads 
of the house of Orange, 36 demonstrates clearly what sort of 
milieu the family felt themselves to be part of. Even if they did 
not belong to, they at least belonged alongside Europe's ruling 
houses. Close family ties with the Stuarts from 1641 onwards, 
and to the princely houses of Brandenburg and the Palatinate 
provided the genealogical basis for their self-image. 

The decoration of the Orange Hall provides a further 
insight into the family's self-conception. The central wall
painting in the room-an allegory entitled Frederick Henry 
Triumphant, painted by the Flemish artist Jacob Jordaens in 
1652 (a few years after the Peace ofWestphalia)-portrays the 
house of Orange as the creator of an age of peace, 
contentment, and prosperity, the path to which has been 
paved by the gods themselves. The mural does not reflect the 
political order of the republic; rather, it reduces politics to 
Frederick Henry's military leadership. This is the iconographic 
expression of the military's dominant role in the social 
environment of Frederick Henry and his predecessors. 

It is therefore not enough to say that during the first half of 
the seventeenth century the court of Orange was simply an 
aristocratic society with a strong military component; it was 
by no means an aristocratic preserve which entirely excluded 
the non-noble world. The non-noble elites were internally 
divided by the same line that separated the court and the 
patriciate regents. Thus, in addition to the dualism of court
estates, there was also a dualism within the non-noble strata. 
The court developed a method of providing opportunities for 
social advancement among the non-noble classes that was 
fundamentally different from the one existing among the 
regents. 

The Huygens family is a most eloquent example of this. 
They did not belong to the regent class, but for generations 
members of the Huygens family held senior administrative 
positions in the household and on the estates of the house of 

36 On Huis ten Bosch see M. Loonstra, Het Huijs int bosch (Zutphen, 1985), pp. 16--
18, 27-34, deal with the Oranje-Saal, and the portraits of European monarchs are 
listed on p. 30. 
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Orange. In the opinion of Hofman, the most recent biographer 
of the poet and diplomat Constantin Huygens, who as 
Frederick Henry's secretary was one of the stadtholder's most 
trusted confidants, the main reason why the Huygens had 
such close ties with the house of Orange was that they came 
from the southern Netherlands. These close ties made possible 
their social and economic rise. 37 

The Hugyens were by no means an isolated example. Even 
a cursory inspection suggests that many members of the 
administrative body of the Orange estates, the council of the 
domains, did not belong to the regent élite, and that in many 
cases they came from the southern parts of the Netherlands.38 

Much the same was true of diplomats entrusted by the 
stadtholder with important briefs. For example, François van 
Aerssen, the republic's most senior diplomat in the first half of 
the seventeenth century, was of Brabant stock;39 the family of 
Johannes Polyander van Heenvliet, the diplomat who played 
a prominent part in arranging the marriage between Orange 
and Stuart, also came from the southern Low Countries. After 
the marriage he was in charge of running the estate of Mary 
Stuart who was now Frederick Henry's daughter-in-law, and 
his influence vis-á-vis the most powerful sections of the court 
was considerable. His marriage to Lady Stanhope, Princess 
Mary's governess, strengthened his position even further. 
Heenvliet belonged to the supporters of the 'English party' in 
the Orange court; they held great sway over William II, who 
in 1650 was preparing to strike at the power of the regents.40 

The attempt to sever the functional unity between sovereignty 
and authority, as well as the alienation of the court of Orange 
from the rest of society, may have been prompted by such 
international ties and by the influence of political models 
foreign to the republic. 

The people we have mentioned, who formed part of the 

37 Hofman, Constantijn Huygens, passim, esp. pp. 323-7. 
38 I shall provide prosopographical evidence to back up this hypothesis in a 

monograph on the Orange court in the 17th and early 18th cents. 
39 A.J. van der Aa, Biographisch Woordenboek ur Neurlanden, i (Haarlem, 1852), 

pp. 32-6. 
40 On Heenvliet, see H. F. K. van Nierop, Van Ridders tot Regenten. De Hollandse adel 

in de 16de en de eerste liiift van 17de eeuw (Dieren, 1g84), p. 23. On his role at the Orange 
court, see Hofinan, Constantijn Huygens, passim. 
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social network represented by the court, also had close 
political and economic contact with the republic's non-noble 
world. For instance, functionaries of both the court and the 
estates made money by investing in trade and agriculture; 
they shared the ambition to increase their social prestige by 
attaining the quasi-noble title of 'Lord' (Heer). I would like to 
stress once again that the court should not be regarded as an 
aristocratic counter-world to non-noble society; but it was 
anti-regent. The typical profiles of personnel recruited to the 
court and of the stadtholder's diplomatic aides illustrate this 
point. Above all the fact that theorists of regent rule praise the 
stadtholderless period between 1650 and 1672 as a time of 
'true freedom' for the republic shows the distance between 
regents and court.41 

To recapitulate: the court's ability to survive this period 
testifies to its dual nature. It was not only the social milieu 
and the vehicle of representation for the public function of the 
Orange stadtholders; to a large extent, it was also the private 
house of a mighty aristocratic family woven into the fabric of 
an international social network. In this capacity, the house of 
Orange, along with its clientele, developed the character of a 
party in the matrix of the republic's political forces, the focus 
of which was the court. Once the external integrity of the 
republic had been guaranteed by the Dutch-Spanish armistice 
of 1609, the·way lay clear for a battle over the domestic power 
balance, and there emerged the prinsgezinden-the Orangists
and the staatsgezinden-the regentists. The tussle over the 
distribution of power was fought out within the framework 
demarcated by the authority of the stadtholder and the 
sovereignty of the estates; it was not until 1650 that this system 
collapsed. 

3 

I should now like to return to the manner in which the court, 
operating within the sovereign/authority paradigm, presented 
itself to the public of the United Netherlands. The dual 

41 Schilling, 'Der libertiir-radikale Republikanismus der hollandischen Regenten', 
p. 500. 
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character of the court will again become apparent. I shall start 
by going back to Frederick Henry's funeral procession in 
1647, which was mentioned earlier, to illustrate the militariza
tion of the stadtholder's social environment. 

As was usual in those days, the public spectacle of the 
funeral was preceded by the gathering of the inner circle of the 
court élite, the family and state dignitaries around the 
stadtholder's death-bed in the Stadhouderlijk Kwartier. The 
ceremony is depicted in an engraving of 1647.42 Next to the 
dying man we see his wife, his son and successor William II 
and his wife, Princess Mary Stuart, and the preacher Johannes 
Goethals, to whom he was particularly close. Jacob Cats, the 
poet and grand pensionary of Holland, who had close 
connections with the house of Orange was also part of the 
circle of family and court intimates standing close together on 
one side of the deceased's bed. On the other side, we have the 
representatives of the States-General-at a respectful distance, 
for they do not belong to the court. 

They continue to keep their distance for the remainder of 
the funeral ceremony. Directly before. the procession 'the 
Princes and Lords related by blood ... alongside His Highness 
in His antechamber . . . gathered together with the am
bassadors. The assemblies gathered in the palace rooms, 
namely the States General and the Council of State in His 
Highness' dining room, and those of Holland and others in the 
Princess Royal's room.'43 We find the same constellation 
when the procession sets off. The house of Orange appears in 
all its magnificence. At the front the stadtholder's guard, 
followed by a large number of servants and courtiers, from the 
kitchen boys and the royal dance master to the 'nobles, 
doctors, clergymen and advocates'. Altogether some sixty 
functions are represented, each one by several individuals. 
Behind them, army officers carry the Orange standard and 
decorations; they are followed by horses with the coats of arms 
and banners of the Orange-Nassau rulers. The carriage 
bearing the coffin is drawn by eight horses mounted by 
cavalry majors, and the funeral baldachin is carried by 

42 Copperplate engraving by Corn. van Daien, Het sterjbed van Frederik Hendrik, 
reproduced in Poelhekke, Frederik Hendrik, Prins van Oranje, p. 560. 

43 Post, Begraeffenisse van Syne Hoogheyt Frederick Hendrick ( above, n. 31), pp. 10--11. 
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fourteen lieutenant colonels. Then come the eighteen military 
commanders arranged 'rontom het lijck', and the shroud 
bearers-senior army officers to a man. The largest part of the 
procession thus comprises courtiers and, especially, the 
military. The observer is confronted with all the symbolic 
grandeur of Orange stadtholdership. The 'authority' described 
by William Temple, and represented by the manifest splendour 
of the court, appears in all its glory. It is not unreasonable to 
assume that the observer of such courtly spectacles might easily 
lose sight of the 'sovereignty' of the estates. 

But let us return to the procession. 'His Highness', William 
II, son and successor of the deceased, walks behind the coffin 
flanked by two Portuguese princes who are nephews of 
Frederick Henry. Behind them, we see Frederick Henry's son
in-law, Frederick-William, elector of Brandenburg, and at his 
side Prince Christian (II) of Anhalt and Duke Boguslav 
Radzivill. Following are more relations and confidants-most 
of them also senior army officers-accompanied by represent
atives of related royal houses. Behind them, come the 
ambassadors of Portugal and France. It is not until we reach 
almost the tail-end of the procession that we find represent
atives of the States-General, the estates of Holland, the 
magistrature of The Hague and Delft, and the clergy of both 
these towns. 44 

Two elements-army and family--dominate the pro
cession's social make-up. Non-noble dignitaries are kept 
rather at bay, as they were for the gathering around the 
deathbed. While they are present at the funeral and hence 
render it a ceremony of state which combines 'authority' and 
'sovereignty', the staging of the funeral is clearly geared to the 
display of things noble and courtly. This representation serves 
not to depict the spirit of the republican constitution in public, 
but to benefit the court itself as a distinct social and political 
entity asserting its independence. 

This act that was staged to promote mass identification 
with the state and to represent the house of Orange to the 

44 This description of the procession is based on Post, Begraeffenisse van Syne 
Hoogheyt Frederick Hendrick. The funeral procession of the stadtholder Maurice ( 1625) 
was structured in the same way. SeeJ. Landwehr, Splendid Ceremonies, State Entries and 
Royal Funerals in the Low Countries 15 I 5-1791 (Nieuwkoop and Leiden, 1971), no. 80. 
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public displayed a tendency of the dynasty to place itself 
above the republic's constitutional arrangements. The court's 
public appearance created the impression that the agency of 
'authority' also possessed 'sovereignty'. Much of this self
portrayal by the house of Orange was celebrated by the non
noble public. Moreover, it earned the attention of popular 
writers, whose pamphlets provided effective propaganda for 
those sections of the population unable to witness the displays 
at first hand. Orange funerals never failed to make the 
headlines and were the subject of a rich variety of popular 
publications-Frederick Henry's funeral procession is by no 
means an exception.45 

Visits by the Orange family to the provinces, reminiscent of 
the grand entrances of the Burgundian-Habsburg period, 
were also given coverage by the propagandists. The rederij
kerskamers, associations of amateur actors and dramatists from 
the urban middle class, helped to spread news of events by 
portraying them in theatrical form. Thus Maurice of Orange's 
entry into Amsterdam in 1618 was enacted under the title of 
'Triumphe tot Amsterdam, Over het Incomen van ... 
Mauritius Prince van Orangien' .46 In this way, the representa
tion of the court was repeated in popular forms, which 
amplified its impact. 

Until 1650 popular propaganda increased with the develop
ment of the quasi-monarchical prestige of the house of 
Orange. In the early part of that period pamphlets dealing 
with the court's public displays described the stadtholder 
simply as 'His most radiant and· noble (doorluchtigster ende 
Hooghghebooren) Prince'-for instance on the occasion of 
Maurice of Orange's burial in 1625; but Pieter Post's 
depiction of Frederick Henry's funeral was adorned with the, 
title the stadtholder himself had used: 'His Highness, and by 
the Grace of God, Prince of Orange (etc.)'. Similarly, on the 
occasion of his visit to Flushing in Zeeland province in 1649, 
William II is described as 'by der gratien Gods Prince van 
Oranjen' .47 Divine grace, it may be noted, is a notion that has 

45 Landwehr, Splendid Ceremonies, contains a great deal of material. 
46 W. P. C. Knuttel, Catalogus van de pamfletten-verzameling berustende in de Koninklijke 

Bibliotluek (The Hague, 1889-1920), no. 2594. 
47 References in Landwehr, Splendid Ceremonies, nos. 77, 114, and 118. 
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little to do with the office of stadtholder referred to in the 
republic's constitution.48 This is, then, yet another area in 
which the house of Orange distanced itself from constitutional 
functions. The public representation of the court was an 
intrinsic part of the process, for it cemented the splendour of 
the house of Orange in the popular mind. 

4 

Any polity wishing to secure its existence must possess one or 
more institutions powerful enough to symbolize unity. In the 
present case this symbolic integration was represented more 
by the personal, human image of the princely court, by the 
individual stadtholder, and by the portrayal of the house of 
Orange as a 'dynasty', which implied enduring stability, than 
by the power of the regents, based as it was on the rationality 
of institutions, and not on effective identification with 
individuals. Regent power failed to generate any genuine 
symbolic force comparable to that of the Oranjeboom, the 
popular emblem of the house of Orange, that was constantly 
before the citizens of the republic: in popular painting styles, 
even in the Oranje-tegels, the tiles which decorated many a 
burgher's home in the seventeenth century. The representation 
of the court and the splendour it commanded in the public 
mind were part of the functional integration of the institution 
of stadtholder in the Dutch state. 

But this was not all. At least for a time-until the mid
seventeenth century-the republic's stability was furthered by 
the power of the court to integrate new elites to whom regent 

48 In his contribution to this vol., Heinz Schilling poses the question of quasi
courtly patterns of behaviour in German and Italian city republics. Elsewhere he 
refers to the fact that during the 17th cent. the councillors of German free imperial 
cities assumed tlie formula 'Von Gottes Gnaden' ('By the Grace of God'). See H. 
Schilling, Aujbruch und Krise: Deutsch/and 1517-1648 (Berlin, 1988), p. 171. Here it 
becomes apparent that monarchy and 'republic' had certain contemporary attitudes 
in common when it came to legitimizing claims to power. But an essential difference 
that had an influence on the quality of power must be emphasized. Despite their 
appeal to the grace of God, city councils remained communal organs of power, tied to 
the political and social structure of their city. But by laying claim to the grace of God, 
the stadtholder as an individual was lifted out of the political and social structures of 
the Republic of the Netherlands. 
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circles were closed. A gap in the republic's social system was 
bridged by the allocation of élite opportunities in the 
administration of the Orange court and its extensive properties. 
The court administrative élite came to be an intrinsic element 
in the political system in toto, and formed part of the matrix of 
'sovereignty' and 'authority'. This was true in particular of 
the members of the council of the domains, whose most 
prominent representatives were not only involved in ad
ministering estates, but often also had diplomatic functions 
and acted as links with the non-noble organs of the republic. 

Of course, at no time did the court élite manage to attain a 
position that was even vaguely 'monopolistic'. Both the regent 
élite and the court élite of the Republic of the Netherlands 
remained 'parties'. We have here an important starting-point 
for a comparative examination of the social and political role 
of the court in early modern Europe. If Elias and the 
historians who follow his approach are right in concluding 
that between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries the 
general trend was for a plurality of rival forces to give way to a 
courtly monopoly elite, this could provide a key to establishing 
a typology of the republican court in the northern Low 
Countries and of its specific role in the European context. The 
fact is that the republic failed to integrate the two spheres
the court and the regents-into a harmonious system. Rivalry 
between the two components remained a long-term feature of 
the republic's political system. The tradition of political 
culture in the Netherlands which interprets 'society ... as a 
coexistence of competing fundamental attitudes [ Gesinnungen] '49 

has its roots not least in this structural feature of early modern 
society. 

The Orange court retained its Janus-faced character. It was 
a functional component of the political system-and this 
included its capacity to act as a party, as long as it respected 
the functional consensus of 'sovereignty' and 'authority'. And 
yet at the same time it was inclined to disregard this 
consensus. By dint ofits social infrastructure it was guaranteed 
a high degree of independence from its constitutional function. 

49 E. Zahn, Das unbekannte Holland-Regenten, Rebellen und Rejormatoren (Berlin, 
1984), p. 21. 
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It was, furthermore, the private institution of an aristocratic 
family firmly rooted in an international network, and it was 
this which enabled the court to survive the stadtholderless 
period between 1650 and 1672, and thereafter to reassume 
with even greater vigour its place as a public institution of the 
state. 
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The Court 
A Protean Institution and an 

Elusive Subject 

R. J. w. EVANS 

The conference papers in this volume embrace a wide range 
of examples, even though they are largely restricted to 
Western Europe, with no coverage of Scandinavia, Muscovy, 
or the Ottoman Empire. They offer essentially a collection of 
suggestive case-studies, inviting readers to make their own 
comparisons between countries and over time. They tempt us 
to generalization, but in fact render that task difficult, perhaps 
because (as one speaker suggested) the courts under 
consideration all incorporated the same constituents, but 
mixed them in markedly different proportions. I should like, 
as a summary and conclusion, to indicate four main themes 
addressed in-or at least implied by-the present book, 
although the overlap between categories is considerable. Let 
me begin with some basic, but frequently neglected, questions 
about the physical and material circumstances of court life. 

Where exactly was a given court: what space did it occupy? 
How did its location answer the two underlying functions of 
providing an entourage about the royal person and governance 
of the realm? Did it divide physically into an 'inner' and an 
'outer' precinct, with consequent implications for the all
important issue of the accessibility of the monarch? Did it 
form an enclosure-with one or more central courtyards? How 
unitary was the court in other respects? Was it permanently 
housed in the same buildings, dominating an urban environ
ment essentially of its own creation; and were those buildings 
specifically designed for the purpose? (Contrast the massive 

This chapter is based on the summary of the conference proceedings which Dr Evans 
gave in Cambridge at the end of the conference (Ed.). 
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construction programme of a Henry VIII or a Philip II with 
the traditional modest accommodation of most German 
princes, even the emperor.) However that might be, all rulers 
moved on some occasions-how much of their court would 
travel with them? 

Related issues concern subsidiary kinds ofretinue, especially 
those generated by lesser members of the royal family. Did 
rival establishments contribute to heterogeneity within the 
same court, or were they separate? A good example here is the 
retinue of Queen Henrietta Maria, that remarkable assemblage 
of foreign bodies-French, Scots, and catholics-in Stuart 
England, which also raises questions about the place of 
consorts and the distinctiveness of female entourages. Other 
sorts of heterogeneity, to which I shall return, were created 
by faction, regional diversity, and cumulation of territories, 
while some courts remained less than fully sovereign for 
different reasons. Evidently the princes of the Holy Roman 
Empire represent a special subgroup. So does the curious case 
of the United Provinces of the Netherlands, where the house of 
Orange, as stadtholders, embodied only certain aspects of 
statehood, notably military authority and diplomatic status, 
and their court functioned also as one pole in Dutch party 
politics. 

A further bundle offundamental criteria, legal definitions of 
the court and courtier, were little considered at the conference, 
as they have been strangely neglected in modern scholarship 
generally. Perhaps historians find them too technical and 
unexciting; moreover, they may have been so obvious to 
contemporaries in outline, yet so intricate in detail, that it 
would be a hard job to reconstruct their lineaments. Obviously 
every 'court' exercised the ultimate legal authority vested in 
the crown, hence the ambiguity of the term in some languages. 
But the court also possessed its own distinct jurisdiction. 
Membership of it was a privilege, regulated by the marshal, 
granting rights within the precinct itself-much as did the 
medieval Church and universities-to those entitled. In so far 
as privilege attached to the person of the courtier, it could also 
be transferred elsewhere, amounting to a safe conduct, which 
probably extended to freedom from tolls and other dues, 
throughout the kingdom. There is a rough parallel today, 



The Court 

though less as a direct survival than as a construct of modern 
international law, in the workings of diplomatic immunity. An 
extreme example of the powers which could be conveyed by 
aulic status alone lies in the imperial title, normally bestowed 
on commoners, of 'count palatine', which into the eighteenth 
century still included, on paper at least, the right to ennoble 
and grant coats of arms, legitimate bastards, exercise wardship, 
authorize notaries, and issue university degrees and various 
kinds of dispensation. 

Court immunities were presumably shared, in some measure, 
by all those recorded on official court lists, known in German 
as Hofstaaten. That term itself reminds us that the totality of 
such personnel was a prime meaning of the word Staat, or état, 
or state, in the period we are considering. At the same time, of 
course, Hofstaaten indicated the gradations of hierarchy 
within the court, and might also specify the rates of pay for 
different jobs. Who drew a salary? How sure could he be of 
payment, and how far would he expect remuneration.in non
monetary ways? Here we have a final clutch of questions 
concerning the material foundations of aulic life. It is clearly 
important, though difficult, to establish whether high courtiers 
served a given master for immediate profit; whether they lived 
off their own; or whether-as a middle position-they dipped 
into family reserves in expectation of ex gratia windfalls later. 
The whole issue of credit belongs here, since the nexus of royal 
indebtedness to court nobles, financiers, and suppliers was 
common enough. Did the conspicuous consumption of the 
princely entourage fall as an extra financial burden on the 
country, or was it rather a way of drawing on landowners' 
resources in furtherance of an essentially public purpose? 

2 

The second broad theme for the historian of the early modern 
European court, its cultural and spiritual role, has attracted 
considerabl(}--though uneven-recent attention. I can intro
duce a few reflections on it with another kind of semantic 
question: the one which arises at the level of perceptions. Who 
described whom as a 'courtier', and with what implication? 
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Attitudes to the court yielded a large contemporary literature. 
The type of justificatory text, whose most famous product was 
Castiglione's Libro del cortegiano of 1528, sought to set general 
ethical standards and ideals of aulic manners ('courtesy') and 
service. Against it were ranged the critics and satirists, who 
railed against hypocrisy and duplicity, and whose attack 
shaded into the popular suspicions enshrined in such wisdom 
as the German tag 'nahe bei Hofe ist nahe bei der Holle', or 
the Latin one 'exeat aula, qui vult esse pius'. A further genre 
concerned itself less with approval or disapproval, than with 
how to achieve practical success at court: even in the mid
eighteenth century, the lengthy entry on 'Hof in Zedler's 
grand German encyclopaedia is devoted almost entirely to 
that. 

The court formed an essential element in many debates of 
the time about values: honour versus discretion, metropolis 
versus countryside, wordliness versus piety, cosmopolitanism 
versus patriotism; indeed, negative stereotypes often grew up 
within its own confines, just as later rustic ideals were actually 
the product of urbanization. Its cultural significance lay 
precisely in its prominent and exemplary status, its place in 
the 'process of civilization' (Norbert Elias's work finds 
mention at various points in these papers, though for detailed 
analysis it provides a fairly crude model). That place may be 
conceived loosely, given the extensive opportunities for habits 
and fashions of the court to percolate through the rest of 
society; or it may be conceived in terms of its far more intense 
impact on the greater nobles, whose young men (Junkers), and 
sometimes young women too, frequented it as a finishing 
school. 

Courtiers, then, could act as cultural and intellectual 
arbiters for a broad hinterland; yet they shared among 
themselves attitudes which could serve to reinforce their 
distance from that same hinterland-even if less precisely 
than legal determinants, and leaving scope for deception on 
the part of the shrewd and unscrupulous. In manners and 
dress the court often stood apart. The same must frequently 
have held true for its speech-albeit the social history of 
language is a less charted field-by virtue of its cultivating 
either a tongue quite different from that of the country at large 
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(normally one of the Romance languages, but German in 
parts of northern and eastern Europe), or a distinctive accent 
and vocabulary. Both the popular mission and the essential 
elitism of the court played their part in pageantry: the 
triumphal entries, tournaments, palatial splendour, and 
ceremony, which were designed to impress the many by 
drawing on the inventiveness of the few. Spectacle could be a 
vital weapon for demonstrating the power of the ruler and the 
good order of his government, whether among the German 
emperors, who sought to employ such grandeur to compensate 
for their limited practical authority, or among the pettiest 
princes, for whom it represented the only chance of emulation. 

Such ostentation was matched by the higher aesthetic and 
learned claims of a rising number of intellectuals at many 
courts. Some came from the ranks of legally trained adminis
trators or of the physicians who attended on the person of the 
ruler and his entourage (German parlance distinguished 
between Leibarzt to the royal family and Hofarzt to the rest of 
aulic society). Others might be specifically designated poeta 
laureatus, historiographer, or the like. And patronage could 
assume more permanent forms in the dispensing of book 
privileges and acquisition of court libraries, the collections, 
galleries, and museums which attested to wealth, power, and 
majesty. All this magnificence and cultural ambition contri
buted to a deeper spiritual dimension: the mystique of rule, 
elaborated by Renaissance theorists, and at its height in the 
late sixteenth century. Heavy with symbolism and with 
emblematic conceits in the service of rather trite realities, it 
was apt to prove self-defeating: the public role of the monarch 
became impossible to sustain, as Philip II, Rudolf II, and the 
last Valois all found to their cost in different ways. 

At the same time almost every court occupied the more 
orthodox spiritual ground by acknowledging a religion of 
state. The Church clearly formed part of the aulic framework, 
providing chaplains, ecclesiastics as public servants, revenues 
to defray expenses, and the ritual for coronations, high 
Christian festivals, and exequies. Renaissance associations 
with humanist critique, classical ideals, cosmopolitanism, and 
tolerance were less secure than Baroque show, pathos, and 
devotion as a ground for harnessing religion as a court 



R. J. W. EVANS 

ideology in the age of Reformation and Counter-Reformation. 
In either case, one outcome could again be attitudes, this time 
confessional ones, specific to the courtier as opposed to the 
rest of the population, normally more accommodating and 
'lukewarm', as with the Hofchristen around Emperor 
Maximilian II, but sometimes a dévot style of pious extremism. 
At Rome, of course, the Church's purposes were uniquely 
central (with the German ecclesiastical courts as pale imita
tions); though by the same token-as Professor Reinhard 
makes clear-the spiritual dimension might be most con
spicuous by its absence, and the evidence clearest of massive 
private gains through public sinecure. 

3 

The court of early modern Europe, as documented in this 
volume, was therefore an institution and an ethos; but it was 
also a society, of individuals, organized into groups around 
the person of a sovereign or governor. The crucial importance 
of the character of the monarch has been repeatedly empha
sized here, but it bears repetition. Royal whim could colour 
not only the selection of personnel to participate in intimate 
aulic functions, but also the nature of the entourage: its 
openness to the outside world, its representational aspects, the 
balance and interrelationship between servants of the chamber 
and those of the council, i.e. between 'mere' courtiers and the 
executors of broader official policy. 

The most significant way, besides personal intervention, in 
which the ruler could disturb the settled expectations of his 
court in our period was by the elevation of a favourite. We 
have encountered some celebrated examples from Tudor and 
Stuart England and from Bourbon France; numerous others 
could have been examined, especially during the decades 
around 1600. But the place of the favourite in the structure of 
the court was by no means uniform, and it remains difficult to 
evaluate. Was he a creature of the ruler, manipulated from 
above; or rather a safety-valve for the play of faction from 
below? Evidently the gamut ran from the crude self-indulgence 
of an ignorant mignon to the ruthless exercise of informal 
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domination by a Richelieu. Exceptionally, as the career of the 
earl of Leicester shows in Dr Adams's analysis, favourites 
could embody their own ideological option, although that was 
alway dangerous-witness the fate of Leicester's successor, 
Essex. At all events, they seem to have answered the need of 
the day for a mechanism of mediation between the monarch 
and the even broader range of vested interests with which he 
found himself confronted at court. 

For the court occupied the nodal point in relations between 
the crown and the chief sectional parties to its authority. One 
area of this interchange was military, as the leading commands 
in regular princely armies grew out of forms of medieval 
vassalage. How far did warfare affect the activities and 
composition of the court? Did military personnel enjoy any 
special advantages, as they were frequently to do in later ages? 
Another prime area of interplay was finance, where the role of 
commercial-often bourgeois-elements at court could be 
sealed to mutual benefit in banking deals, exclusive rights of 
purveyance, and grants of monopoly (some of whose ramifi
cations have been explored by Dr Asch). The penumbra of at 
least semi-accredited aulic merchants usually included some 
Jews, whose very residence in the territories which tolerated 
them fell under the jurisdiction of the marshal of the court. A 
third area, already touched upon, was the Church, and 
involved attendance on the ruler by members of the eccle
siastical hierarchy. A cardinal could lend special dignity and 
leverage to a catholic court; but protestants were normally 
more amenable, not just in their lutheran or anglican guise, 
but also in the aulic calvinism of some smaller German 
states. 

All these linkages formed aspects of a more general political 
nexus between service to the crown and membership of the 
privileged corporations of estates, who guarded the liberties of 
their country or province. That nexus included elements of 
confrontation, but in normal times some form of co-operation 
prevailed. The ruler would typically seek to draw into his or 
her administration the leaders of the estates; but the latter's 
acceptance of court office rarely proved a guarantee of 
absolute loyalty. The issue here was partly about control over 
executive and judicial functions, partly about ideas and 
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attitudes; but it was also-as Professor þÿ�M���c�z�a�k� stresses most 
forcibly-a matter of patronage. 

Patronage provided the social rationale of the court, 
sustaining but also disturbing it through vertical networks of 
clientage, a two-way bond between the greater courtiers and 
their private retinue of supporters on the fringe or in specific 
regions.- Such patronage proved a necessary mechanism even 
for the most efficient and devoted of rulers, like Philip II, who, 
far from being totally immobile or unable to delegate, Dr 
Rodriguez-Salgado shows to have managed a court which 
remained fluid within its limited geographical range and 
uneasily balanced between different groups of counsellors. But 
did patronage tend to consolidate existing élites or to 
introduce new ones? Did it passively reflect the extension of 
aulic influence and controls, or did it exert an active impact on 
the development of the court? We must turn to a final theme: 
that of the degree of change undergone by the subject of our 
investigation between the terminal dates of mid-fifteenth and 
mid-seventeenth century. 

4 

Almost all the writers in this volume address, implicitly or 
explicitly, the same central question of how far the court acted 
as a dynamic factor in the transition from essentially medieval 
to essentially modern structures of government and society in 
Europe. Did it evolve continuously and regularly behind the 
obvious surface disruptiveness of disputed or divided inherit
ances ( even the still elective features of some monarchies), 
regencies or minorities, generational struggles within dynasties, 
and the vagaries of successive individual rulers? Can we 
identify, with one contributor here, a 'general historical 
necessity of the early modern court'? 

Most evident is the growth in size and grandeur everywhere. 
Fifteenth-century Burgundy, with its aulic retinue of at least a 
thousand and its elaborate ceremonial, represents an early 
exemplar of this trend, and has often been thought a model for 
others, although Professor· Paravicini's contribution to this 
volume urges caution. The expanded court became corres-
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pondingly permanent and sedentary, identified more and 
more with the city which housed it and which would gradually 
come to be called a 'capital' ( the noun standing on its own in 
this sense is not recorded in English before the 166os). The 
monarch and his entourage might occupy either a particular 
quarter in long-flourishing metropolises such as London and 
Paris ( and of course Rome), or a new urban residence 
specifically moulded for the purpose, like some Italian 
princely centres, Madrid-chosen by Philip II in 1560-and 
Warsaw, designated by Sigismund III of Poland in 1596. 

Such a concentration of functions was manifestly necessary 
to enable the 'new monarchies' to play their enhanced public 
role by the sixteenth century. But it also raised new problems 
of communication. The expanding empires of Renaissance 
Europe: Spain and France, England, the Austrian Habsburg 
realm, Poland-Lithuania, Muscovy, and the Ottoman Porte 
(only Scandinavia moved in the opposite direction), all 
employed more sophisticated controls over a great extent of 
territory from a single central focus; and courts needed to 
adapt. They came to resemble a congeries of different 
administrations, a coping-stone on top of many local lineages
thus the emperor, for example, presided by the mid-seven
teenth century over a fairly Austrianized retinue, which yet 
contained distinct German, Bohemian, Styrian, and Hungarian 
components picked up along the way. They formed holding 
companies for lesser establishments in the provinces, run by 
princes of the blood, governors (Statthalter), or great nobles on 
their own account. These were also clearly 'courts' in most 
contemporary parlance, being epitomes or fragments of the 
whole aulic operation ( though the English tended to use the 
term 'household' for all non-royal entourages). Indeed, they 
could be rivals too, either as a locus for the ambitions of 
subordinate members of the dynasty, or, especially in eastern 
Europe, as an alternative rallying-point for regional and 
national sentiments and cultural aspirations. Moreover, they 
remained courts in the legal sense as well, being exponents 
both of royal authority and of magnatial jurisdiction. 

The underlying change in the raison d'être of courts, 
however, concerned rather their broader executive than their 
narrowly judicial role. It accompanied the tendency towards 
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full-time administrators and a novel ethic of competent 
service. Historians often used to think that by the seventeenth 
century a new order of commoner-bureaucrats became indis
pensable to the working of that more complex machinery of 
state, opening up a gap between the executors of policy and 
the traditional courtiers, whose place was, in the end, merely 
decorative. It is now clear-and this volume underlines the 
point-that the old aulic nobility proved far too enterprising 
and malleable for such a scenario to have much validity. In 
fact, many courtiers became both use and ornament, moving 
into fresh responsibilities, training at universities and in 
harness, admitting successful parvenus to their ranks. In most 
regimes no significant gap opened up between the high officers 
of the royal household, who usually had to be aristocrats, and 
ministerial advisers-frequently the same confidants filled 
both kinds of posts. Even in such disputed cases as that of 
early Tudor England, interplay between gentleman courtiers 
and professional counsellors seems to have been close; 
although for a fuller exploration of the rise of a service nobility 
we should need to extend our horizons to include Russia and 
Sweden. On the other hand, the alienation of the court as a 
whole from the country might be aggravated thereby, at least 
temporarily, as Professor Schalk argues for later sixteenth
century France. 

Thus a streamlined court establishment could become the 
vehicle for a substantial reform from above, and for the 
progressive take-over of those spheres within the royal 
entourage which had earlier functioned as enclaves of private 
enterprise. The princely administration could incorporate 
military-chivalric purposes, a development pioneered by the 
house of Orange in the peculiar circumstances of the United 
Provinces; it could shoulder financial management in greater 
degree, with the evolution ·of orderly treasury accounting; it 
could assert ecclesiastical authority, not just in protestant or 
orthodox realms, but even-paradoxically perhaps-by un
furling the banner of clerical Counter-Reformation under 
state aegis. Eventually, by the mid-seventeenth century, it 
could occupy the space where, in a transitional period, 
favourites had proved necessary mediators of the royal will and 
insulators against its unpopularity. 
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Are we then, on balance, more struck by the flexibility with 
which the early modern court responded to new challenges; or 
by a 'hardening of the arteries' (the expression which 
commended itself to one participant), as this basically 
medieval institution became even larger, more intricate, and 
heavyweight? Both aspects of the development clearly have 
their place, and the outcome of the tension between them 
would yield markedly different responses to the process of 
modernization. In much of central Europe the court drove a 
high road towards the innovative princely absolutisms of a 
later age; in Great Britain it served less as an Autobahn than as 
a cul-de-sac, which landed in Civil War and Glorious 
Revolution; in France it developed like a formidable construc
tion of ponts et chaussees, driven out over ever swampier terrain; 
in the east the route forward was revealed, characteristically, 
as a series of detours. But everywhere, the more we know of 
court life in its material circumstances, its culture, and its 
personnel, the better we shall be able to assess that blend of 
particularity and universality which determined the patterns 
of monarchical authority as it evolved across the continent. 
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Sackville, Edward, earl of Dorset 399 n., 
407-8 
Saint-Omer 83 
Saint-Pol, count of 77 
Saint-Simon, Louis de Rouvroy, duke 

of 3 
Salamanca 233 
Salisbury, earl of, see Cecil, Robert 
Savage, Thomas, Viscount Savage 405, 

407,412 n. 
Savage, Viscountess, see Darcy 
Savoy 86, go n. 
Saxony 303, 306 
Say, William, dean of Royal Chapel 47, 

95 n. 
Schase(c)k, squire 77 
Schaumburg, Wilwolt von 92 
Schlick, Kaspar 143 
Scotland 35, 37-8, 49, 55, 96, 265, 357, 

363, 373-4, 378-9, 382-3, 385,391, 
398 n., 401, 403-9, passim, 410 n., 
412,414 

Segovia 216 
Sepulveda, J. de 233, 243, 244 n. 
Sessa, duke of 229 
Seymour, Edward, duke of Somerset, 

lord protector 200-2 
Seymour, Edward, earl ofHertford, son 

of duke of Somerset 269 
Seymour, Thomas 201 
Sforza, Galeazzo Maria 86 
Shaxton, Nicholas, bishop of Salisbury 

195 
Shields (near Newcastle) 368, 390 n. 
Shrewsbury, earl of, see Talbot 
Sicily 226, 355 n. 
Siena 347 
Sigismund, German king, emperor 118, 

142 n., 143 
Sigismund III, king of Poland 489 
Sigismund, archduke of Austria, count of 

Tyrol 88, 98 
Silesia 298, 302, 304 



506 INDEX 

Sillery, marquis of, see Brûlart 
Simier, Jehan 277 
Sixtus IV (della Rovere), pope 333 
Sixtus V (Peretti de Montalto), pope 

334, 339, 348 
Solms, Count Johann Albrecht of 467 
Solms, Countess Amalia of 468 
Somerset, duke of, see Seymour 
Somerset, earl of, see Carr 
Southampton, earl of, see Wriothesley 
Spain 5, 25, 29, 99-102, 205-44 passim, 

252,272,283,293,295,300,340, 
350, 355, 358, 396, 417-21, 434, 
464,489 

see also Castle 
Spät, Dietrich 171 
Speyer 163 
Stalford, Henry 58 
Stalford, Humphrey, duke of 

Buckingham 58-9, 60 n. 
Stalford, Sir Thomas 408-9, 411 
Staulf, Hieronymus von 168, 171 
Stirling, earl of, see Alexander 
Stourton, Catherine 61, 62 n. 
Stralford, earl of, see Wentworth 
Strasburg 112, 123 
Stuart, Henry, Lord Darnley 277 
Stuart, James, duke of Lennox 374 n. 

377 
Stuttgart 163, 296-7 
Styria 112, 116-17, 122,142, 1430., 

154,489 
Sublet de Noyers, François 434-5 
Suckling, Sir John 413 
Suffolk, dukes of, see Brandon and Pole, 

de la 
Sully, Maximilian de Bethune, duke 

of 416-18, 420, 426 
Sulmona, prince of 339 
Sussex, earl of, see Radcliffe 
Swabia 112, 117-18, 122-4, 125 n. 

128-30, 163, 169, 291, 295-7, 306, 
310 

Taffin, Jean 452 
Tafur, Pero 76 
Talbot, John, earl of Shrewsbury 45, 59 
Tassoni, Count Galeazzo 353 
Temple, Sir William 455-6, 458, 461, 

473 
Tetzel, Gabriel 50 n., 76 
Thomas Aquinas 333 
Throckmorton, Sir John 277 

Throckmorton, Sir Nicholas 277-8 
Thuringia 306 
Tirna, Hans von 145 
Titchfield 278 
Titian (Tiziano Vecellio) 238 n., 240 
Toledo 208-9, 215-16, 339 
Toledo, Don Antonio de 222, 231 n. 
Totnes, earl of, see Carew 
Tournai 96 
Trier 93 
Trier, archbishop of 145 
Truchse8 von Waldburg, Johann 146 
Trulfa, Don Adolfo Betulla, prince of 

359 
Tuke, Sir Brian 190 
Turin 226 
Tuscany, grand duke of 348 
Tyrol 112, 122-3, 128-9, 134 n., 150 n., 

154,291, 296-7, 300 

Ulm, Baron Johann Ludwig von 306 
Ulrich, duke of Wiirttemberg 164 
Urban VIII (Maffeo Barberini), pope 

334,346, 351-2, 356,394 
Urbino 94 
Usselinex, Willem 462 
Utrecht 76, 444, 456 n., 464 

Vair, Guillaume du 417 n., 422, 423 n., 
426 

Vaissiere, Pierre de 246 
Valladolid 100, 209 
Vazquez de Leca, Mateo, secretary 215, 

22 I, 224 n., 225, 227-8, 234-5 
Vazquez de Molina, Juan 229 
Venice 50, 76, 94, 206, 225, 230, 353-4, 

410 
Vere, John de, earl of Oxford 192 
Vere, Robert de, earl of Oxford, duke of 

Ireland 271, 275, 281 
Vergil, Polydore 178 
Vernatti, Sir Philibert 369 
Versailles 3, 26, 28, 90, 235 n., 289,326, 

464 n., 465, 468 
Velez, Pedro Fajarda, marquis de Los 

229 
Vienna 15, 30, 90, 117, 124, 130, 137, 

148 n., 149, 150 n., 151, 154, 156, 
289,297-8,300-1,305,307-12,326 

Viette, Pierre 404 
Villeroy, Nicolas III de Neufville de, 

secretary of state 416-19, 422, 
423 n., 426 
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Villiers, George, duke of Buckingham 
20-1, 22 n., 24, 34, 203, 265-6, 
27g-80, 282, 357, 361, 363, 371, 
375-6, 379, 389-90, 403, 405, 407, 
409-10

Villiers, Susan, countess of Denbigh 
394, 396 n., 409 n., 410,411 

Villinger, Jakob 130-1 
Virginia 373 
Volland, Dr Ambrosius 171 

Wakefield 63 
Wales 364, 374 
Wallenstein, Albrecht von, duke of 

Friedland 3 IO 

Walsingham 182 
Walsingham, Sir Francis, secretary of 

state 272, 275 n., 279, 283-4, 286 
Warham, William, archbishop of 

Canterbury 179 
Warsaw 489 
Warwick, Sir Philip 372, 376 
Warwickshire 59 
Weetzli, Ulrich 144 
Weinsberg, Konrad von 145 
Weldon, Sir Anthony 369 
Weis 150 
Wentworth, George 383 
Wentworth, Thomas, Viscount W., later 

earl of Strafford 373, 378-9, 383-8, 
401 

Werdenberg, Count Haug of 118, 125 
Westminster 50, 51 n., 57, 60 n., 180-2, 

185, 188 
Westmorland, earl of, see Neville 
Weston, Richard, earl of Portland, Id. 

treasurer 366-7, 370, 375, 388, 
407 n. 

Weston, Sir Richard, baron of the 
exchequer 365 

Whitgift, John, archbishop of 
Canterbury 275, 279 

Wiener Neustadt 107, 148 n., 150 n., 
153-5 

William Frederick of Nassau, see Nassau, 
Prince Wilhelm Friedrich of 

William I of Orange-Nassau, 
stadtholder 452, 454, 464 

William II of Orange-Nassau, 
stadtholder 460, 463-4, 466, 470, 
472-4 

William III of Orange-Nassau, 
stadtholder 321, 445, 447, 452, 468 

Williams, John, archbishop of York 279 
Wilmot, Charles, Viscount Wilmot 373, 

382-3 
Wilmot, Henry, later earl of Rochester 

4 13 
Wimpfeling, Jakob 130 
Windebank, Sir Francis, secretary of 

state 380-396 
Windsor 44-5, 48, 49 n., 54 n., 60 n., 

182, 188, 191-2 
Wingfield, Sir Richard 183, 185 
Winter, Sir John 405 
Witt, Jan de 453 
Wolfradt, Anton, bishop of Vienna 290 
Wolkenstein, Michael von 134 
Wolman, Dr Richard 187 
Wolphert, Hans 467 
Wolsey, Thomas, cardinal 176, 178-91, 

197 N., 200 n. 
Woodville family 59-61, 64 
Woodville, Anthony, Earl Rivers 45, 63 
Woodville, Elizabeth, see Elizabeth 

Woodville 
Woodville, Richard, Earl Rivers 52 
Worms 105, 119 
Wotton, Sir Henry 282 
Wriothesley, Thomas, earl of 

Southampton, Id. chancellor 201 
Wiirttemberg 157, 159, 163-4, 167, 169, 

I 70-I, 296-7 
Wiirttemberg, duke of 170, 171 
Wiirzburg 157 
Wynne, Sir Richard, receiver general 

407 

Zaragoza 209 
Zayas, Gabriel 226 
Zeeland 444, 448, 456 n., 464, 474 


	vorblatt_gesamt_neu
	princes_patronage_gesamt
	Foreword
	Contents
	Constitutional Terms in the Holy Roman Empire
	1 Introduction RONALD G. ASCH
	PART I - THE ORIGINS OF THE EARLY MODERN COURT
	2 The King's Court during the Wars of the Roses RALPH A. GRIFFITHS
	3 The Court of the Dukes of Burgundy WERNER PARAVICINI
	4 The Court of the German Kings and of the Emperor PETER MORAW
	5 How Large was the Court of Emperor Frederick III? PAUL-JOACHIM HEINIG
	6 Southern German Courts around 1500 DIETER STIEVERMANN
	PART II - COURT, ADMINISTRATION, AND NOBILITY IN THE SIXTEENTH CENTURY
	7 Court, Council, and Nobility in Tudor England DAVID STARKEY
	8 The Court of Philip II of Spain M. J. RODRÍGUEZ-SALGADO
	9 The Court as 'Civilizer' of the Nobility ELLERY SCHALK
	10 Favourites and Factions at the Elizabethan Court SIMON ADAMS
	11 The Imperial Court of the Habsburgs From Maximilian I to Ferdinand III, 1493-1657 VOLKER PRESS
	PART III - PATRONAGE AND COURT POLITICS IN THE EARLY SEVENTEENTH CENTURY
	12 From Aristocratic Household to Princely Court ANTONI MĄCZAK
	13 Papal Power and Family Strategy in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries WOLFGANG REINHARD
	14 The Revival of Monopolies RONALD G. ASCH
	15 The Role of a Queen Consort CAROLINE M. HIBBARD
	16 The Crown, Ministériat, and Nobility at the Court of Louis XIII KLAUS MALETTKE
	17 The Orange Court HEINZ SCHILLING
	18 Sovereignty and Authority OLAF MÖRKE
	EPILOGUE
	19 The Court R. J. W. EVANS
	List of Contributors
	Index




