
BARBARA STOLLBERG-RILINGER

On the Function of Rituals in the Holy Roman Empire

in 

R. J. W. EVANS, MICHAEL SCHAICH, AND PETER H. WILSON (eds.), The 
Holy Roman Empire 1495-1806 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011)   

pp. 359–373 

ISBN: 978 0 19 960297 1 

The following PDF is published under a Creative Commons CC BY-NC-ND licence. Anyone 
may freely read, download, distribute, and make the work available to the public in printed 
or electronic form provided that appropriate credit is given. However, no commercial use is 

allowed and the work may not be altered or transformed, or serve as the basis for a 
derivative work. The publication rights for this volume have formally reverted from Oxford 
University Press to the German Historical Institute London. All reasonable effort has been 

made to contact any further copyright holders in this volume. Any objections to this material 
being published online under open access should be addressed to the German Historical 

Institute London. 

DOI: 



19 
On the Function of Rituals in the 

Holy Roman Empire 

BARBARA STOLLBERG-RILINGER 

In his famous work on the imperial constitution of 1802, Georg 
Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831) reproached the Germans for 
having become addicted to a 'superstition of external forms' that 
other nations would consider ridiculous. He accused them of mis-
taking the fastidious conservation of ancient rituals and cere-
monies for the preservation of their constitution, and jeopardizing 
the entire political existence of the Empire rather than relinquish-
ing a tiny fragment of the traditional forms. 1 

This essay will argue that the political constitution of the 
Empire had more to do with symbolic-ritual forms than Hegel 
was prepared to acknowledge. Unlike in Hegel's time, today there 
is a heightened awareness of the fact that the staging of rituals is 
an essential component of political life itself. Cultural theories of 
greatly varying provenance proceed from the insight that every 
political and social system fundamentally requires outward visi-
bility, that is, that symbolic forms are in a certain sense constitu-
tive of the composition of a political organization. 2 As a point of 
departure, therefore, this essay asks why, right up to the enlight-
ened eighteenth century, contemporaries took these forms so very 

1 Gcorg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, 'Die Verfassung Deutschlands' (1802), in id., Politische 
Schrijttn, afterwordJi.irgen Habermas (Frankfurt am Main, 1966), 23-139, at 85-6. 

2 See e.g. Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann, 7/ze Social Constmction if Reali!)!: A Treatise 
in the Sociology if Knowledge (Harmondsworth, 1979); Alfred Schutz, Der sinnhajte Aefbau der 
so:r.ialen Welt: Eine Einleitung in die verstehende So:r.iologie (6th edn. Frankfurt am Main, 1993); 
Anthony Giddens, 7/ze Constitution if Socie!)i: Outline if the 7/zeory if Structuration (Cambridge, 
1986); Karl-Siegbert Rehberg, 'Institutionen als symbolische Ordnungen: Lcitfaden zur 
Theorie und Analyse institutionellcr Mechanismen', in Gerhard Goehler (ed.), Die Eigenart 
der lnstitutionen (Baden-Baden, 1994), 47-84; id., 'Weltreprasentanz und Verkorperung: 
Institutionelle Analyse und Symboltheorien-Eine Einflihrung in systematischer Absicht', 
in Gert Melville, Institutionalitiit und S)•mbolisierung: Verstttigungen kultureller Ordnungsmuster in 
Vergangenheit und Gegenwart (Cologne, 2001), 3-52; Barbara Stollberg-Rilinger, 'Symbolische 
Kommunikation in der Vormoderne: Begriffe, Thesen, Forschungsperspektiven', Zeitschrifl 
far historische Forschung, 31 (2004), 489-527. 
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seriously. Behind this clinging to outward forms there is, presum-
ably, some logic that needs to be reconstructed. 

What is commonly referred to as the 'imperial constitution' 
rests upon several factors of institutionalization. 3 Thus it is possi-
ble to distinguish various ways in which the constitution was made 
permanent: first, positively-legally, whether by means of express 
contracts or legislation; secondly, by concrete constitutional 
praxis, that is, by the actual process of collective decision-making; 
thirdly, theoretically-discursively, that is, through interpretation 
and systematization by legal scholars; and fourthly, symbolically-
ritually by means of the constantly renewed public staging of acts 
ofauthority. All of these four means ofinstitutionalization-polit-
ical-legal, constitutional-practical, theoretical-discursive, and sym-
bolic-ritual-created 'constitutional law' in its broadest sense. In 
other words, for the early modern period a distinction between 
law and ritual does not yet seem appropriate. 

The focus of this essay is on the last of the four forms. The sym-
bolic-ritual form is doubtless the oldest, and, in a way, most 
archaic, form of institutionalization. It originally matched the con-
ditions of a culture that was half oral and only half literary, that 
is, it was compatible with a culture based primarily on personal 
presence. It can be assumed that its function decreased as written 
media and efficient formal procedures increasingly prevailed. But 
despite this, as the quotation from Hegel shows, these forms did 
not disappear in the course of the early modern period; on the 
contrary, they became increasingly more complicated. The ques-
tion is, therefore, how these four means of institutionalization 
related to one another in the Empire, and how their relationships 
with each other changed during the early modern period. 

Without being able to go into detail, 4 I will therefore in what 
follows propose some general considerations on ritual (I) and 
present two brief examples of imperial rituals of crucial importance, 
the investiture with princely fiefs and the imperial diets (II). Finally, 
I will return to the initial questions.and offer a few thoughts on the 

3 For further references, see Barbara Stollberg-Rilinger, 'Die zeremonielle Inszenierung 
des Reiches, oder: Was leistet der kulturalistische Ansatz filr die Reichsverfassungs-
geschichte?', in Matthias Schnettger (ed.), lmperium Romanuin-lrregulare Corpus-Teutscher 
Reiclts-Staat: Das Alie Reich im Verstiindnis der ,?,eitgenossen und der Historiographie (Mainz, 2001), 
233-46. 

4 For a full discussion of this topic see now Barbara Stollberg-Rilinger, Des Kaisers alte 
Kleider: Ve,jassungsgeschichte und Symbolsprache des Allen Reiches (Munich, 2008). 
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changing function of rituals for the 'imperial constitution', that is, 
explanations for the strange phenomena that Hegel criticized (III). 

I 

In the Holy Roman Empire the basic values and categories of the 
political constitution were maintained by means of concrete sym-
bolic-ritual acts whose function changed, by the end of the 
Empire, but did not disappear. In rituals, one professed to belong 
to the order of the entire group and reached agreement about the 
place of each member of the Empire within it. Rituals endowed 
the abstract order pars pro toto with a specific appearance: election 
and coronation days, homages, investitures, processions, openings 
of imperial diets, audiences, and so on. 

By ritual, I mean complex, repeated, symbolic sequences of 
acts. Rituals require certain conventions authorizing the compe-
tent actors and assigning the formal correctness of the gestures, 
words, and circumstances. While their forms fundamentally 
require a certain consistency, they can nevertheless be modified 
by the actors, at least to a certain degree. Rituals are effective in 
the sense that they effect a change of state, whether social, politi-
cal, spiritual, or so on. But what is important here is that they do 
not effect this change by means of a process whose results are 
originally open-ended. Rather, the formally correct performance 
of specific acts brings about a predetermined effect, probably 
independently of the intention, inner conviction, belief, and so 
forth of those who execute them. Rituals have the character of a 
performance. They are elevated above the everyday course of 
events and are marked symbolically as such. And rituals are sym-
bolic in that they refer to something beyond themselves and evoke 
a greater context of order, which they symbolize and simultane-
ously reinforce. At the same time, rituals refer temporally beyond 
the present moment of the act in two ways: they recall the past 
and create an obligation for future action. What we today refer 
to as ritual, contemporaries called actus solemnis, a ceremonial per-
formance that followed fixed forms and elicited an obligation. 5 

5 For current theories of ritual, see Andrea Belliger and David Krieger (eds.), Ritualtheorien 
(Opladen, 1998); Catherine Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice (New York, 1992);Jens Kreinath, 
Jan Snoek, and Michael Stausberg (eds.), Theorizing Rituals: Issues, Topics, Approaches, Concepts 
(Leiden, 2006); Edward Muir, Ritual in Early Modem Europe (Cambridge, 1997). 
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In the medieval Empire, rituals and formal procedures could 
not be distinguished from one another as easily as they can today.6 

The Golden Bull of 1356, which, as is well known, acquired the 
nature of an imperial constitutional law over the course of time, 
regulated the two most important formal procedures in the 
Empire, that is, the election of the king and the entire symbolic-
ritual action during the king's ceremonial meetings with the elec-
tors, namely, during the administration of justice (iudicia), council 
(consilia), investitures (collaciones feudorum), the taking of meals 
(refectiones mensarum), and on all other occasions 'serving the 
Empire'. All this was summed up in the phrases 'curia solempnis', 
'curia regalis sive imperialis', and 'actus publicus imperialis'. 7 

Public acts such as these, which followed very specific outward 
forms, represented the majesty of emperor and Empire, and 
simultaneously produced that majesty by making what was exe-
cuted in these forms count as an act of authority for the entire 
Empire. These acts were thus public in two senses: they generally 
took place in a visible manner, mostly in the open air, in front of 
( qualified) spectators; and they claimed to have a public, that is, 
collectively binding, character. In other words, the Golden Bull 
dictated how the majestas imperialis constituted itself in symbolic-
ritual form. 

It is well known that in the early modern period a number of 
institutions separated themselves out from the medieval unity of the 
royal court diet (Hoftag), regulated by the Golden Bull, the curia 
imperialis. The administration of justice, the council, and enfeoffment 
developed in various directions and became independent. Formal 
procedures were established for the administration of justice in 
particular, especially in the Imperial Chamber Court,8 while the 

6 See Gerd Althoff, Di,e Macht der Rituale: Symbolik und Herrscheft im Mittelalter (Darmstadt, 
2003). 

7 Karl Zeumer (ed.), Die Goldene Bulle Kaiser Karls IV. (Weimar, 1908; repr. Hildesheim, 
1972); for further references, see Evelyn Brockhoff and Michael Matthaus (eds.), Die 
Kaisermacher: Franlgurt am Main und die Goldene Bulle, 1356-1806 (Frankfurt am Main, 2006), 
esp. the article by Bernd Schneidmuller, 'Die Aufflihrung des Reichs: Zeremoniell, Ritual 
und Performanz in der Goldenen Bulle von 1356', 76-92;Johannes Kunisch, 'Formen 
symbolischen Handelns in der Goldenen Bulle von 1356', in Barbara Stollberg-Rilinger 
(ed.), Vormoderne politische Verfahren (Berlin, 2001), 263-80; Bernd-Ulrich Hergemoller, 'Die 
"solempnis curia" als Element der Herrschaftsaustibung in der Spatphase Karls IV. (1360--
1376)', in Peter Moraw (ed.), Deutscher Kiinigshef: Hefiag und Reichstag im spiiteren Mittelalter 
(Stuttgart, 2002), 4511 6. 

8 . See e.g. Bernhard Diestelkamp, Recht und Gen·cht im Heiligen Riimischen Reich (Frankfurt 
am Main, 1999), for many others. 



Rituals in the Holy Roman Empire 

council was institutionalized in the form of the imperial diets. 9 Yet 
the symbolic-ritual forms that the Golden Bull had laid down 
remained valid and effective within these institutions. And this was 
true not only of the Empire's central ritual of power, the election 
and coronation of the emperor. 10 This is common knowledge and 
will not be pursued any further here. Instead, I will concentrate on 
two aspects. First, the ritual of investiture of the princes by the 
emperor remained essentially the same and preserved the medieval 
feudal system. And secondly, central elements of the old symbolic-
ritual forms of the court diet also survived in the early modern 
imperial diets. 

II 

I shall look first at the investiture with the imperial fiefs since the 
continued importance of rituals can best be seen here. Previous 
research has paid little attention to the emperor's ritual investiture 
of imperial princes because it was regarded as an anachronistic 
medieval relic. 1 1 The feudal system formed one of the oldest 
layers of the imperial order. 12 The emperor as the highest feudal 

9 Of fundamental importance are Peter Moraw, 'Versuch iiber die Entstehung des 
Reichstags', in Hermann Weber (ed.), Politische Ordnungen und so;:.iale Krefte im A/ten Reich 
(Wiesbaden, 1980 ), 1-36; Peter Mo raw, Von effener Ve,fassung ;:.u gestalteter Verdichtung: Das 
Reich im sptiten Mittelalter 1250-1490 (Berlin, 1985). 

10 Jorg Rogge, Die deutschen Konige im Mittelalter: Wahl und Kro·nung (Darmstadt, 2006); 
Hansjoachim Berbig, 'Der Kronungsritus im Alten Reich (1648-1806)', Z,eitschrijifar bay-
eiische Landesgeschichte, 38 (1975), 6391 00; Bernd-Herbert Wanger, Kaiserwahl und Kriinung im 
Franifurt des 17. Jahrhunderts (Frankfurt am Main, 1994). 

11 See e.g. Jean-Fran~ois Noel, 'Zur Geschichte der Rcichsbelehnungen im 18. 
Jahrhundert', Mitteilungen des b'stmeichischen Staatsarchivs, 21 (1968), w6-22, at w6; Karl Otmar 
Freiherr von Aretin, Das Alie Reich (1648-1806), 4 vols. (Stuttgart, 1993-2000), i. 79lf.; 
Riidiger Freiherr von Schonberg, Das Recht der Reichs/ehe,z im 18. Jahrlzundert: ,?,ugleich ein Beitrag 
;:.u den Grundlagen der bundesstaatlichen Ordnung (Heidelberg, 1977), 127; Georg Schmidt, 'Das 
friihneuzeitliche Reich-komplementarer Staal und fciderative Nation', Historische Z,eitsc/zrifi, 
273 (2001), 371-99, at 377. A different view is presented in Volker Press, 'Die kaiserliche 
Stellung im Reich Z\\~schen 1648 und 1740: Versuch einer Neubewertung', in id., Das Alte 
Reich: Ausgewiihlte Aefsiit;:.e, ed. Johannes Kunisch (Berlin, 1997), 189-222. For further refer-
ences, sec Barbara Stollberg-Rilinger, 'Die lnvestitur mit den Reichslehen in der Friihen 
Neuzeit', <http:// miami. uni-muenstcr.cle/ servlets/DocumentServlet?id= 5217>, accessed 
IO Oct. 20w; ead., 'Das Reich als Lehnssystem', in Hans Ottomeyer,Jutta Gotzmann, and 
Ansgar Reiss (eds.), Heiliges Romisches Reich Deutscher Nation 962-"1806: Altes Reich und neue 
Staaten, 2 vols. (Dresden, 2006), ii. 54-67. 

12 Karl-Friedrich Krieger, Die Lehnshoheit der deutschen Ko·nige im Spiitmittelaltei· 1200-1437 
(Aalen, 1979); Hagen Keller, 'Die lnvestitur: Ein Beitrag zum Problem dcr 
"Staatssymbolik" im Hochmittelalter', Friihmi//elalter/iche Studien, 279 (1993), 51-86; Karl 
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lord was the head of a system of bonds which linked the disposi-
tion ofland and persons, goods, and dominion to a relationship of 
personal loyalty between lords and vassals. The feudal system thus 
represented a highly complex tapestry of bonds ofloyalty between 
the holders of dominion at all levels of the social-political order, 
and one that was by no means free of contradiction. For every 
change, whether of lord or vassal, the feudal bond had to be 
renewed by means of an investiture ritual. 

From the fourteenth to the mid sixteenth century, investitures 
of princes were celebrated with their regalia during court diets as 
great public rituals. 13 In accordance with the Golden Bull, the 
emperor sat in the open, 'in majestate', that is, in his imperial vest-
ments, encircled by the electors who carried the imperial insignia. 
The individual territories and the entirety of the dominion of a 
prince were symbolized by individual banners that were brought 
forth in an extravagant spectacle resembling a tournament and 
then handed back to the vassals, who, kneeling, recited the oath 
of fealty on the evangelary and kissed the imperial sword. 

The investiture ritual conveyed a very complex message. It 
exhibited not only imperial authority as the source of all legitimate 
rule in the Empire, but also the electors' rights to share in that 
power. By subordinating himself to the emperor's majesty on his 
knees, swearing an oath of fealty, and receiving from the emperor 
his status as prince, member of the Empire, and territorial lord, 
the vassal, too, participated in the sacral legitimacy of the Reich. 
This entire order of the Empire was present pars pro toto in each 
individual act: the fundamental difference of rank between elec-
tors and princes was reinforced just as much as that between 
princes and non-princes (who underwent investiture before the 
Imperial Aulic Council rather than in person by the emperor). 
The investiture ritual thus reveals the reciprocal character of 
imperial authority. By presenting their feudal banners to the 
emperor, or to the Empire as a whole, and then receiving them 
back, the vassals conceded a power from which, in turn, their 
power as members of the whole was derived. 
Heinz SpieB, 'Kommunikationsformcn im Hochadel und am Konigshof im Spatmittel-
alter', in Gerd Althoff (ed.), Formen und Funktionen ifffentlicher Kommunikation im Mittelalter 
(Stuttgart, 2001), 261-90. 

13 See Rosemarie Aulinger, Das Bild des Reichstags im 16. Jahrhundert (Gtittingen, 1980), 
287ff.; based on the description by Nicolaus Mameranus, Kurt:;.e und eigentliche ver:;.rychnus der 
Riimischen Kayserlichen Mayestat . .. (Augsburg, 1566; repr. Neustadt an der Aisch, 1985). 
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The function of these rituals is particularly clear in situations 
when the status system of the Empire changed, for example, in 
1495 by the promotion ofWiirttemberg to a duchy, in 1548 by the 
investiture of Maurice of Saxony (r. 1541-53) with the electorship 
of his cousin, or in 1623 by the conferring of the rank of elector 
Palatine upon Maximilian of Bavaria (r. 1597-1651). Changes such 
as these required more ritual grounding than was usual; in fact, 
they could not even be carried out except by means of rituals. It 
was thus of great importance that as many princes as possible took 
part in the solemnity, for it was by means of personal participation 
in a public ritual that one acknowledged consent to its effects. 

How did this change during the early modern period? 14 The 
tournament-like public form of investiture with banners increas-
ingly declined over the course of the sixteenth century. It was per-
formed for the last time in 1566 by Maximilian II (r. 1564-76) in 
the case of Elector Augustus of Saxony (r. 1553-86) and the 
German master of the Teutonic Order. The event shifted more 
and more from the imperial cities to the emperor's court which, 
as a result, became the centre of the Empire as a feudal system. 
This coincided with a general development in which the emperor 
increasingly withdrew from the Empire into his patrimonial resi-
dence, no longer appeared in person at the imperial diets, and 
generally visited an imperial city only on the occasion of an elec-
tion or coronation. As a consequence, the electors, too, with a few 
spectacular exceptions, no longer personally took part in investi-
tures, or sent holders of the high offices of the Empire to represent 
them. Only the imperial vice chancellor, as representative of the 
elector of Mainz, continued to participate consistently; under 

14 Johann Jakob Moser, Neues teutsches Staatsrecht, ix: Von der Teutschen Lehens-Veifassung, 
Nach denen Reichs-Gese::.en und dem Reichs-Herkommen, wie auclz aus denen Teutschen Staats-Rechts-
Lehrern, und eigener Erfahrung ... (Frankfurt am Main, 1774), 2!1-343; an outline of the ritual 
as it was held in the mid eighteenth century can be found in Haus-, Hof- und Staatsarchiv, 
Vienna, Reichshofrat, Gratialia et Feudalia, Thronbelehnungen und Zeremonialanstande, 
box 1, 'Ceremoniale deren Reichs-Furstliche Belehnungen und Investituram wenn solche 
<lurch Gevollmachtigte empfangen werden, betr.' See also Johann Christian Lunig, 
17zeatrum Ceremoniale Historico-Politicum oder Historisch· und Politischer Schau-Plat::. Aller Ceremonien 
... , 3 pts., 2 vols. (Leipzig, 1719-20), ii. 936ff.;.Johann Friedrich Cramer, Manuale processus 
imperialis (Nuremberg, 1704), 214ff.;.Julius Bernhard von Rohr, Ceremoniel-Wissenschqjji der 
GrqJ]en Herren (Berlin, 1733; repr. Leipzig, 1990), 437-60. For further references see 
Stollberg-Rilinger, 'Die lnvestitur mit den Rcichslehen'; most recently Christine Roll, 
'Archaische Rechtsordnung oder politisches Instrument? Oberlegungen zur Bedeutung 
des Lehnswcsens im fruhneuzeitlichen Reich', ,?,eitenblicke, 6/J (2007), <http://www. 
zeitenblicke.de/2007/J/roll/index_html>, accessed 10 May 2007. 
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Ferdinand I (r. 1558-64) the other ceremonial roles were already 
increasingly taken by holders of the highest court offices. The 
imperial insignia were not available at the imperial court as they 
were kept in Nuremberg, the imperial vestments were exchanged 
for the Spanish court dress, and the ritual was staged before the 
public of the imperial court, rather than the inhabitants of an 
imperial city. All of this shifted the symbolic value for the 
emperor's benefit; he was the single director of the act. The 
princely vassals reacted-and this was probably the most signifi-
cant change-by no longer appearing in person and instead 
sending their envoys to the imperial court. 

Over the course of the seventeenth century the entire pro-
cedure was increasingly put into writing and legally standardized. 
The rules for the Imperial Aulic Council, the highest imperial 
feudal court, of 1654, regulated everything from the mode of 
applying for the renewal of a fief and presenting the necessary evi-
dence required, to the keeping of a proper fief book and the 
numerous taxes and fees. From 1652 on, individual acts were no 
longer recorded only in the feudal register but also in writing in 
the ceremonial record of proceedings of the Viennese court. And 
in the electoral capitulations the emperor was required not to 
refuse an investiture without a reason (the first instance took place 
in 1612). 

It is astonishing that despite this, everyone still considered the 
ritual to be necessary; it was not replaced by a written act. The 
letter of enfeoffment alone was not sufficient. Throughout the 
entire early modern period, it remained a matter of principle that 
with each change of rule on the side of the emperor as well as the 
vassals, the investiture ritual had to be renewed, that is, within a 
year and a day, the vassal had to request an investiture and then 
travel to the imperial court and submit to the described ritual. If 
he did not do this in person, he was required to send a high-
ranking envoy and make an express apology for his absence. The 
emperor insisted strictly upon these apologies because they main-
tained the norm that it was actually the obligation of every prince 
to kneel in person before the emperor. 

Since the Middle Ages the princes' claim to their fiefs had de 
facto been hereditary, and the emperor could by no means refuse 
a new investiture without cause. However, this fact did not change 
the need to repeat the investiture each time a feudal lord or man 
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died, and thus to renew the relationship as one of personal loyalty. 
No one ever seriously questioned this. As long as a territorial 
prince was not properly invested, his dominion lacked legitimacy. 
The emperor could thus use a delay in the act of investiture as a 
means of exerting political pressure, as, for example, Charles V 
(r. 1519-56) did in the case of Ernestine Saxony and Ferdinand 
III (r. 1637-57) did in the case of Sweden's investiture with Upper 
Pomerania after the Thirty Years War. In turn, the princes used 
their envoys' extremely magnificent entrées during the investiture to 
stage displays of their status and to outdo each other ceremonially, 
thus turning the whole act into a site of numerous ceremonial 
conflicts. 

The investiture ritual first reached a state of crisis in 1740, and 
this is a clear symptom of the structural crisis of the Empire in 
general, caused by the weakness of the Wittelsbach emperor 
Charles VII (r. 1742-45). 15 Frederick II (r. 1740-86) of Prussia 
exchanged his vote in the imperial election of 1742 for his envoy 
being spared the kneeling prostration and apology. As a conse-
quence, a dynamic of refusal broke out among the other electors 
and princes. The electors who, like Frederick the Great, were 
simultaneously kings of countries outside the Empire-namely 
Saxony and Hanover-had long regarded kneeling before the 
emperor during the receipt of an imperial fief as difficult to rec-
oncile with their sovereign status under international law. The 
ritual constantly made clear before the eyes of the world that 
although they were sovereign monarchs, they were still subject to 
the Empire for a part of their lands. For this reason, as 'crowned 
heads' they now demanded a ceremonial special status in order 
not to be disadvantaged by comparison with other European 
monarchs. The remaining great imperial princes, for their part, 
spared no effort in pointedly defending, on all ceremonial playing 
fields, the status of fundamental equality with other sovereigns 

15 Noel, 'Geschichte der Reichsbelehnungen', 116ff.; Stollbcrg-Rilinger, 'Die Investitur 
mit den Reichslehen'. See the memorandum by the imperial vice chancellor Colloredo: 
'Referat Act. 25. April 1766 die Kay!. Thronbelehnung und dcrselben Ceremoniel betr.', 
Haus-, Hof- und Staatsarchiv, Vienna, Reichshofrat, Gratialia et Feudalia, Thron-
belehnungen und Zeremonialanstande, box 2, fos. 28-49; anonymous memorial: 'Hergang 
und Stand deren Kur- und Furstlichen Reichs Thronbelehnungen vomJahr 1740 bis Ende 
1787, verfasset im December 1787', ibid., box r. See also a number of contemporary pub-
lications e.g. Johann August Reu/3, Teutsche Staatskanz/ei (Ulm, 1788-9), pt. 20, pp. 455-7, 
pt. 22, pp. 318-47; pt. 23, pp. 218ff.; [Anon.], Ober die Irrungen, welche in Ansehung der 
Reichsbelehnungen iiberhaupt . .. obwalten (Nuremberg, 1791). 
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granted to them by the Peace of Westphalia (1648) in accordance 
with international law. Thus, on the matter of kneeling during the 
investiture ritual, they could by no means allow themselves to be 
discriminated against by comparison with the 'crowned heads'. 
As no one wanted to allow anyone else a ceremonial advantage in 
order not to violate the sovereigns' claims to equality, the investi-
ture ritual almost completely succumbed, despite decades-long 
intensive diplomatic efforts by the imperial court. As a result, the 
emperor was caught in a trap of his own making. He could not 
risk enforcing the sanctions that had been repeatedly threatened. 
The more he tried to insist on demonstrations of his and the 
Empire's majesty, the more obvious was his inability to obtain 
them by force. The investiture ritual changed from a staging of 
imperial power into a site of imperial impotence. Finally, in 1788 
Joseph II (r. 1765-90), without any comment, simply dropped all 
attempts to demand the performance of the remaining investi-
tures. With this, in the words of a contemporary writer, 'the bond 
essentially securing the imperial constitution and connecting the 
head and members' was de facto dissolved. 16 

The second example of the long-term function of ritual forms 
in the Empire will be considered more briefly. 17 The imperial 
diets of the early modern period also symbolized the Empire as a 
whole, although in a very different way from investitures. As long 
as the emperor participated in person, and in many ways even 
when he did not, they preserved features of their ancient ritual 
character as court days, and they were also essentially shaped to 
the end by the ceremonial rules of the Golden Bull. To be sure, 
imperial diets were clearly not rituals in the sense of bringing 
about a predetermined effect through the performance of fixed 
outward forms; they were much more open procedures for the 
production of political decisions, which-at least such was their 
claim-were collectively binding. But the imperial diets did not 
always live up to this claim equally well. They were more than, 
and different from, mere political decision-making processes; that 
is to say, they were the central site at which the Empire was 
symbolically embodied as an entirety composed of members, in 
the sense of repraesentatio identitatis as the late medieval lawyers had 
put it. 

16 ReuB, Teutsche Staatskan:Jei, pt. 22, p. 321. 
17 See the essay by Karl Harter in this volume. 
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This happened first by means of the opening and closing solem-
nities, and secondly through the order of the consultations, which 
likewise had symbolic-ritual features. The oldest and most fixed 
core of these ritual forms of the imperial diets was already con-
tained in the Golden Bull. While it is true that it defined the cer-
emonial rules upon the occasion of a solemnis curia only for the 
electors, these were, in fact, the only procedural rules that were 
legally fixed at all and thus they also served as the model for the 
development of procedural forms for the imperial diet as a whole. 

In accordance with the ceremonial rules of the Golden Bull, 
the imperial Estates called for the emperor or his representative at 
his lodgings, accompanied him in an ordered procession to the 
church where the inaugural mass, De sancto spiritu, was read, pro-
ceeded with him to the town hall, assumed the seating order, lis-
tened to the imperial propositions, expressed thanks, and 
accompanied the emperor back. The procedure was similar for 
the closing session, when the recess of the Empire was read out 
and accepted. In these ritual forms the emperor appeared funda-
mentally as lord of the entire proceedings; it was only the 
summons and ritualized inauguration in his name that made the 
imperial diet into an imperial diet. Here was the public forum 
where-in symbolic-ritual form, before any consultations-objec-
tions would be raised and conflicts opened: here the hierarchy of 
the imperial Estates would be readjusted, and questions of status 
decided; here the relationship between emperor and pope would 
be staged and confessional dissent demonstrated. What was 
enacted here in a ritual-symbolic way could not be undone, and 
legal claims could be founded upon it. 18 

The form of the consultations, too, had a symbolic-ritual char-
acter. The formalized seating order always simultaneously illus-
trated and reinforced the social position of the participants and, in 
borderline cases, also produced it, and determined the sequence 

18 Gerhard Oestreich, 'Zur parlamentarischen Arbeitsweise der deutschen Reichstage 
unter Karl V. (1519-1556): Kuriensystem und AusschuBbildung', Mitteilungen des 
Ost,erreichischen Staatsarchivs, 25 (1972), 217-4s; Albrecht Pius Luttenberger, 'Pracht und Ehre: 
Gesellschaftliche Reprasentation und Zeremoniell auf dem Reichstag', in Alfred Kohler 
and Heinrich Lutz (eds.), Alltag im 16. Jahrhundert: Studien zu Lebensformen in mitteleuropiiischen 
Stiidten (Munich, 1987), 291-326; Barbara Stollberg-Rilinger, 'Zeremoniell als politisches 
Verfahren: Rangordnung und Rangstreit als Strukturmerkmale des friihneuzeitlichen 
Reichstags', Zeitschrififor historische Forschung, 19 (1997), 91-132; Michael Sikora, 'Der Sinn 
des Verfahrens: Soziologische Deutungsangebote', in Stollberg-Rilinger (ed.), Vormoderne 
politische Veifahren, 25-51. 
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of the voting in arriving at a decision. The casting of the votes fol-
lowed, and signified, rank. One's role in the procedure was thus 
indistinguishable from one's role in the social hierarchy of the 
Empire. This led to endless session conflicts, which were repeat-
edly bemoaned and stood in the way of an efficient and practical 
council. But it was also this form of ceremonial seating order that 
gave the consultations any predictable, orderly course at all; it 
was, in a sense, the ceremonial equivalent to a rule of procedure 
that was never committed to writing. They also continued 
when in the late seventeenth century the imperial diet became 
permanent. 

Over time, the many conflicts over rank led to an abundance 
of contractual agreements (for example, in the electoral capitula-
tions which stipulated that electors took precedence over all others 
except monarchs during imperial events). In order to uphold the 
competing claims to precedence while being able to deal with one 
another, highly complicated rituals of alternating vote casting had 
to be developed. In the end, this led to a bizarre formalism that 
was comprehensible only with the help of a written roll call. The 
alternating order of the voting was even observed, for example, 
when the votes of the respective princes were cast by one and the 
same envoy. Eighteenth-century contemporaries such as the 
young Hegel had developments like these in mind when they 
denounced the 'ridiculous superstitious belief in outward forms' .19 

III 

This takes us back to the initial question about the function of 
rituals in the Empire and their relationship with other forms of 
staging politics, with the written word, and with formal proce-
dures. In conclusion, I will offer a few general reflections on this 
question. 

First, the validity of the oldest, most elementary, and most uni-
versal ground rules for political order was primarily, and at times 
exclusively, based on rituals. There was no positive-legal, abstract, 
written substantiation of the imperial order as a whole or of its 
most fundamental structural categories. No authoritative and 
legally binding written definition of what constituted royal and 

19 Hegel, 'Die Verfassung Deutschlands' (1802), 85-6. 
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imperial majesty existed-only what the emperor could not do was 
always more precisely fixed. There was no exact definition of an 
imperial Estate; or even of the Empire. As the jurists attempted to 
comprehend this in abstract and theoretical terms, they found 
themselves in a dilemma: a consensus about it could not be 
obtained in a discursive way. Only rituals allowed everyone to 
experience the unity and order of the Empire. The ambivalent 
and vague nature of rituals, the fact that they are open to various 
interpretations, made it possible to represent a consensus that 
could never have been brought about discursively. 

Secondly, since the end of the Middle Ages the Empire had 
developed formal procedures that served to produce decisions 
claiming to be collectively binding on all members: imperial diet 
proceedings, Imperial Chamber Court rules, imperial execution 
rules, and so on. But these procedures were never binding to the 
degree that all participants submitted to them from the outset, in 
particular, when the decisions were not in accordance with their 
wishes and desires, that is, when a consensus had not been reached 
on the matter. Rather, a number of more recent studies have 
shown that the formal procedures did not guarantee for certain 
that decisions could be reached, especially not when powerful 
imperial Estates were involved. Instead, consensus had to be 
repeatedly negotiated. If it proved impossible to reach a consensus, 
the matter at hand frequently remained unresolved. This was true 
not only of the proceedings of the Imperial Chamber Court but 
also, for example, of the affairs of the imperial diet. While there 
was no lack of attempts at least partially to change this, they gen-
erally failed because emperor and imperial Estates could not reach 
agreement and there was no authority that could have imposed a 
decision against the will of the great princes. 20 The fact that con-
flicts ordinarily remained unresolved was thus a structural distin-
guishing feature of the Empire; it was the reverse side of the high 
value placed on consensus. But staging consensus is precisely the 
function of rituals. It could be said, very concisely, that formal pro-
cedures produce the ability to function collectively, while rituals 
represent it symbolically. The less formal procedures could be 

20 The Imperial Chamber Court's prohibition on the emperor's evocation was never 
enforced; the Imperial Aulic Council's rules of 1654 were never ratified by the imperial 
Estates; the majority principle in the imperial diet never functioned; the 'perpetual capit-
ulation' was never ratified, and so on. 
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relied upon, the more important were rituals for the unity of the 
Empire. They represented this unity even when it did not always 
accurately reflect the details of the Empire's actual functioning. 

Thirdly, these ritual forms were increasingly excluded from 
change during the course of the early modern period. What had 
not already been regulated in the Golden Bull, but was valid only 
by virtue of common law tradition ('Herkommen'), could origi-
nally still be changed relatively easily by the normative power of 
fact. But over time, ritual forms increasingly became the object of 
conflicts and thus also the subject of written records, contractual 
regulation, or even codification in imperial constitutional law. 
Ritual forms were treated like all other rights; as iura quaesita they 
were protected like any other privilege. As such, they also became 
the subject of imperial jurisprudence; from the early seventeenth 
century onwards, lawyers granted them a large amount of space 
in their erudite systems of imperial law. The Peace of Westphalia, 
which fundamentally protected all conventional rights and free-
doms, was also valid for ritual forms. As for all traditional law, 
there was no adequate, legitimate way to amend ritual forms 
and adapt them to new conditions. This gradually produced an 
impasse from which there was no way out, and which Hegel had 
in mind when he delivered the verdict quoted at the beginning of 
this essay. But the political dynamic could not be immobilized by 
rigidified old forms. As is well known, new institutional structures 
were developed at the same time inside and outside the imperial 
constitution, and thus a new symbolic-ritual grammar that was 
difficult to reconcile with the traditional one also emerged. The 
ceremonial language of sovereignty increasingly came into conflict 
with that of the Empire, as became obvious in the dispute over 
kneeling during the investiture of the princes. 

Fourthly and finally, as long as the old rituals were still per-
formed and all the imperial Estates participated in them, they 
continued to present a consensus about the fundamental order of 
the Empire, even though many powerful imperial members no 
longer identified with it. But even when the forms were felt by 
many to be anachronistic-for example, the bizarre voting order 
at the imperial diet, the hypocritical formulas of apology during 
the coronation investiture ritual, and Charlemagne's insignia used 
during coronations and long since exposed as fake-then as now, 
the old rituals still had an essential function. For as long as they 
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were performed, a fundamental consensus about the Empire's 
existence was demonstrated and the 'institutional fiction' was 
jointly sustained. And precisely this is always the function of 
rituals. They bring about what they represent, and do so even 
when they do not reflect the inner convictions of all the partici-
pants. The refusal to practise the old forms was a symptom and a 
factor of the Empire's imminent end. This is why I have discussed 
the ritual of investiture so extensively. Contemporaries were well 
aware that the end of the ritual would lead to the 'general sepa-
ration and division of the Empire' and that the 'bond existing 
between head and members' would have to be 'dissolved'.21 

21 ReuB, Teutsche Staatskanzlei, pt. 22, p. 321. 




