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Foreword 

On 6 August 1806 Emperor Francis II laid down the crown of the 
Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation. This act de facto 
put an end to the existence of a political entity that, for almost a 
thousand years, had provided a political framework-loose and 
fragile, but enduring and by no means insignificant-for around 
one hundred territorial rulers and fifty imperial cities in the centre 
of Europe. The Empire was not formally dissolved on his abdica-
tion, but the withdrawal of many imperial princes and the found-
ing of the second Confederation of the Rhine signalled its death 
as a functioning political body. To contemporaries, too, it was 
immediately clear that this was the end of the Reich. As Goethe's 
mother noted, by 18 August, emperor and Empire had been 
crossed off the list of those for whom Sunday prayers of interces-
sion were said in the churches of the now ex-free imperial town of 
Frankfurt. 

International historical research has paid a great deal of atten-
tion to the Old Reich in recent decades. In particular, the 
Empire's political character and the nature of its statehood, issues 
that have been discussed since the early modem period, have 
been the subject of renewed and passionate debate. In addition, 
extended special studies have been undertaken on the institutions 
of the Empire and the processes of decision-making in its political 
bodies such as the imperial diet, on emperors' attempts at reform 
and centralization, and on how ethnic and religious differences 
were dealt with. As knowledge of the Empire grew, historians also 
increasingly recognized the Empire's achievements in the field of 
political integration and mediation. The Empire had long had an 
unjustifiably bad reputation among historians in the wake of the 
rise of national historiography in the nineteenth century. 

The results of this recent research were presented at an impres-
sive conference commemorating the two hundredth anniversary 
of the end of the Old Reich, and held at New College, Oxford, 
from 30 August to 2 September 2006. Of all the conferences that 
marked this occasion, this was not only the biggest, but also the 
one that most comprehensively represented the different national 
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historiographies from the old territories of the Empire. In this 
volume we have been able to bring together only a small thematic 
selection of the contributions to this conference. Others will be 
published elsewhere. 

My first official act as the new Director of the German 
Historical Institute was to attend and comment on this conference, 
which was a great pleasure in the glorious surroundings of New 
College. I am therefore deeply grateful to all those who prepared 
and organized this event in such an exemplary way. Thanks must 
go first to Professor Robert Evans, who originated the idea of the 
conference and took the first organizational initiatives. A commit-
tee was set up to handle the substantive preparations for the con-
ference. Its members, in addition to Robert Evans, were Johannes 
Wimmer (Austrian Cultural Forum, London), Robert Oresko 
(London), David Parrott (Oxford), Lyndal Roper (Oxford), Peter 
Wilson (Hull), and, from the German Historical Institute London, 
Michael Schaich and my predecessor as Director, Hagen Schulze. 
Thanks are due to all of them. We were all very sad to learn of 
the recent death of Robert Oresko, a cosmopolitan scholar rooted 
in the cultural traditions of the Holy Roman Empire, who had 
also taken an active part in the conference. 

Eventually the conference became a cooperative enterprise of 
the Austrian Cultural Forum, the Faculty of History of the 
University of Oxford, and the German Historical Institute 
London. In addition to these three institutions, financial support 
was also granted by the Arts and Humanities Research Council, 
the British Academy, the Europaeum Association of Leading 
European Universities, and New College, Oxford. I should like to 
thank all the sponsors for their generous support. 

The task of organizing the conference fell to the 'men and 
women on the spot'. Particular thanks go, again, to Robert Evans, 
who coordinated the organization in Oxford; David Parrott, who 
made us feel so welcome at New College; Teena Stabler, who 
managed the whole event with great efficiency and style; and to 
her team of graduate helpers, especially Chad Frischmann, Kat 
Hill, A vi Lifschitz, and Masatake Wasa. 

Finally my thanks go to all those who were involved in the 
publication of this volume. First I should like to mention and 
thank Robert Evans and Peter Wilson for taking on the task of 
editing the volume with Michael Schaich. Thanks are also due to 
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Dr Raingard Esser for helping to prepare for publication the 
paper of her late husband, Trevor Johnson, who very sadly died 
shortly after the conference. Trevor's untimely death has sad-
dened us all and deprived us of a brilliant scholar and good col-
league. I would also like to thank Lyndal Roper, who gave 
invaluable advice during the publication process, and OUP's ref-
erees, who read the manuscript in full and whose valuable sug-
gestions helped to improve the book. Particular thanks also go to 
Pamela Selwyn, who translated several of the papers. At Oxford 
University Press I should like to thank Sarah Holmes and the 
Delegates who accepted this volume for publication. Finally, my 
particular thanks go to my colleagues at the German Historical 
Institute. Michael Schaich took particular responsibility for co-
editing this volume, and the book as a whole and the introduction 
in particular have profited greatly from his expertise. Angela 
Davies prepared the manuscript for publication. Again, her expe-
rience and help proved invaluable at all stages of the production 
of this volume. 

Andreas Gestrich 
London 
6 August 2010 




