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versity Press for the Royal Historical Society, 2016), xii + 260 pp. ISBN
978 1 107 14798 0. £44.99. $US79.99 (hardback)

Early modern Germany was difficult for the outsider to fathom. The
Holy Roman Empire was a complex political entity that did not eas-
ily fit the familiar concepts of a monarchical or aristocratic state. The
question of where rights and authority actually lay was always a
complicated one, and answering it often required a deep familiarity
with local customs and traditions as well as religious developments.
This lack of straightforward political structures not only troubled
political reformers and jurists throughout the entire period but also
constituted a major obstacle to diplomatic relations with the Empire.
This applies especially to the later sixteenth century, when the right
of the Estates to conduct a more or less independent foreign policy
was less articulated than during the period after 1648, and when the
Reformation had unsettled and complicated the political landscape.
To find the proper and most promising addressee for a particular
diplomatic request from outside thus constituted a diplomatic effort
in its own right. Testimony to this are the enduring yet often agoniz-
ingly slow and frequently fruitless attempts to achieve a concerted
policy towards the Protestant Estates by the rulers of France,
Denmark, the Netherlands, and England.1

In addition to his recent valuable contribution on Anglo-German
relations during the reign of Elizabeth I, David Scott Gehring has
now published an edition of three treatises on early modern
Germany and Denmark during Elizabeth’s reign. Written during or
as a direct result of diplomatic activity within the Empire and
Denmark, these treatises dating from 1569, 1588, and 1590 offer pro-

1 David Scott Gehring, Anglo-German Relations and the Protestant Cause: Eliza -
bethan Foreign Policy and Pan-Protestantism (London, 2013); Friedrich Beider -
beck, Zwischen Religionskrieg, Reichskrise und europäischem Hegemonie kampf:
Heinrich IV. von Frankreich und die protestantischen Reichsstände (Berlin, 2005);
Johannes Arndt, Das Heilige Römische Reich und die Niederlande 1566 bis 1648:
Politisch-konfessionelle Verflechtung und Publizistik im Achtzigjährigen Krieg
(Cologne, 1998); Paul D. Lockhart, Frederick II and the Protestant Cause: Den -
mark’s Role in the Wars of Religion, 1559–1596 (Boston, 2004).
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found insights into how these realms were perceived through
English diplomatic eyes, and into the problems of diplomatic activi-
ty with the Empire. The State of Germany (1569), convincingly attrib-
uted by Gehring to the English diplomat Robert Beale, A Discourse . . .
of Denmark (1588) by Daniel Rodgers, and Ane Account of ane Embassie
(1590) by the Scottish diplomat John Skene are, each in its own way,
valuable sources for a number of strands of diplomatic history. The
astonishing amount of detail the reports contain and their implicit or
explicit political agenda, however, often also represent a major chal-
lenge for the modern reader. It is convenient therefore, that the book
opens with a brief discussion of the wider political background in
which these documents were conceived, their authors, and their
immediate connection with specific diplomatic settings. In addition,
Gehring offers some methodological reflections on their potential
value to diplomatic historians using both old and new approaches,
and discusses these diplomatic accounts in the context of the wider
genre of diplomatic travel writing.

Most valuable of all, however, is the meticulous and untiring
effort Gehring has put into the critical apparatus. This is apparent
less in the thorough but fairly conventional index than in the work
and detail that has gone into the footnotes. They offer bibliographical
and biographical information on both the more famous and the less-
er known protagonists of the texts, and usually even reference fur-
ther reading. Additionally, archaic or corrupted place names and
other specific terms of the time are usually explained, and Latin pas-
sages and expressions are conveniently translated into English. It is
mainly this, and the occasional comment on the political background
or dynastic intricacies, that makes the texts understandable and use-
ful for the modern scholar. The only thing one could have wished for
in addition to the existing apparatus is a short synopsis of each of
these texts, which would, for example, have been helpful for under-
standing some of the more subtle and implicit aims of Skene’s polit-
ical mission in the Netherlands. Nor is there any discussion of how
these reports actually shaped foreign policy in England and Scotland
at the time, but this might, admittedly, be a theme more suited to
research than an edition of sources.

The three texts are very different from each other, and their poten-
tial use for historiography varies accordingly. The State of Germany
was written during a period when English hopes for a treaty with the



Protestant Estates in the Empire were strongly encouraged by the
Electors of the Palatinate and traditionally thwarted by the Electors
of Saxony. It is no surprise, therefore, that the account focuses on
these two courts in particular. The text starts, however, by outlining
the structures and political mechanisms at work in the Empire
(describing, as it were, its mostly unwritten constitution). It touches
on the position of the Emperor, goes on to describe the three Estates
of Electors, Princes, and Cities, and then details their chief trading
commodities and matters of religion. Most of this account can still be
read as a helpful introduction, even today. Much more partial and
thus more valuable to the historian, therefore, is the description of
the courts of Heidelberg and Dresden. In a very clear attempt to
show where English sympathies were supposed to lie in the Empire,
the Dresden court and August of Saxony fare much worse than
Frederick III in Heidelberg throughout the report.

The Discourse . . . of Denmark provides a dense and detailed
description of the state of Denmark, chiefly focusing on its dynastic
problems and history, and describing the complicated power rela-
tions in the country after the death of King Frederick II. Apart from
his observations on dynasty and power relations, the author’s inter-
est in political geography, trade routes, and trade policies is note-
worthy. The text also touches on interesting details from a cultural
and religious perspective, mentioning, for example, the famous
astronomer Tycho Brahe and the disagreement between the King of
Denmark and the Protestant Estates in the Empire after the Book of
Concorde (1580). The diplomatic intelligence contained in the text,
however, as Gehring mentions, was probably of much less use to
English diplomats than The State of Germany had been twenty years
earlier, since hitherto fruitful Anglo-Danish relations declined con-
siderably after 1588.

Richer in detail and remarkable particulars is the third text in the
collection. Unlike the other two, it is less a thought-out report than a
travel account, with a more flexible and less abstract form. The writ-
ing of John Skene, therefore, provides a glimpse of the actual chal-
lenges and tribulations of diplomacy in the Holy Roman Empire. It is,
for example, interesting to see that diplomacy was often impeded by
the absence of the princes from their court, or by the fact that gaining
access to the princes was apparently not as certain for a Scottish
diplomat at the time as might be assumed. Apart from these specific
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problems, diplomats were aware that the German princes ‘uses to
doe all yer turns with ane partes of tyme, & not suddenlie’ (p. 166),
which was rendered all the more problematic by ‘ye difficultie of
convening ye Electors & princes of almaigre duelling so far distant
from other’ (p. 166). This is a clear indication that the habits of
German princes as much as the constitution of the Empire were a
great hindrance to effective diplomacy. To this was added, at times,
a rather peculiar problem: on more than one occasion, the diplomats
were molested by ‘ye filthier & common waye of drynking’ (p. 178),
so much so, in fact, that they once had to refuse a dinner invitation
‘for fear of drinking’ (p. 170). 

Each of these reports, and each in its own way, will be of great
benefit to the understanding of English diplomacy in the Holy
Roman Empire during Elizabeth’s reign. Apart from this specific per-
spective, however, the reports not only convey a colourful, contem-
porary picture of early modern Germany and Denmark, but also con-
tribute to answering the larger question of how the Holy Roman
Empire was perceived by neighbouring rulers at the time. It would
be worth attempting to bring these perceptions together in a com-
parative perspective, combining, for example, French and English
notions of the Empire with Danish and Dutch views, and comparing
these with ideas entertained in Rome and Madrid. The ongoing and
lively inside discussion of what the Empire actually was, and how it
was supposed to work, could in this way be complemented by an
outside perspective on how the politics of the Empire could be
understood, and thus on how the Empire had to be dealt with at a
practical level for anything tangible to be achieved.

HANNES ZIEGLER received his Ph.D. from the Ludwig Maximilian
University of Munich for a study of political trust in the Holy Roman
Empire in the later sixteenth century. He is currently a Research
Fellow in early modern history at the German Historical Institute
London.
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