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the title of Charlotte Backerra’s 2017 Mainz dissertation is short and
to the point: it suggests a concentrated diplomatic study of a limited
theme. Yet, even a brief glance into the table of contents reveals some-
thing more nuanced and multi-layered. the plurality of ‘relations’, as
the conclusion adeptly makes clear, is absolutely central to this book
and Backerra offers a subtle, sophisticated, and complicated picture of
the mechanisms and contexts within which anglo-habsburg diplo-
macy operated that is far removed from the caricature of ‘what one
clerk said to another’ diplomatic history. Backerra’s study offers
numerous important suggestions as to what a ‘new diplomatic’ histo-
ry of the late early modern period might look like in the future.

Backerra begins, as one would expect from the work’s earlier
incarnation as a German doctoral dissertation, with a thorough analy-
sis of the existing historiography. She highlights the terminological
difficulties around labels—international, transnational, and diplomat-
ic could all potentially be applied to the work—and the more general
problems of using the language of modern diplomacy to talk about
the early modern period. her work should be seen as a continuation
of themes developed by hillard von thiessen and others in which the
court shifts from being a site of representation to a locus of adminis-
tration and decision-making across the early modern period.

the choice of period for Backerra’s study is apposite for a number
of reasons. at the simple level of events, there was much going on in
anglo-habsburg relations in this period. the last few years of George
I’s reign had seen a notable cooling in the relationship between
london and Vienna in the aftermath of the treaty of hanover (1725),
ongoing concerns about the confessional situation within the reich
and the position of the ostend Company, and tensions with the
French and Spanish Bourbons. George I’s representative in Vienna,
the Swiss noble François Pesme de Saint Saphorin, had been expelled.
the appointment of a replacement, James, lord Waldegrave, offered
an opportunity for a fresh start, as did the accession to the throne of
George II in June 1727. the period covered by this dissertation wit-
nessed the attempts to solve wider european difficulties through the



Book reVIeWS

62

Congress of Soissons (1728–9) and the treaty of Seville (1729), the par-
tial revival of anglo-habsburg amity through the treaty of Vienna
(1731), and then the testing of that relationship in the War of the
Polish Succession, where British neutrality was a source of consider-
able irritation to the habsburgs. More generally, Backerra’s work
comes at a point at which there has been renewed interest in the study
of both the hanoverians and the habsburgs. as she correctly notes,
this interest has, perhaps, been more intensive in recent years on the
hanoverian side of the equation. recent studies of both Charles VI
and habsburg administration are still lacking. Never the less, her work
provides an opportunity to engage with bilateral relations but in a
way that transcends the existing literature.

Backerra’s approach entails using a variety of different lenses
through which to view diplomatic interactions. She begins by provid-
ing a detailed narrative of diplomatic activity across this period. here
she benefits from being able to utilize not just the official dispatches
that flowed between london and Vienna but also the private corre-
spondence of some of the major participants. While these records are
more voluminous on the British side, the availability of the major part
of the kinsky family archive through the austrian State archives since
2011 has helped considerably.

the detailed chronological investigation is followed by three the-
matic chapters that approach diplomatic relationships in a variety of
different ways. the first of these concentrates on actors. the discus-
sion begins with monarchs and rulers, proceeds to the key advisers
and ministers, and then focuses on the representatives on the other
side of the bilateral relationship. Backerra begins with those in Vienna
before turning to london, but in both cases she also includes separate
sections on the presence of those from the electorate of hanover in
each location. this gives appropriate weight to one of the key tensions
in this bilateral relationship: that, in many ways, it was not straight-
forwardly bilateral. the presence on the British thrones of a German
elector after 1714 created a series of political and status-related prob-
lems. how far was it appropriate or necessary for the emperor to treat
the king of england, Scotland, and Ireland as a diplomatic near-equal
and in what circumstances might Imperial and feudal notions of over-
lordship be asserted?

having looked at the individual participants and their often com-
plicated interpersonal relationships, Backerra turns her attention to



the wider context and frameworks of diplomatic interaction. here she
follows the spatial turn in emphasizing the importance of space and
place. london and Vienna were both cities that were undergoing sig-
nificant changes in this period, and location mattered. In Vienna there
was the potential for couriers to arrive largely unnoticed because of
the location of the British diplomatic residence. Mean while in
london, Count kinsky found himself living in the newly fashionable
West end with plenty of opportunities for revealing and informative
social interactions in the neighbourhood. Communi cations were also
crucially important, both because of the speed with which instruc-
tions might travel and the need to disguise secret material from the
watchful eyes of prying postmasters. 

Backerra also explores the different types of influence that might
be brought to bear on foreign policy. She is alive to the importance of
courts, and the role of Vienna and london as the main court-cities for
their respective dynasties forms an important part of her analysis. She
also wants to explore the ways in which policy was formed, and the
differing roles of representative institutions and councils within the
two systems. here she is also rightly alert to the continuing impor-
tance of status and nobility within both systems. her observation (p.
222) that kinsky had to invent a term to describe formed political
opposition (opting for ‘Contrepartie’ to describe the opponents of the
‘hofpartie’) is also telling. More generally, Backerra highlights some
of the systemic misunderstandings that plagued anglo-habsburg
relations in this period. She notes the difficulties that kinsky had in
understanding the interrelationship of crown, court, and ministry and
the assumption, partly derived from kinsky’s contacts with opposi-
tional figures, that the ministry and ‘the english nation’ were very
much at odds with each other. Backerra indicates the web of cultural
assumptions that made contact difficult, including the problems
posed by a lack of a common diplomatic language. While modern
rulers are less likely to suffer from the absence of much time spent
abroad that was common across both administrations in this period,
information overload has an all too familiar ring.

the final chapter considers the main themes that emerge from files
as being central to diplomatic exchange. Backerra rightly wants to
stress the importance of dynastic relations, particularly the concerns
about marriages and their likely impact on wider european politics.
She is less willing than many historians to draw a sharp distinction
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between the dynastic motivations of the central european powers and
the more economically orientated outlook of the Maritime powers.
Nevertheless, she is also alert to the layers of concern for trade that
were present, noting Sir thomas robinson’s relations who worked for
the east India Company (and who were therefore anxious to remove
the threat of the ostend Company) and the kinsky family’s interests
in the linen trade. She also devotes space to the importance of
geostrategy, preferring this term to ‘geopolitics’ (which she views as
the practical implementation of geostrategy). this provides her with
the opportunity to discuss the pretensions that both sides had to see
themselves as central to attempts to maintain the peace of europe, as
well as being part of a more broadly balanced system. Finally, religion
and confession appear as themes. Backerra is keen to stress that con-
fession was not the only factor within alliance politics but she notes a
series of ways in which confessional concerns impinged upon the
diplomatic ‘alltag’ in both london and Vienna.

the picture that emerges, then, is a multi-layered one. Backerra
rightly argues that previous studies have often neglected one theme
within negotiations at the expense of others, or have failed to show
complexity of interaction through insufficient consideration of the
varying dynamics at play. the origins of the book in doctoral work
are sometimes apparent. there could have been some streamlining of
discussion and Backerra’s conclusions could, perhaps, be expressed
more forcefully. Yet there is a rich seam of material here. Backerra’s
work complements and extends that recent historiography that has
sought to relocate British foreign policy in the first half of the eight -
eenth century within a european, and specifically Germanic, context.
It picks up neatly on a ‘courtly turn’ that wants to stress the abiding
importance of the court as a site of power, even within the age of
enlightenment. It also provides a model for what a cultural history of
diplomacy might look like, and is a telling reminder of what can be
done, through careful reading, where the sources survive.

aNdreW C. thoMPSoN is Senior College lecturer in history at
Queens’ College, Cambridge. he studies the interaction of culture,
politics, the court, and identity in Protestant europe and has worked
extensively on the impact of religious ideas on foreign policy and the
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nature of eighteenth-century diplomatic thought as well as the han -
overian monarchy. among his recent publications are George II: King
and Elector (2011) and (as editor) The Oxford History of Protestant
Dissenting Traditions, vol. ii: c.1689–c.1828 (2018).
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