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Anyone working today on what is often described as ‘the new
monarchical history’ tends to find themselves looked at askance. At
one conference in Germany where I spoke on the subject, a member
of the audience wanted to know why any historian would be inter-
ested in monarchies and their concomitant governance structures,
given the utter irrelevance of these to most modern societies. Unlike
my own inadequate response at the time, the book presently under
review provides an eloquent answer to this important and interesting
question.

This outstanding monograph, which represents Torsten Riotte’s
Habilitationsschrift, takes a new view of exiled monarchies as political
and dynastic institutions that can offer an alternative perspective on
state-building in the nineteenth century. Riotte, senior lecturer and
researcher in contemporary history at the Goethe University, Frank -
furt am Main, examines, for example, how monarchs and their fami-
lies were treated by the governments of the countries where they
eventually established their homes in exile. He argues that this can
offer substantial insights into contemporary legal theory and prac-
tice, which were by no means always identical. When it came to
property rights, for example, legal rulings tended to take into account
the high social status of these dynasties. 

The methodological approach is effective and useful on several
levels. The author views dynasties as an essential component of mod-
ern constitutional and absolutist government systems, whose politi-
cal and socio-cultural function can only be understood and explained
in the context of other institutions. In other words, monarchies did
not exist in a vacuum but, as Martin Kirsch has shown, played an
active role in shaping events and decision-making within political
systems.1 Riotte’s book therefore does not simply examine the rela-

Trans. Emily Richards (GHIL).
1 Martin Kirsch, Monarch und Parlament im 19. Jahrhundert: Der monarchische
Konstitutionalismus als europäischer Verfassungstyp—Frankreich im Vergleich
(Göttingen, 1999).
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tionship between exiled monarchs and their host countries. He also
addresses the gap left by deposed monarchs ‘back home’, which
legitimistic parties aimed to compensate with political activity and by
encouraging a continuing sentimental attachment to the dynasty
itself. Both perspectives locate monarchies in their respective socio-
political contexts, considering how the relationship with exiled dynas-
ties and their supporters was negotiated within the latter. Thanks to
this approach, Riotte fully succeeds in his stated intention to write an
‘entangled history of state-building and legitimism’ (p. 45).

A second valuable feature of the book is its international compar-
ative approach, in a research field that even today tends to be defined
by national case studies. Riotte compares the exile of the Hanoverians
after 1866 with that of the Bourbons, exiled in the wake of the July
Revolution in 1830. Both exiled dynasties took refuge in the Austrian
Empire and spent decades in their host country, thus allowing for
direct comparisons. The international comparative approach is
reflected in the author’s ambitious research methodology; the source
materials for this study came in part from the often closely guarded
family archives of the dynasties as well as from archives in Germany,
France, the United Kingdom, Austria, and Italy.

As case studies, the book focuses on the Comte de Chambord and
Duke Ernst August of Hanover, both the heads of their respective
dynasties and thus representative of two generations of ‘absent mon-
archs’ as Riotte puts it. The biographical comparison between Cham -
bord, the older of the two men, who became head of the exiled House
of Bourbon in 1844, and Duke Ernst August, head of the Hanoverian
dynasty from 1878, shows its usefulness particularly in the section
which discusses citizenship rights. While the deposed French monar-
chy retained full rights to extraterritoriality after 1830, Riotte shows
that just one generation later, a special legal status for exiled families
could no longer be taken for granted. In discussing the citizenship
rights of the Welfs, Riotte considers the case of the Bourbons (p. 122)
and shows through this direct comparison how dramatically the
rules of the game for deposed monarchs exiled to Austria changed in
the second half of the nineteenth century. 

The history of dynasties in exile is often seen as just one element
of the general collapse of monarchic structures in the nineteenth cen-
tury. In this familiar narrative, the revolutions and government crises
of the nineteenth century made the cracks in a hopelessly outdated



system ever more obvious, until the First World War brought about
its final and total downfall. Riotte’s work, like other current research
projects on the modern history of the monarchy, pays greater atten-
tion to the opportunities monarchs and their families found to active-
ly shape their lives in exile. In the long term, the field can only prof-
it from such alternative approaches and interpretations, which do not
set out to understand the history of the monarchy from a teleological
perspective, but attempt to understand how dynasties were embed-
ded in contemporary contexts. For example, Riotte highlights the
importance of financial autonomy for the Bourbon and Welf families
in exile. no longer entitled to funding from the civil lists, and with
their assets limited or confiscated, exiled monarchs often plunged
into new roles as modern businessmen and cunning investors on the
financial markets (pp. 125–6), acquiring property and speculating on
the stock exchange. This makes a refreshing change from the tradi-
tional image of the exiled monarch, often depicted as a tired and sad
old man who, far from the public eye, drags out his empty and hope-
less days alone and yearning for past glories.

At the same time, Riotte notes that the dynasties of the upper
nobility represented a very specific ‘club’ that thought and lived in
traditional socio-cultural categories. Unlike earlier works on monar-
chies in exile, Riotte’s book is not particularly interested in the
restoration question or the ‘desire to go home’ (p. 37). Instead, he
focuses on the presence of the dynasties in their host countries and on
the strategies they used for communication and to obtain financial
security. Both the Bourbon and the Welf dynasties made every effort
to finely tune their survival strategies to ensure that other (ruling)
noble families would identify with them; just because a dynasty was
in exile did not mean that it ceased to be part of the European and
global dynastic system. Instead, membership of this particular club
determined their strategies: ‘the way in which monarchs acted in exile
was not governed by their wish for political restoration but by their
view of themselves as members of the highest echelons of the nobili-
ty’ (p. 133). 

A further innovation of Riotte’s book is the author’s introduction
of the concept of ‘dynastic survival’. This describes ‘the tension
between the politicization of the person and the attempt of the
monarch in exile to control and limit this process in such a way that
other members of the nobility (particularly those of their host coun-
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try) would not be able to find reasons to fault them’ (p. 51). Riotte
sees ‘dynastic survival’ as a third category to complement that of the
personal and the political, which on their own cannot adequately
describe the highly nuanced experience of nineteenth-century mon-
archs in exile.

Whoever writes or reads about monarchies knows how blurred
the line between private and political actions can be. This applies as
much to internal actions within the dynastic structure as to external
scenarios where the monarchy performs a representative function.
The ‘Black spider Memo’ scandal in the UK in 2015 epitomizes this
difficulty. If the British heir to the throne, Charles, Prince of Wales,
writes letters to ministers of Her Majesty’s Government which are
not intended for publication, is he writing as a private individual, or
does the office of the Prince of Wales always silently accompany his
actions, making them de facto political? Even if we use the term
‘political’ in its broadest sense—which, if we are cultural historians,
we will tend to do—this does not make it easier to differentiate. In the
case of the Black spider Memos, even a ten-year legal dispute was not
able to resolve this question conclusively!

To my mind, the concept of ‘dynastic survival’ is a useful new tool
in the methodological toolbox for historians of the monarchy, as it
highlights a certain tension which has not yet been adequately
addressed. Whatever monarchs from dynastic families did in exile—
whether it was receiving legitimistic visitors with the greatest of cer-
emony or financing a revolutionary army in the hope of regaining
their lost kingdom—they did it as representatives of an exclusive
social class that had its own forms of communication and specific
privileges. Monarchs and their families in exile took care not to lose
the support and good opinion of this exclusive club, and thus it was
dynastic survival that determined the strategies available to them for
the political restoration of the Crown. 

With this concept, therefore, Torsten Riotte’s study has given cur-
rent research on the history of the monarchy new impetus and a new
direction along with helpful and well-founded methodical approach-
es that are certain to inspire further case studies on this topic.
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