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Preface

Most of the essays printed in this volume were read at a conference organ-
ized by The Society for Court Studies which took place at the University of 
Cambridge in January 2019. Entitled Monarchy and Modernity since 1500, the 
conference showcased 337 papers dealing with a huge range of subjects asso-
ciated with monarchical rule. From the available essays choice was dictated by 
constraints imposed by Brill’s requirements, as well as by the wish to contrib-
ute to the current discussion of issues concerning the nature of early modern 
government and the role of monarchy in it. To enhance the coherence, invi-
tation was extended to other scholars currently working in the field of Court 
Studies. Crucial themes covered in the volume include the theory and practice 
of monarchical rule and other forms of government; warfare as a device to 
increase royal power internally as well as externally or, conversely, as a means 
of curbing arbitrary rule; the roles played by the rulers and the social elite in the 
government of a country; the incidence and impact of court factionalism; the 
importance of projecting a sought-for image to embellish the standing of the 
monarch; and the effect of religion and economics on the exercise of power.

The geographical coverage is exceptionally wide, ranging from Brazil in 
the West to Poland in the East via Portugal, Spain, France, England, Scotland, 
France, the Holy Roman Empire, Lithuania, Denmark, Norway and Sweden in 
between, thereby offering numerous comparative examples of the relation-
ships between rulers and elites. Indeed, individual essays often overlap each 
other in terms of the discussion of the central issues relevant to the highlighted 
themes. The volume is divided into three parts, each with a specific focus, giv-
ing it a logical structure. If the first part views the relationship from the point 
of view of the ruler, the second one looks at it from the perspective of the 
governed, especially the landed elite. The final part examines the relationship 
between the ruler and two other authoritative bodies, the Church and the 
urban elite.

In spite of the wide-ranging nature of the essays in terms of their geo-
graphical and thematic extent, they are unified in their focus on the central 
theme of examining the shifting relationship between rulers and the ruled. 
At a time of personal monarchy, much depended upon character of the ruler 
as well as upon established political institutions and this interplay is a feature 
of the essays. If rulers emphasized the concept of absolutism to bolster their 
authority, subjects put forward the contrary notion of consensual rule. In their 
own way, every essay in this collection deals with the working through of these 
opposing views of political power. In practice, too, the essays reveal the gap 
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viii Preface

between theory and practice. In essence, as these essays indicate, good, stable 
government was only possible if monarchs gained the tacit if not actual sup-
port of those subjects, who possessed their own bases of power, the doctrine of 
absolutism notwithstanding.

Overall, the essays provide examples of co-operation between the Crown 
and the provincial elite  – landed, urban and ecclesiastical  – but also reveal 
instances in which harmony broke down and individual monarchs, notably 
members of the Stuart dynasty, paid the price. Indeed, the scope of the volume 
allows for a discussion of differences in political and administrative structure, 
whether established throughout the period or evolving during the course of it. 
One recurring theme, for instance, refers to the relationship between absolut-
ism and growing bureaucratisation and another to the role of political, social 
and economic institutions in influencing the relationship between those who 
govern and those who are governed. A priori, as the remit of the series is to 
examine the relationship from different perspectives, some essays view it 
from the point of view of the ruler, others from the standpoint of the ruled 
but everywhere with an awareness of rival positions. In short, the essays in this 
volume reflect the aim of the series to make available ‘scholarship that helps 
us to understand the changing balances between centres of power and the ter-
ritories under their domination’.
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