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In the middle of the eighteenth century, Christian August Beck 
taught Archduke Joseph (later Emperor Joseph II), that in respect of age 
and rank, the Holy Roman Empire had been the primary state of Europe, 
and the title of an Emperor had been considered the highest dignity. It was 
true: the Holy Roman Emperor counted as the first man in Europe, king 
among kings. The Emperor was not only a significant agent on the stage of 
the European political theatre, but he also held a key position in the 
constitutional life of the Holy Roman Empire, since he was the most 
important link that bound the imperial estates and other members of the 
Empire together. Such topoi were attached to his person as the creator of 
peace inside the Empire, the main protector of the weaker imperial estates, 
the strongest defender of the Empire. That is why the election and 
coronation of a new Emperor always received a special attention, and the 
imperial elections were the most significant events of the constitutional life 
of the Empire. Recent research on the imperial constitution has shown the 
importance of symbolical construction and representation of the Empire in 
the Early Modern Age. Therefore, imperial elections, where head and 
pillars of the Empire (i.e. the prince-electors) appeared in full 
magnificence, offered an excellent opportunity to demonstrate the 
existence of the Empire. This was an essential need, especially in the 
eighteenth century, when the decline of the imperial power began. Though 
the event was considered as an outdated, medieval theatrical performance 
by many contemporaries, the play was performed again and again. But as 
long as it was performed, justification for the existence of the Empire was 
provided. 

This dissertation investigates the imperial elections as the most 
important events of the constitutional life of the Holy Roman Empire in 
the mirror of eighteenth-century printed sources, especially political 
pamphlets. The sources analyzed in this paper have been collected partly 
from the National Széchényi Library, Budapest, and partly from Viennese 
academic places: the Austrian National Archives, the Viennese City 
Library and the Austrian National Library. My research in Vienna was 
supported by the Viennese Collegium Hungaricum which generously 
provided two month long scholarships in 2006 and 2008. 

After the introduction, the dissertation is divided into six chapters. 
The first one provides an overview of the archival manuscripts and 
printed sources of the imperial elections, and then a short historiography 
of the topic is given (Chapter 2). Though the paper is mainly based on 
political pamphlets, a much more abundant and various set of sources 
could have been compiled by the end of the research. Chapter 3 classifies 
these sources by genre, then every group is briefly characterised. By the 
sorting, six clusters could be established. The first one includes the diaria of 
the elections and coronations, which are the most fascinating items of the 
revealed sources. These diaria contain the records of the electoral meetings, 
several official documents related to the elections (like mandates of the 
electoral envoys, texts of oaths, etc.), and numerous engravings, some of 
which will be analyzed in order to present the functions of the diaria. The 
second group contains the descriptions of election and coronation, which 
were printed in a large quantity during every election period. Since most 
of these follow the same structure, I only refer to some unique pieces to 
illustrate the variety of this genre. Many poems, sermons, and speeches 
have celebrated the accession of the new Emperor throughout the Empire, 
and most of them have also been printed. These sources build up the third 
group together with those printings, which describe triumphal buildings 
(temples, arches, etc.) established to express good wishes for the new 
Emperor. In the eighteenth century, newspapers were published on daily 
or weekly basis in every larger imperial city, which informed the citizens 
about the state of the imperial elections. Chapter 4 provides in insight into 
the articles of some newspapers published in Frankfurt and Vienna to 
illustrate how the events of the imperial elections were presented in the 
two cities. The volumes of the Reichspublizistik and Reichsgeschichte will be 



introduced in the fifth group. The Reichspublizistik was a branch of 
jurisprudence in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and it 
investigated the constitution of the Holy Roman Empire, thus its 
professors were obsessed with the Emperors and the imperial power, as 
well. Works in the genre of Reichsgeschichte discussed contemporary events 
of the Empire, and are presented together with the Reichspublizistik by 
reason of their emphatic legal approach. The sixth group contains the 
political pamphlets. Since these items will be analyzed in detail, only a 
short characterization is provided here, however their connection to the 
Reichspublizistik will be elaborated at this place. 

For the dissertation examines the major event of the early modern 
German constitution and its publicity, Chapter 4 presents the possible 
connections between publicity and the imperial constitution. An important 
function of the Reichsverfassung was to establish a connection among the 
inhabitants of Germany living in far away regions of the country. Further, 
it served as a basis for a certain imperial or German identity, the existence 
of which is often called in question by historians. This chapter presents the 
imperial constitution as a so called historical constitution and briefly 
introduces the leges fundamentales beginning from the Golden Bull to the 
Reichsdeputatationshauptschluss, i. e. the pieces of law that built up the 
imperial constitution. Next, the chapter outlines a new approach of 
research, which aims at investigating the symbols and rituals of the 
imperial constitution. A major result of this approach – which is important 
from our point of view – is that the imperial election, being a series of old 
medieval ceremonies (from the convocation of the price-electors to the 
oath of fidelity of the citizens of Frankfurt), has been a ritual in itself, by 
the playing of which the imperial constitution has been affirmed. Thus, as 
long as the “election show” was performed by the emperor, the prince-
electors, and the citizens of Frankfurt, the Holy Roman Empire existed. By 
this reason, a short description is given about this ritual, by which the 
Empire demonstrated its persistence for the whole world until the end of 
the eighteenth century. So, imperial elections offered an opportunity for 
the presentation of the imperial constitution, and a large number of 
pamphlets were published during the election period, which either 
explained the complicated system of the Empire for the readers, or 
discussed one of its elements in detail (e. g- Golden Bull, imperial 

capitulation), or elaborated a constitutional problem in connection with the 
election. 

From our point of view, it is an important question what 
contemporaries thought about the value of the imperial crown in the 
eighteenth century. Was it worth for anyone to devote his time and energy 
for gaining the crown? What advantages derived from the crown for the 
successful candidate? In Chapter 5, these questions will be investigated. 
First, memoirs and political testaments will be analyzed the authors of 
which were somehow participants of the elections: Emperors, an elector, 
an envoy, and an eyewitness. Their pieces of writing clearly show the 
imperial crown losing its appeal from the middle of the eighteenth 
century. It can also be observed how the fates of the crown and the 
Emperor were closely bound together. The second half of this chapter 
examines the character and value of the Emperor’s power in the mirror of 
political pamphlets. A debate from the late 1780s will also be presented, in 
which two anonymous pamphlets were discussing whether Germany 
needs an Emperor at all. The first one argued that the imperial crown and 
the imperial power had been chimerical and useless, and had impeded the 
Empire from development. Through a rather superficial examination of the 
elements of the imperial constitution (imperial election, Corpus 
Evangelicorum, supreme courts, etc.), the author concluded that the many 
contradictory interests of the German princes and the confessional division 
had practically destructed the framework of the Empire, so the whole 
nexus imperii could have been dissolved. The other author’s opinion – of 
course – was absolutely different: he tried to prove the necessity of the 
existence of the Empire and the Emperor. He explained the peculiarity of 
the German constitution by the special characteristics of the Empire (huge 
territory, a lot of different nations), and though he did not negate the 
shortcomings of the system, however, he thought the Empire to be open 
for a reform. 
 The “Habsburg phenomenon”, i.e. the fact that the members of the 
House of Austria had been wearing the imperial crown from the middle of 
the fifteenth century, was a reoccurring and popular topic in the political 
pamphlets (Chapter 6). Imperial elections offered good opportunities for 
the Habsburgs to promote a positive image of the dynasty. On the pages of 
the pamphlets, the successful carrier of the family could be presented, in 



the course of which a powerful imperial dynasty had emerged from the 
insignificant family of the Counts of Habsburg. By enlisting the great 
deeds of former Emperors, they tried to prove that the members of the 
House of Austria had been the most suitable choices for the throne. This 
chapter outlines the arguments by which the authors tried to support this 
point of view. Firstly, they claimed that only this dynasty had possessed 
the necessary financial means and authority to hold the highest dignity of 
Europe. Secondly, the pamphlets emphasized that the dynasty had always 
done everything for the sake of their election. It was also an important 
aspect that the Austrian lands (including the ones outside the Empire) 
were situated along the borders of the Empire, thus they had built a strong 
bulwark against the hostes naturales in the East and the West, as well. 
Further, the Habsburg Emperors were depicted as the creators and 
protectors of the imperial constitution. Another argument on behalf of the 
House of Austria was that they “had been in charge” for such a long time 
that the imperial estates could get used to their way of handling, and the 
dynasty had enough time to develop the routine of the imperial 
administration, which was considered as consistency in a positive sense. 
To prove that Emperors from other dynasties would be at least harmful for 
the Empire, the authors reminded the audience to the reign of Charles VII, 
and the possibility, that Austria might secede from the Empire in case of 
losing the crown, was regarded as an impending danger even in the 1790s. 
Of course, another question might occur: was it the Habsburgs worth to 
fight for the imperial crown? Most of the authors said: yes. They claimed 
that the emergence and the flourishing of the dynasty, its authority had 
developed due to the imperial crown. The “patriot” ones also added that 
the German nation had been such an excellent one that anyone should 
have felt honoured to rule over it. Finally, the advantages of the imperial 
prerogatives were mentioned, too.  
 The seventh – and last – chapter aims at the in-depth analysis of 
the imperial election of 1745. The reason for this is that on the one hand, 
this was the election I could examine in detail. On the other one, this 
election was unique in respect of the “propaganda war” that had 
developed around the question of the eligibility of Francis of Lorraine. 
Based on archival materials as well, the first part of the chapter 
investigates the Viennese diplomacy, how it tried to promote the election 

of Francis. First, I will outline how British subsidies allocated during the 
War of the Austrian Succession could have been used to get the votes of 
the princes-electors, then the diplomatic “mission” of Johann Josef 
Khevenhüller will be presented, during which he attended the courts of 
Dresden and Hanover to negotiate for the electoral votes. The second part 
will present the debate over the candidature of Francis of Lorraine in the 
mirror of contemporary pamphlets. First, a problem closely attached to 
this election will be analyzed: is Maria Theresa – as a woman – able to 
exercise the Bohemian electoral rights? Then, the most probable winner of 
this election, Francis of Lorraine will be introduced, and a short 
introduction of the other possible candidates will also be presented. The 
remaining part of this chapter focuses on five main problems which can be 
elaborated based upon the pamphlets: (1) Would it be useful, to elect the 
candidate of the House of Austria again? (2) Is Francis a German prince, 
and if he is not, is he eligible? (3) Is Francis high-ranking enough to hold 
the imperial dignity? (4) Does he meet the criteria laid down by the Golden 
Bull? (5) Is he able to defend the Empire from the hostis naturalis? In the 
discussion of the first and fifth points I will briefly summarise how the 
election of Francis of Lorraine could be promoted the enthusiasm for 
Maria Theresa and by emphasizing the military skills of Francis’ brother, 
Charles of Lorraine. 


