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Abstract

Letters In-Between: Informal Communication at the Habsburg
Court, c.1508-1518

This thesis deals with letters in early sixteenth century administration and politics.
The focus lies on letters between Habsburg officials during the reign of Maximilian I
between 1508-1518, most of which are now part of the Maximiliana fonds of "state pa-
pers’ split up between public archives in Vienna and Innsbruck. The correspondence
of Court Chancellor Zyprian von Serntein will be of particular interest throughout
this thesis. Both in the historical research on letters and specialized disciplines on
premodern ’official documents,” letters in politics and administration often occupy
a certain grey area due to the genre-specific influential categories of “private” and
‘public” or ’official.” This thesis addresses this grey area in the historical research
on letters and in the discipline of diplomatics by proposing a novel approach to the
source material. By taking recourse to recent applications of the tools of organiza-
tion theory in historical research, I will pay particular attention to the interaction
of formal practices on the "front stage” and informal practices on the ‘back stage” of
premodern administration. Furthermore, I will argue that premodern officers were
met with both formal and informal expectations which might co-exist (sometimes
uneasily) in a period of ‘normative ambiguity.” Thus, letter-writing is explored as
doubly informal administrative practice of premodern governance on the basis of
three central aspects: 1) the question of access to formal and informal communica-
tion channels, 2) the practices of sociability in letters to maintain informal relation-
ships, and 3) the preservation and transmission of these letter corpora in state and
private archives.






Abstract

Letters In-Between: Informal Communication at the Habsburg
Court, c.1508-1518

Diese Abschlussarbeit beschiftigt sich mit Briefen in Verwaltung und Politik des
frithen 16. Jahrhunderts. Im Fokus der Untersuchung stehen die Briefe zwischen
habsburgischen Amtstragern im Zeitraum der Herrschaft Maximilians I. von 1508-
1518, die heute zum Grofsteil in den Bestinden der Maximiliana in 6ffentlichen Ar-
chiven zwischen Wien und Innsbruck aufgeteilt sind. Die Korrespondenz des Hof-
kanzlers Zyprian von Serntein nimmt dabei durchwegs eine zentrale Stellung ein.
Die Gattung Brief rangiert in der allgemeinen Briefforschung und spezialisierten
Disziplinen zu vormodernem "Behordenschriftgut’ oft in einer gewissen klassifika-
torischen Grauzone, die auf die in der Forschung priagenden Kategorien "privat’
und “offentlich” bzw. “offiziell” zuriickzufiihren ist. An dieser Grauzone in der his-
torischen Briefforschung und in den diplomatischen Hilfswissenschaften setzt die
vorliegende Arbeit an. Mit Riickgriff auf rezente geschichtswissenschaftliche An-
wendungen organisationstheoretischer Konzepte gehe ich einerseits von der Wech-
selwirkung formaler Praktiken auf der "Vorderbiihne’ und informeller Praktiken auf
der "Hinterbiihne’” vormoderner Verwaltung aus, andererseits davon, dass auf vor-
moderne Amtstrager sowohl formale als auch informelle Erwartungen einwirkten,
die im Sinne einer fiir die Epoche charakteristischen Ambiguitdtstoleranz wider-
spriichlich ko-existieren konnten. Briefe zwischen habsburgischen Amtstragern wer-
den damit als Produkt einer quasi doppelt informellen administrativen Praxis an-
hand dreier zentraler Aspekte problematisiert: 1) anhand der Frage des Zugangs zu
formalen und informellen Kommunikationskanélen, 2) den Praktiken von Soziabil-
itdt in Briefen zur Aufrechterhaltung informeller Beziehungen, und 3) der Aufbe-
wahrung und Uberlieferung dieser Briefkorpora in staatlichen und privaten Archi-
ven.
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Chapter 1

Preface: A Sixteenth-Century
Scandal

The Austrian National Library preserves a manuscript that contains the story of a
largely forgotten political scandal in early sixteenth-century Vienna. The first-person
account, a tale of corruption and intrigue, is entitled History of Lauffner’s offence and
that of his companions.! Tt does not carry an author’s name, yet we know it to have
been the work of no other than Martin Siebenbiirger (c.1457-1522), who later became
mayor of Vienna and notoriously fell victim to a political trial by the new Habsburg
regime in 1522.> The manuscript itself is a jumbled collection of biographical notes,
bills, letters, and recipes. But throughout this compilation we can find traces of the
Lauffner case, be it copies of letters, excerpts from files, brief updates on the case
or sometimes even abusive remarks on its main protagonist angrily scribbled on the
page.® Siebenbiirger himself had been heavily involved in the scandal both during
his tenure as Stadtrichter of Vienna — as city judge he was responsible for practising
civil and criminal jurisdiction on behalf of the prince as town lord — and after. The
evidence suggests that the case was on his mind for the better part of a decade. The
origin of the scandal was rather ordinary: the toll collector Lienhart Lauffner had
been sued for fraud by another citizen of Vienna. In the course of the lawsuit, how-
ever, multiple accusations of venality against high-ranking members of the political
and administrative elite came to light. Among those accused to have taken bribes
from Lauffner were the mayor of Vienna (Hans Siif3), the vidame of the duchy of
Lower Austria (Lorenz Saurer), two members of the regional government or Regi-
ment (Georg Rottal and Johann Schneidpeck), and even Siebenbiirger’s predecessor
as Stadtrichter (Hans Pelchinger).

An outcry followed, writes Siebenbiirger, with “all of Vienna, great and little, rich
and poor” in great commotion against the governors who had violated their oath;*
an incident so wicked it was worthy committing to memory.® Siebenbiirger begins
his account here, with his appointment to the office of Stadtrichter after the removal
of his predecessor. To explain how the events came about, the account jumps back
in time to the year 1512:

Historia der mishandlung des Lauffner und ander im verwant, ONB Cod. 8134; the account is partially
transcribed and more or less successfully modernized in Kraus, 1873, 89-101. On the history of the
scandal see esp. ibid., 89-101 and Perger, 1981, 31-39; on the manuscript itself see Tersch, 1998, 172-
179.

20n the context of this turbulent period in Austrian history and the so-called Wiener Neustidter
Blutgericht see Winkelbauer, 2003, 30-38.

3Cf. ONB Cod. 8134, fol. 51.

4 .dan die gantz statmenig Wien, gros und klain, reich und arm, gros geschray, geruff und vil ubung gehabt
gegen denjhenen, so von dem armen mann gelt gedrungen wider yr aydsphlicht..., ONB Cod. 8134, fol. 101r.

5...warlich ain wunderliche pose handlung wiirdig zu gedechtnus zuschreyben, ONB Cod. 8134, , fol. 98r.


http://data.onb.ac.at/rec/AC13954835
http://data.onb.ac.at/rec/AC13954835
http://data.onb.ac.at/rec/AC13954835
http://data.onb.ac.at/rec/AC13954835
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In the twelfth year, there was a collector of the river toll at the Rotenturm
in Vienna by the name of Lienhart Lauffner. He was married to [Hans]
Rockner’s daughter [Ursula], the sister of the imperial secretary Vinzenz
Rockner and Paul Rockner, dean of St. Stephen’s cathedral [...]°

In the following roughly hundred pages of the engaging and detailed account
Siebenbiirger vividly describes how any effort of his to prosecute Lauffner had been
undermined by powerful individuals in the Regiment and close to the emperor at
court. Siebenbiirger resigned his office at the end of his tenure and was later in-
vestigated for misconduct and slander of government officials. The Lauffner case
was heard at the imperial council (Hofrat) and later transmitted to the faculty of
law at Freiburg University to consult on the issue.” Eventually, in 1518, the judicial
vicars of Vienna and Passau who were to reach a final verdict quashed the law-
suit because of procedural errors. Ultimately, nobody was prosecuted even though
Siebenbiirger would resume to accuse his adversaries as late as 1519, invoking Lex
Julia de repetundis (an antique Roman corruption law) in a petition to Maximilian I's
successor.®

Today, the fragments of court files on the Lauffner scandal that survive in Sieben-
biirger’s papers and in the records of the Maximiliana collections do not allow for an
informed conclusion regarding the veracity of the bribery allegations levied against
the government agents. Ultimately, however, it is Siebenbiirger’s perception of the
proceedings that are of interest for a thesis on informal written communication. Af-
ter all, it is not by chance that Siebenbiirger introduces his main protagonist Lien-
hart Lauffner by detailing his family relations. Siebenbiirger’s narrative suggests
that even though there was (or should have been) a formal procedure, it was being
undermined at every turn by a tight-knit group (geselschaft) of individuals involved
in the case and often related to one another through kinship ties. Had Lauffner not
had the support of his brother-in-law Vinzenz Rockner at the imperial court, Sieben-
biirger asserts, he would have ended up at the gallows long before.” According to
Siebenbiirger, it was only with the support of the corrupt officials who had neglected
their honour, duty, and oath that Lauffner escaped prosecution. As a result, he saw
himself at a distinct disadvantage: while Siebenbiirger’s progress in the case was
slowed down by the need to present official requests to the regional government
(which in turn had to be fully assembled to take action), Lauffner and his support-
ers, according to the narrative, would effortlessly manage to obtain multiple impe-
rial orders in their favour. Where Lauffner was guaranteed full access to the files,
Siebenbiirger was denied it. Transmitting requests and files to the faraway imperial
court required Siebenbiirger to trust in the postal service which was organized in the
house of the vidame, one of the individuals who had allegedly taken money from
Lauffner. And when Siebenbiirger finally decided to travel to the imperial court in
Augsburg in person in order to defend his case before the emperor and hand over
the files personally (because he did not trust the post), he was severely obstructed.'’

6Zu der zeit des zwelfften jars ist ainer bey dem Rottn Thurm zu Wien wasser mautter gewest mit namen
Lienhart Lauffner, hat des Rokhner tochter, maister Viczenzn ksl. Mt. secretary und und maister Pauls dechent
zu Sand Steffan schwester, zu ainem elichen weyb gehabt, ONB Cod. 8134, fol. 98r.

7On the premodern practice of sending court files to law faculties to advise or decide on pending
cases see Oestmann, 2015.

8For Martin Siebenbiirger’s petition see ONB Cod. 8420, fol. 20-24.

Lauffner hat [...] hylff gewart von mayster Vicentzn ksl. Mt. secretary seins schwager, dan Lauffner sein
schwester hat. Wo sein hylff bey ksl. Mt. nit gewesn, Lauffner wiir lengst am galgn erdert worden, ONB Cod.
8134, fol. 101v.

19For the latter incident involving Chancellor Zyprian von Serntein and Vidame Lorenz Saurer see
ch. 43.1.


http://data.onb.ac.at/rec/AC13954835
http://data.onb.ac.at/rec/AC13959247
http://data.onb.ac.at/rec/AC13954835
http://data.onb.ac.at/rec/AC13954835
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As aresult, Siebenbiirger’s perception of formal procedures and the official record
is often ambivalent: on the one hand, his account, which also serves as a justification
of his actions, is often based on what can only be described as a thorough study of
documents and files. Accordingly, he uses phrases such as “This is what happened
according to the files,” (Das ist beschehn laut der acta) or “This can be found in the
files” (vind man in actis) for which he regularly provides references. At the same
time, however, he calls into question the integrity of the record. At various points
in the narrative he accuses his adversaries of tampering with files, i.e. slipping in
letters or forged documents under his name. For instance, when Siebenbiirger was
charged with misconduct and investigated by Stefan Reufl — who was representing
the interests of the crown as Kammerprokurator'! - Siebenbiirger recounts an incident
at his hearing before the imperial council:

The governors (regentn) had sent the court records between me and Doc-
tor Stefan [Reuf3] from Vienna to His Majesty. When I asked for them
to be opened in my presence, Doctor Philip [Altinger] refused, but my
request was found justified and was granted. When I inspected the files,
I found two documents (geschrifften), one from the chancellor [Johann
Schneidpeck] and [Georg von] Rottal, the other from the vidame [Lorenz
Saurer], which in spite of law and equity had been secretly added behind
my back. I openly reported this in the presence of the royal counsellors
and the spiritual and secular princes and demanded copies of the added
documents.'?

In fact, both Siebenbiirger and his adversaries at one point suspected the other
party of altering court files in their favour.!® It is not surprising then that even
though Siebenbiirger contends that ’it’s all in the files,” he also asserts the reader
that “one can find a better explanation of things in the files that I leave behind [in
my property.]”'*

There is a couple of interesting conclusions we can draw from Siebenbiirger’s
account for the present thesis. For one, we get a sense of what was expected of
Habsburg officials in the fulfilment of their duties.’®> Of course, norms and rules of
conduct outlined in ordinances and oaths are always at their most visible when they
are being challenged, as the plentiful research on premodern corruption shows.!®
More importantly, I believe that Siebenbiirger’s account is useful for drawing atten-
tion to some of the questions about premodern statecraft and administrative practice
I have encountered in studying the records of Emperor Maximilian’s reign. Sieben-
biirger describes both an administration that works through formal communication
channels and procedures, an administration which requires official requests put in

HFor the office of Kammerprokurator see Hollegger, 2011, 351-352.

12Die regentn habn von Wien die gerichtsacta zwischen mir und doctor Steffan der ksl. Mt. zugeschykht. Hab
ich begert, die in meiner gegenwardt zu offnen, des sich doctor Philip gewidert, aber es ist mir recht erkhennt.
Hab also die acta besichtigt und zwo geschrifften darbey gefund, aine vom cantzler und Rottaler, die ander vom
vitztumb haymlich hintterrug meyner hinzugelegt wider recht und pillikhait, das ich dan in gegenwart ksl. Mt.
rit, fursten geistlich und weltlich offenlich anzaigt und der zugelegtn geschriften abgeschrift begert, ONB Cod.
8134, fol. 107r.

13For the concern voiced by Lauffner that Siebenbiirger and Ernst von Baden might tamper with
the court files see the letter from Maximilian I to the Lower Austrian Regiment on 17 October 1513,
HHStA /Maximiliana, 30-1-33.

14 Aber pessern grund der sachn vindt man in acten so ich beyhendig hinder mein las, ONB Cod. 8134, fol.
101v.

150n this topic cf. Hollegger, 1990 and Hollegger, 2014.

16For a brief introduction to premodern corruption see Engels, 2015.
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writing and whose decisions can be traced through the careful study of its files. At
the same time, there is also the ‘other,” an administration in which personal relation-
ships are paramount, where procedural 'shortcuts” and privileged access to commu-
nication channels exist, and where the official record is both opaque and vulnerable
to manipulation.

We might ask ourselves, was Martin Siebenbiirger right in his critical assessment
of a two-faced Habsburg administration where for every formal procedure an infor-
mal ‘other’” may exist? To answer this question with respect to the Lauffner scandal,
we have to look elsewhere than in Siebenbiirger’s papers. It is in the most impor-
tant collection of “state papers’ of Maximilian’s reign that we find some answers. To
that end, let us briefly consider some documents from the Maximiliana collection.
The first is a letter from Vinzenz Rockner, Lienhart Lauffner’s brother-in-law whom
Siebenbiirger suspected of obstruction, addressed to Court Chancellor Zyprian von
Serntein on 8 August 1513. In his letter, Rockner asks Serntein to retain the files of the
Lauffner case meant to be sent to the imperial court should they arrive in Innsbruck
first:

The court files between my brother-in-law Lauffner and the opposing
party are to be sent here. In case they are sent to Your Grace, I will be
obliged if Your Grace shall retain them, since they won’t be dealt with at
court right now."”

Rockner continues to talk about the scheming (practiken) of Lauffner’s opponents
and emphasizes his trust in Serntein’s judgement should he hear anything to the
contrary.18 The second document for us to consider is another letter, sent to the
imperial secretary Hans Vinsterwalder on 27 February 1514 by Georg Rottal, one
of the governors who had allegedly taken a bribe — by then promoted to head of
the Lower Austrian Regiment.'® In his letter, Rottal bitterly complains to Vinster-
walder about Siebenbiirger’s ‘show trial” (galigengericht). Rottal, having heard that
Siebenbiirger was travelling to the imperial court, fears his adversary might try to
convince the emperor of stopping the investigations of misconduct against him. He
thus asks Vinsterwalder - whom he addresses as ‘dear friend” - to have a word with
the emperor and submit to him the 'small supplication’ (ain klainf suplecaci) enclosed
within the letter. He had been told by Lower Austrian Landhofmeister Sigmund von
Dietrichstein, a close confidant of the emperor and Rottal’s future son-in-law, that in
Dietrichstein’s absence from court Vinsterwalder would support Rottal’s cause with
the emperor. For the third and last example, let us consider a collection of another
13 letters from the above mentioned Georg von Rottal to an imprisoned Lienhart
Lauffner, the main culprit of Siebenbiirger’s story himself. The undated letters from
around 1512 survive as contemporary copies made by Lauffner himself which at
some point probably had been submitted (or at the least added) to the court file.?’
In his letters, Rottal comforts Lauffner advising him to be patient, to have trust in

7 Genediger herr, es sullen die acta zwischen meinem swager Lauffner und seiner widerparthey heraufkumen.
Wo e.g. dieselben zubracht wiirden, e.g. welle die behalten lassen, dann doch yetzo am hofe nicht daran gehandlt
werden mag, wil ich umb e.g. verdienen. Vinzenz Rockner to Zyprian von Serntein on 8 August 1513,
TLA/Maximiliana/13.256, IX.46.

180n the origin and meaning of the term practiken which was popularized around 1500 see Groebner,
2000, 251-265.

19Georg von Rottal to Hans Vinsterwalder on 27 February 1514, HHStA /Maximiliana, 30-3-142.

20Maybe the original documents written in Rottal’s own hand should be referred to more correctly
as Zettel (or notes) in Lauffner’s words rather than letters. Accordingly, the endorsement on the back
of the file reads: Hie sein eingeschriben die zettl so mir herr Jorg von Rottal mit seiner aigenn handt geschribnn
und zuegeschikht hat, die original noch vorhannden, HHStA /Maximiliana, 28-4-47.


https://www.archivinformationssystem.at/detail.aspx?ID=4602537
https://www.archivinformationssystem.at/detail.aspx?ID=4598891
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the emperor and his good friends. More importantly, the letters show that Sieben-
biirger’s suspicion that Rottal “had drawn up all the documents for him [Lauffner],
advised and supported him” were not unfounded,?! with Rottal frequently request-
ing copies of court files from Lauffner, drawing up documents himself and keeping
the prisoner up to date with the situation at court.

The interpretation of the examples above is sometimes difficult and their impact
uncertain. With the first one, we cannot say for sure whether the emperor was in-
deed too busy to handle the Lauffner case or if Rockner had ulterior motives for
delaying the court files. We also cannot be certain whether Vinsterwalder acted at
Rottal’s request in our second example; in fact he most likely did not as the sup-
plication can still be found enclosed in the letter. Lastly, we can only guess why
Rottal’s letters to Lauffner survived in the Maximiliana. Yet it is safe to suggest that
in all three cases, we can see attempts to somehow influence the formal procedure,
be it by delaying the transmission of files to the court or by accelerating an appeal
to the emperor. In all three cases, communication channels were used which seem
to rely on personal relationships (in the second case by proxy). And, of course, all
three examples involve letters. I would like to argue that these examples are repre-
sentative of a wider phenomenon of informal written communication in premodern
administration and at the premodern court, which will be at the centre of this thesis.

1.1 Research Question

What is the purpose of supposedly personal letters in the service of what is typically
envisioned as an impersonal state apparatus from our modern perspective? What
is their significance in relation to the increasing formalization and institutionaliza-
tion of administration and decision-making processes that has been observed for the
premodern period? How come these letters survive both in the most important col-
lections of state papers of the period and private archives? Are we to conceptualize
them as public, private, semi-private or semi-public and are these concepts useful in
the context of premodern administration? How did the letter-writers perceive their
correspondence and how did they conceive of their role as royal officials? Finally,
how does the archival afterlive of these letters impact our interpretation of the source
material and our understanding of premodern statecraft?

I will aim to address all of these questions by example of the correspondence
among Habsburg officials during the reign of Maximilian I with a chronological fo-
cal point on the years between 1508-1518. The goal is to examine letter-writing as an
informal administrative practice of premodern governance. While the importance of
face-to-face interaction at court and in premodern society in general has frequently
been emphasized,22 overcoming absence by means of new forms of written commu-
nication is also a trait of the period.”® After all, the peripatetic reign of Maximilian
I was as much characterized by presence as it was by absence.”* Both him and his
officers were almost constantly in motion and a regular stream of communication

2Uch las mich bedunkhn her Jorg von Rottal hab ym alle geschrifftn gemacht, gerattn und beystant gethan,
ONB Cod. 8134, fol. 102v.

22Gee especially Schlogl, 2014.

20n this issue in response to Schlogel’s theory see Ulrike Ludwig’s contribution in Stollberg-
Rilinger et al., 2016, 120-123.

24Gee Zajic, 2022, 472.
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between the moving centre and the periphery as well as between individual office-
holders — facilitated by technological innovations such as a rudimentary postal sys-
tem — were characteristic of the period, creating a sort of “virtual court.”> Of partic-
ular importance in overcoming distance were letters, which are increasingly being
researched as a critical tool of premodern governance.?

Conceptually, my approach is stimulated by recent works on premodern state
formation that take into consideration inputs from organization theory, as well as
studies paying close attention to specific practices of individuals — their habits, rou-
tines etc. — in order to gain a new perspective on macro-issues. Writing is at the
centre of administrative practice and the materiality of administrative documents,
which I will pay particular attention to, has been recognized as crucial to under-
standing state formation; in the words of Matthew S. Hull: “if you want to under-
stand bureaucratic activities, follow the paper.”?” My analysis rests on the material
evidence that today makes up one of the most important collections of ’state papers’
for this period, the Maximiliana collections in Vienna and Innsbruck, particularly the
surviving fond of Court Chancellor Zyprian von Serntein’s correspondence. By sit-
uating my findings within the historical research on early modern letters as well as
modern diplomatics, I will address what I perceive to be a grey area in both disci-
plines. Furthermore, by drawing attention to parallels in premodern administrative
cultures I intend to transcend wherever possible the narrow scope of analysis.

Even though this is first and foremost a thesis about letters, it naturally poses
questions towards the individuals who authored these letters. These individuals go
by a host of different names and titles in contemporary sources. My using simpli-
fying or generic terms such as officials, government agents, or office-holders is anachro-
nistic to some extent and of course conceals the variations in rank, quality and con-
ditions of service among this heterogeneous group of people.”® Nevertheless, there
are certain shared features which characterize the members of central or regional
administrative bodies concerned with epistolary, financial or legal administrative
tasks, who will be at the centre of my exploration. The same problem, to some ex-
tent, is posed by my using the term ’official” as synonymous to ‘formal.” If I do so
— knowing that the “official” per se did not exist in premodern times — it is because I
intend to show that certain stable expectations of the “official” did exist;?? which is
why I will refrain from taking the historian’s path of least resistance, i.e. encasing
the term in yet another scare quote.

The first part of this thesis (chapters 2 and 3) will cover some of the theoretical
and conceptual groundwork we shall have to bear in mind for appreciating the more
empirically-oriented focus of the second part (chapters 4, 5 and 6). After a discussion
of the research on early modern letters with a particular focus on letters in politics
and administration (ch. 2), I will introduce some findings by organization theory rel-
evant to premodern state formation and discuss them with respect to the Habsburg
court at the turn of the sixteenth century (ch. 3). In the second part of this thesis, I
will explore different but related features of informal written correspondence among
Habsburg officials (outlined in more detail in section 3.2). The different case studies
on central aspects of letter-writing such as access to different communication chan-
nels, sociability in letter-writings as a means of guaranteeing epistolary continuity,

25For the term see Dover, 2021, 108.

26Gee recently ibid., 106-120; see also Antenhofer and Miiller, 2008; and Landi, Boutier, and Rou-
chon, 2009.

27Hull, 2012, 22.

28For an overview see Schindling, 1992.

29Gee also Brendecke, 2018, 21.
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and the complex afterlife and custody of letters aims to provide a refined picture of a
phenomenon that is often immune to clear classifications and remains something in-
between. A summary of findings is provided in the conclusion (see ch. 7). Appendix
A contains a critical edition of selected letters between two high-ranking Habsburg
officials, Zyprian von Serntein and Lorenz Saurer, which I refer to frequently in this
thesis and which provide a good example of the phenomenon of informal written
communication. The index refers only to the persons mentioned in their letters, i.e.
the contents of the critical edition.

1.2 A Note on Translations and Sources

The sources analyzed in this thesis are written in a language and style that is of-
ten difficult to access for the modern reader and require a certain familiarity with
its peculiarities. For this reason I have decided to provide English translations of
passages of interest, favouring readability over faithfulness. The respective source
passages are reproduced in italics in their original wording in the annotations. My
first encounter with these letters was an analogue one, but to the great benefit of
researchers, a significant portion of the Maximiliana collection has very recently been
made available online and it is to be hoped that the rest will follow suit.’® Thus,
where available I have also provided links to the digital reproductions of the sources;
this applies above all to the Viennese Maximiliana.

300n the digitization of this important archival fond, initiated and undertaken by the Department
of Text Edition and Source Studies of the Institute for Medieval Research at the Austrian Academy of
Sciences, see Fliri, 2023.






Chapter 2

Private Letters, Public Records and
Everything in Between

For a thesis that deals with letters — a genre typically considered as a vehicle for
conveying personal or private thoughts — in the field of politics and administration
- an environment typically considered quintessentially official and public —, a few
preliminary observations on the research on early modern letters are in order. The
categories of private vs. public or familiar vs. official is perhaps the most common
distinction of early modern letters and has had a considerable impact on how let-
ters are categorized and evaluated in historical research. When reading about early
modern letters, however, one is bound to encounter a number of inconsistent or
even contradictory statements regarding their public or private nature. Where does
the distinction come from and how can we explain its importance for the study of
letters? How does the binomial of public and private affect research on letters in
premodern administration? And how does research deal with grey areas in letter-
writing practice? In the following chapters, I will review the more general historical
research on letters with its focus on the familiar letter (ch. 2.1) and secondly the dis-
cipline of modern diplomatics (ch. 2.2) with its focus on official documents. As a
result of the review of these fields and their shortcomings, I will propose to look at
the subject of this thesis from a different angle (ch. 3).

2.1 Private Letters in Public Administration?

What even is a letter in the first place? First off, as with any other document genre,
a letter can be described as a written message that embraces a certain number of
genre-specific features which make it identifiable as letter; features such as material
characteristics, internal structure of the text, or the manner of transmission, among
others. A definition of the essential characteristics of a letter might be as simple as
“a written communication (in manuscript and/or print form), between two differ-
ent entities (sender/s and recipient/s), which is located in space and time by the
addition of addresses and a date.”*! Since antiquity, the letter genre has been highly
versatile regarding its content, style and the social background of its author. The
basic letter form might inhabit and sustain a wide variety of topics and social re-
lationships. Even today, the letter we receive from our bank shares many formal
characteristics with the letter we receive from a close friend. Significantly, however,
we are more likely to think of the latter as embodying a “proper” letter.

31Boran, Matthews-Schlinzig, and Signed, Sealed, and Undelivered, 2019, 60-61. For an introduction
to the state of the field see Daybell, 2005; Del Lungo Camiciotti, 2014; Matthews-Schlinzig et al., 2020;
see also the influential Nickisch, 1991; and Schneider, 2005.
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This supposedly unambiguous dichotomy between private and non-private cor-
respondence is a modern legacy.” In its wake, the distinction between private and
non-private letters (at least theoretically) became rather simple and straightforward:
private letters as exchanged between private individuals, typically concerning per-
sonal or family affairs and “natural, cordial, free and persomal”33 in tone; non-private
correspondence, on the other hand, as conducted by individuals in a public position
for the sake of political, official or business purposes and decidedly formal, sober
and impersonal. In fact, the cultural impact of the eighteenth-century conception of
what constitutes a “‘proper’ letter is such that the word letter (Brief) in German is con-
ceived of as inherently private to the extent that an official letter is more commonly
referred to as Schreiben, a nominalization of the verb "to write.”

For present purposes, I will for the most part limit my observations to the sup-
posed opposition of the private/familiar letter to the business letter, i.e. political
and administrative correspondence. For a long time, the nature of the correspon-
dence between government agents, which for the most part has been deemed un-
ambiguously "public,” has received little attention among scholars, even though it
has always been a chief source for the history of premodern statecraft. While the
‘proper’ letter, i.e. the so-called familiar letter, was regarded to be characterized by
its historical and literary value, official letters “dealing exclusively with men and
affairs, and making no pretence to style,” to quote an influential scholar, “belong to
history rather than to literature.”** As a result, rather than being worthy of study
in their own right, letters written by government agents have instead often served
as the benchmark against which phenomena of "privacy” in letter-writing might be
measured. This has to do, I believe, with the inherently relational concept of privacy
and its casual use in research. After all, what is considered "private” has histori-
cally been a matter of perspective and definition.>> According to some, merchant
letters about business ventures, when contrasted with official correspondence be-
tween government agents, should be considered private.36 Similarly, some consider
certain princely correspondence private, at least when opposed to highly formalized
chancery letters.”” The problem at hand is that the reasons for the characterization
of a letter as private are often left implicit or deemed self-explanatory, even though
the term carries a number of implications such as “desired intimacy, or, conversely,
solitude, and certainly a wide range of individual rights defined during and since
the Enlightenment.”*® Even when a definition for the designation of a letter as "pri-
vate’ is put forward, it is often unsatisfactory in its scope, as it might alternatively
be based on as different factors as the person of the author, the content of a letter, its
transmission or its form and style of writing.*

The value and appeal of making a distinction between private and public cor-
respondence in the first place is obvious on the other hand, as the "private” letter
was supposedly “written spontaneously to personal friends and not intended for

32Cf. Dauser, 2020; Vellusig, 2000.

BPetzsch, 1913, 9 (transl. mine).

34Thompson, 1924, 101.

35Cf. Brewer, 1995. For a recent approach on the topic of early modern privacy see Green, Norgaard,
and Bruun, 2021 and on letter-writing in particular the forthcoming Green and Nergaard, forthcoming.

36Ct, famously Steinhausen, 1889, 159-183.

37Cf. Klettke-Mengel, 1986; also Mat’a and Sienell, 2004, 837-838. For a recent example see also
Neighbors and Kafer, 2022, 64, who speak of “private politics” among early modern “women of
power.”

38Rice Henderson, 2002, 19.

3In place for a common problem, cf. Wich-Reif, 2019; a principally commendable study which
suffers from an undertheorized use of the term.
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publication, revealing the writer’s intimate feelings and personal characteristics not
to be found in his formal writings.”*" Recent research has seriously undermined
this persistent view, revealing early modern letter-writing in general to have been
a situated and often collaborative pursuit. Even the often-cited origin of private
letters, the genre of the humanist 'familiar” letter which purported to share "private’
thoughts and feelings — first systematized in Erasmus’s hugely successful manual De
conscribendis epistolis*! in 1522 —, was ostensibly more public than many a business
letter. In fact, humanist familiar correspondence has been described as “a deadly
serious business,” both as a published branch of humanist literature and as a tool
of scholarly networking.*? It shall suffice here to refer to James Daybell (in place of
many others) who has pointed out that to project modern expectations of the letter
“as intrinsically "personal’, ‘private” and ‘intimate’, and letter-writing as a straight-
forward closed two-way epistolary exchange between sender and reader”*> misses
the point for much of early modern correspondence.

Of course, for many studies on early modern letters, the simple distinction be-
tween ’private’ and "public’ will do just fine. When it comes to letters as a tool of pol-
itics and administration, however, the capricious nature of the concept of "privacy’
is revealed. This is why even letters which — keeping in mind the above — might
be regarded as ’official’ by some due to the public authority of their authors, they
might just as well be described as private by others. Thus, the correspondence be-
tween public figures such as princes, ministers or diplomats is regularly referred to
as ‘private.” To get to the bottom of this contradiction, I will for now only refer to one
of the most prominent issues in interpreting early modern correspondence: its lan-
guage. I believe that the reason letters in politics and administration are sometimes
labelled as "private’ for the use of a particular style supposedly reserved for the most
intimate of friends or family members. It is this anachronistic conception of affective
language as universal trait of privacy which already tempted the influential Georg
Steinhausen to describe German princely correspondence of the fifteenth century as
essentially ‘bourgeois’ in style; i.e. affirming his notions of nineteenth-century bour-
geois privacy.** But even today some scholars confound the often personal tone in
early modern political and administrative correspondence for an expression of an
ill-defined private sphere. To do so is to mistake an affective register for evidence of
a familiar or intimate exchange. As Gary Schneider has pointed out:

the public/private binary did not correspond to any sort of knowledge/affect
binary — that the term “private” solely constituted the language of affect
and emotion, while the term "public” only constituted the language of
news and information.*’

1"

He continues that “’private’ letters often contained public, official content, and
official letters were laden with the rhetoric of affect.” Although the language of
these letters often suggests a familiar or even intimate connection between author
and recipient, they typically followed conventional patterns appropriate for certain
social relationships the like of which can also be seen in letter-writing manuals, e.g.

40 A rather questionable view reiterated as recently as 2012 by Rosenthal, 2012, 81.

41Cf. Erasmus, 1529; and Fantazzi, 1985.

42 Almasi, 2010 (quote); see also Rice Henderson, 2002; for the publicity of “private” letters in the
eighteenth century see Schlaffer, 1996.

#3Daybell, 2012, 12.

4. Steinhausen, 1889, 86. For the use of intimate language in fifteenth-century princely correspon-
dence see Nolte, 2000; Fouquet, 2002; and Antenhofer, 2007, 277-291.

455chneider, 2005, 72.
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between a child and his parents, between relatives and ’friends,” or in patronage
relationships.*®

We have seen that the classification of letters as ‘private’ often follows rather arbi-
trary or even anachronistic concepts of privacy. Thus, some scholars of early modern
letters evade the term, instead preferring less charged vocabulary to avoid anachro-
nistic and strictly binary concepts.”” When the term private letter’ is used in the
realm of politics by scholars who offer their own definition — e.g. letters sent not by
government bodies but by individuals;*® letters composed outside a formal chan-
cellery;* letters addressed to one’s patron® - it is often volatile and best avoided
for our purposes. Perhaps another discipline, one concerned with the nature, gen-
esis and formal characteristics of the documents of the (emerging) bureaucracy can
offer a suitable alternative?

2.2 Off the Record: Letters in Modern Diplomatics

One would be right to assume that the question of ‘private’ vs. "public’ correspon-
dence is far less contentious in the discipline of diplomatics, which after all is con-
cerned to a large extent with official documents: instruments, deeds, acts and char-
ters and more generally documents of probative value in classic diplomatics; records
or files in modern diplomatics.” The diplomatic methodology can offer to the his-
torian tools with which to analyze and identify rules and conventions in the cre-
ation of documents, locate them among a typology of genres according to external
and internal features and evaluate their position within decision-making processes.
Undoubtedly, a detailed classification scheme of the subtleties of official correspon-
dence such as the one provided by modern diplomatics based on questions of au-
thorship, form, and function is useful and indeed necessary insofar as premodern
governments might be described as “letterocracies” and considering that “[m]ost of
what coursed through this ‘government by paper” were letters.””?

Considering the centrality of letters in politics and administration, it is surpris-
ing that they have rarely been an explicit object of diplomatic analysis in classic or
modern diplomatics; a fact often deplored by researchers.”® For the German tradi-
tion of modern diplomatics (Aktenkunde) — which I will focus on for the remainder
of this section — "letters” as a genre have never held epistemological value. This is
precisely because letters are abundant in the records of institutional archives from
which modern diplomatics has primarily derived its methodology. To quote the

460n letter-writing manuals see the recent overview in Schiegg, 2020; see also Nickisch, 1969.

47See e.g. Holzapfl, 2007, 305-306; Fouquet, 2002, 305-306; Nolte, 2000, 186.

48Cf. Teuscher, 1997, 366.

49Cf. Mat’a and Sienell, 2004, 837.

50Cf. Droste, 2006, 274-278 who, to my knowledge, is one of the few to use the term in reference
to clientage relationships among diplomats. In later books, Droste seems to have dropped the term in
favour of the term ’particularistic.” Cf. Droste and Hurd, 2021.

51For a brief introduction to “classic’ and ‘modern’ diplomatics from an archival science perspective
see Duranti, 2015. For an overview of the French tradition of modern diplomatics with a focus on the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries see Barbiche, 1996.

52Dover, 2016a, 4. On the letter as a political tool see also Dover, 2021, esp. 107-110.

53For classic diplomatics cf. Lackner, 2013, 66-67; and Zwierlein, 2010b, 38-40 (note 12) for a com-
prehensive bibliography; for modern diplomatics cf. Kretzschmar, 2015. For some notable exceptions
to the rule see Klettke-Mengel, 1986 who develops a diplomatic method for early modern princely
letters; Senatore, 1998 who provides a comprehensive diplomatic analysis of letters in diplomacy; and
more recently Holzapfl, 2008; and Lazzarini, 2017.
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most influential modern diplomatist in the twentieth century: “Government institu-
tions (Behorden) do not write letters.”>* A letter in modern diplomatics essentially de-
scribes the ‘private letter” discussed in the previous section (see ch. 2.1), exchanged
between private individuals, concerning personal or family affairs and using an inti-
mate register.” As such, letters are created outside the scope of the business of state
and thus excluded from the purview of modern diplomatics. Another diplomatist,
Jiirgen Kloosterhuis, has deemed the term ‘letter” to be inappropriate even for the
private sphere, i.e. non-state activity, as it ought to describe just the physical manner
of transmission (hence he uses the term Privat-Schreiben instead of Brief).”® Conse-
quently, any document that results from administrative activity — including letters
— is instead conceptualized as just an element in a procedure that leads to the cre-
ation of files (Akten) and is further classified with regard to its extrinsic and intrinsic
elements.”

So, in contrast to studies engaged with often imprecise definitions of the "pri-
vate letter” outlined in the previous section, in modern diplomatics we have what
seems to be a strict separation between public or official correspondence created and
preserved in an administrative context and private letters which are decidedly non-
official. Having said that, there is still room for contradictions where letters in poli-
tics and administration are concerned. Among scholars of modern diplomatics there
is some agreement on the phenomenon of an obscure type of official correspondence
which is considered at least 'semi-private;’ the so-called Privatdienstschreiben. To
some extent, the grey area identified with this phenomenon — whose unfavourable
name can loosely be translated to “private official correspondence’ - lies at the core
of what I will discuss in this thesis as an instance of informal written communication
(see ch. 3.2), even though I do not concur with the specific implications outlined by
modern diplomatics. According to the most common definition, Privatdienstschreiben
describes the written correspondence between officials on business matters, yet —
and this is important — written in a “private’ style or in the style of a “private letter.’
According to Otto Meisner, sending a Privatdienstbrief allowed officials to deal with
the document as they pleased, for instance to withhold it from the official record.
He continues that even though these documents might take on the guise of a "pri-
vate letter” and survive in private archives (Privatregistratur), they remain — due to
the person of their author and recipient — official documents.”® Jiirgen Kloosterhuis
essentially concurs with Meisner on what he calls Privat-Dienstliches Schreiben. He
furthermore describes it as a phenomenon most common in diplomatic correspon-
dence during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and thus primarily as a way
of transmitting confidential or secret information which concerns official business.”
Michael Hochedlinger, who speaks of Privatdienstschreiben or Partikularschreiben, lo-
cates the phenomenon especially in the correspondence between high-ranking offi-
cials but at the same time points out that it might occur in symmetrical as well as

54Cf. Meisner, 1950, 21 (transl. mine). On Meisner’s seminal book and his influences see Wimmer,
2019.

55 Meisner did acknowledge the frequent overlaps in content but recommends the ’elimination” of
any personal or political passages for the purpose of unambiguous classification. Cf. Meisner, 1969, 75—
80; on the private letter in modern diplomatics see also Schmid, 2012; and more recently Hochedlinger,
2009, 45-46.

%6Cf. Kloosterhuis, 1999, 467-468.

57For a recent introduction see Hull, Nellen, and Rohringer, 2019.

8Cf. Meisner, 1969, 76.

Cf. Kloosterhuis, 1999, 516.
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asymmetrical relationships. Moreover, this type of correspondence typically accom-
panied and expounded on official correspondence according to Hochedlinger.*’

Even though these definitions appear to be rather straightforward at first glance,
what is meant by a document’s “private style” exactly is once again difficult to grasp.
Sometimes it seems to refer to the familiar or personal language employed in letters,
sometimes it seems to describe a means of bypassing official channels, i.e. the official
record. As far as the topic of this thesis is concerned, the genre Privatdienstschreiben is
of little use. For one, it has been modelled on a very specific type of correspondence
of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries which arose from the desire to bypass
an established bureaucracy with standardized procedures, explicit communication
channels and clear responsibilities and hierarchies very much unlike that of an early
sixteenth-century administration. More importantly, there are a number of issues
with its definition, especially regarding the concept of privacy which is once again
regarded as a question of style and language. In any case, the Privatdienstschreiben
once again clearly refers to a grey area of administrative practice and reveals a cer-
tain uneasiness within modern diplomatics, a discipline which typically manages to
gloss over many ambiguities for the sake of a viable classification system.

0Cf. Hochedlinger, 2009, 210-211.
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Chapter 3

Letters in Politics and
Administration: A Reappraisal

The review of research provided above indicates that when it comes to letters in pre-
modern administrative practice, there are certain phenomena which do not quite fit
the categories of "private” or ‘public’ that have been so influential both in research on
the "private’ or familiar letter and in the study of the official letter in modern diplo-
matics. For present purposes, I propose to discuss these phenomena by using the
concepts of formality / informality as developed by organization theory. Organiza-
tion theory has had a significant impact on recent German-language scholarship of
early modern state formation, especially when it comes to the re-appraisal of admin-
istrative practices. Barbara Stollberg-Rilinger, for example, who discusses the char-
acter of the early modern period as an ’era of formalization,” has proposed to look
at state building from the perspective of increasing formalization and to analyze
the formal and informal spheres and practices that this process inevitably created.®!
In the following chapters, I will briefly introduce the propositions and findings of
organization theory for premodern statecraft (ch. 3.1.1), before moving on to its im-
plications by example of the Court Chancellery (ch. 3.1.2). The following chapter
(ch. 3.2) will serve as an intermediary conclusion for the conceptual first part of this
thesis as well as to introduce the main aspects discussed in the second, empirical
part.

3.1 Premodern Administration and Organization Theory

3.1.1 Formal and Informal Practices

Formalization as a criterion of early modern state formation, of course, is nothing
new. The increasingly formalized structure of administrative bodies, for instance,
has long served to support teleological modernization narratives. Formalization
now and then refers to the process of creating explicit rules to guide and constrain
the behaviour of an organization’s member. What historical research inspired by
organization theory brings to the table, however, is its novel approach to the rela-
tionship between formal and informal structures.®” The basic idea is that formal and

61Cf. Stollberg-Rilinger, 2013. For an overview of the concepts of formality and informality in recent
research cf. Hoffmann-Rehnitz, 2015; Emich, 2008; Emich, 2011; Emich, 2016; Pohlig, 2021.

%2For the following, see especially Stollberg-Rilinger, 2013. For a recent overview from a histori-
cal perspective see Neumann, 2020; and from a sociological perspective Jakobs, 2021. Even though
my approach is also informed by sociological theoretical works such as Luhmann, 1999 (for a partial
translation see Luhmann, 2020); and Kiihl, 2011, I prefer a less orthodox and more flexible approach
— exhibited by most historical research influenced by organization theory — which I find best suited to
my needs.
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informal practices are always two sides of the same coin. Contrary to older teleo-
logical modernization narratives, informal practices are thus no longer perceived as
deficiencies of formal structures. Instead, with a more complex understanding of
how organizations are always structured both by formal and informal rules, many
informal practices can be recognized as beneficial or indeed necessary to accommo-
date the task at hand. But informal practices can have different qualities in relation to
an organization’s formal structure. Informality as such subsumes everything related
to administrative work but not explicitly regulated, from the basics of social interac-
tion to informal relationships such as clientage.®®> Some of these practices may run
counter to formal rules but are tolerated as necessary supplements to deficiencies
in the formal framework, a phenomenon for which Niklas Luhmann has coined the
term "useful illegality’ (brauchbare Illegalitiit).®* Others subvert or violate formal rules
and therefore may be sanctioned.® Ultimately, as Barbara Stollberg-Rilinger points
out, “the aim should be to perceive formal and informal rules not as opposites, but
to describe the interactions between both.”%® Once expectations are formalized in a
set of rules, the argument goes, they are more robust and less ambiguous than infor-
mal expectations, they can be explicitly addressed, they can be challenged, obeyed
or disobeyed. To put it in different terms, an organization’s formal structure can be
thought of as the front stage’ (sometimes also serving as the Schauseite on display
for the organization’s environment), with informal practices occupying the "back
stage.”®”

Now of course, the above concepts were developed through observations of mod-
ern formal organizations and there is no doubt that premodern administration(s)
worked very much unlike modern bureaucracy. Perhaps the most striking differ-
ence between premodern and modern examples with respect to organization theory
is the issue of early modern ‘'normative plurality.” A growing body of scholarship on
the multinormativity of premodern society shows that the period was not only an
‘era of formalization” but also “an era of (normative) ambiguity.” Thus, it was char-
acterized by the potentially conflicting co-existence of normative orders suggesting
different modes of behaviour, with individuals exhibiting a tolerance for normative
ambiguity foreign to modern society.°® As a result, formal and informal expectations
from an organization and its environment might co-exist more or less comfortably, as
the research on the centrality of informal networks to state formation has shown.®
For example, informal expectations of an individual due to their entanglement in
ties of affinity, kinship or patronage (to name some of the most common in premod-
ern society) were deemed equally legitimate as the formal expectations conferred on
their formal membership role within an organization.”’

63 Paraphrased from Emich, 2016, 72. For a brilliant analysis of manners of social conduct in a seven-
teenth century office see Krischer, 2015.

64Cf. Luhmann, 1999, 304-314.

65Cf. Kiihl, 2011, 120-123.

%6Stollberg-Rilinger, 2013, 7 (transl. mine).

67Cf. recently Stollberg-Rilinger, 2024, 77-87.

%8For the concept of ‘normative competition’ see Karsten and Thiessen, 2015; and more recently a
modified version in Thiessen, 2021; critical of the initial focus on competing norms are Emich, 2015;
Kiihnel, 2018; and Kiihnel, 2021.

90n this topic with regard to Maximilian’s court see the forthcoming Dumont and Zajic, forthcom-
ing. I would like to thank Andreas Zajic for kindly making the introduction to the collection available
to me, even though its findings could not be considered in this paper on time. For an overview cf.
Hoffmann-Rehnitz, 2015; see also Asch, Emich, and Engels, 2011.

7OHence the often contradictory evidence of early modern corruption. See for example Watts, 2018;
Griine and Tolle, 2013.
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Even though we have to be cautious with applying modern concepts such as
the one developed by organization theory on a society as foreign as the sixteenth
century’s, successful applications of the toolkit offered by organization theory on
topics as varied as the cameral court (Reichskammergericht),”! the imperial aulic coun-
cil (Reichshofrat),”* the sixteenth-century Saxon mining administration,”> the Lower
Austrian chamber (Niederdsterreichische Kammer),”* the German Chancery in Lon-
don,” the seventeenth-century English Navy Office,”® and eighteenth-century British
intelligence networks’” impressively show that we stand to gain a fresh perspective
on administrative practice and a better understanding of premodern Habsburg ad-
ministration.

3.1.2 Formalizing the Administration: The Court Chancellery

According to one of the eminent authorities on the subject, hardly any topic has re-
ceived as much attention in the tradition of the Austrian history of administration
as the “administrative reforms’ initiated in the reign of Maximilian 1.7 Of course,
Maximilian was not alone in his efforts to centralize princely authority at the turn
of the sixteenth century. During the conflict-laden period of the late Middle Ages,
increasingly consolidated polities had emerged which shared similar characteristics
by the end of the fifteenth century.”” An increasingly formalized set of adminis-
trative bodies had sprung up at a different pace all across Europe, with the German
principalities having been rather late in this development compared to political enti-
ties in Western Europe. I will focus here mostly on the centralizing tendencies at the
Habsburg court and in the Habsburg hereditary dominions (Erblinder), over which
Maximilian and his predecessor Frederick III had more direct influence, rather than
the Reich or its constituent polities even though it is important to note that many
of the reforms initiated by Maximilian could be interpreted as reactions to pressure
exerted by the ‘imperial reform movement’ (Reichsreformbewegung) around 1500.%
There is, in fact, a host of opinions on the motivations, influences and origins of the
various administrative ordinances issued around 1500, which I will not elaborate on
further.?!

For now it shall suffice to remark that from around 1500, written ordinances for
the central administrative bodies at court and in the regional governments were pub-
lished. They established formal rules detailing terms of membership, hierarchies
and operations of the judicial, financial and epistolary bodies at court and in the
Habsburg dominions. Passing over a series of re-configurations and failed initia-
tives for the sake of clarity, we can characterize the situation around 1510 as such:

71, Stollberg-Rilinger, 2013; Schwarting, 2020.

72Cf, Dorfner, 2015b; Dorfner, 2015a; Schenk, 2022; Schenk, 2023a; Schenk, 2023b.

73Cf. Neumann, 2021a; Neumann, 2021b.

7ACt. Hengerer, 2007.

75Cf. Biihring, 2021.

76Cf. Krischer, 2015

77Cf. Pohlig, 2016.

78Cf. Lackner, 2010, 401; the most important contributions on the topic are still Adler, 1886 and the
(difficult to access) Hollegger, 1983; the most recent overview is offered by Hollegger, 2019; see also the
concise description in Schennach, 2010, 59-72. On Maximilian’s reign in general see the five-volume
biography by Wiesflecker, 1971-1986; and the more concise biography by Hollegger, 2005. For recent
approaches see for example the contributions in Debertol et al., 2022.

79Cf. Watts, 2021; see also the critical approach in Hardy, 2018.

80For a recent critical assessment of the interpretation of this movement see ibid., 249-252.

81For a good introduction and further reading on these ordinances see Heinig, 1999; for the genre in
a European perspective see Widder, 2007; and Widder, 2021.
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at court, the central administrative bodies were the imperial council (Hofrat),*> the
court treasury (Hofkammer) and the court chancellery (Hofkanzlei). These bodies were
in turn mirrored in two regional governments (Regimente) in Innsbruck and Vienna,
each incorporating a complex of Habsburg territories.®* While the regional govern-
ments remained — for the most part — stationary, the central administrative bodies
travelled with the peripatetic court. As a result, there are frequent overlaps between
the court, the central administrative bodies and the domestic household of the em-
peror, a phenomenon that was not unusual but indeed common in European polities
even from a global perspective.®* It is important to keep in mind that these admin-
istrative bodies at court and in the Habsburg regional governments are sometimes
amorphous and barely distinguishable from each other, with some of them espe-
cially poorly developed.®® Whereas some were organized according to the collegiate
principle, the court chancellery, which will be the focus of this section, was formally
monocratic.

The metaphor of the chancellery as the prince’s heart (i.e. the heart of public
authority) was a common one in our period, a result of the chancellery’s purpose
of producing public written records.®® By the early sixteenth century, the Habsburg
court chancellery (not to be confused with the imperial chancellery) did not have a
virtual monopoly on writing in the name of the ruler anymore as chancelleries had
done for much of the Middle Ages, yet it doubtlessly carried the burden of the better
part of the estimated 100.000 charters created during the thirty-year reign of Maxi-
milian 1.% The court chancellery, much like the financial and judicial administrative
bodies, was subject to written ordinances from the late fifteenth century. From other
sources we know that it was made up of around 40 individuals in our period, about
half of which were penmen (secretaries or clerks).*® Specific working hours and pro-
cedures outlined in the ordinances illustrate the workflow and exhort members of
the chancellery among others to uphold secrecy, not to take bribes and generally to
show no favour to individuals from the chancellery’s environment.*’

More importantly, as Cornelia Vismann has pointed out with regard to the or-
dering’ of the court chancellery, it was not people that were primarily addressed but
documents, or rather, the authorized production of documents: “What is regulated
in [the various chancellery ordinances] is grouped around the production of written
documents. Writing is at their centre.””" Isabella Lazzarini’s characterization of late
medieval Italian chanceries as a “place where authority and legitimacy, as well as
authenticity, were defined and formalised” in what would result in a “coherent and
in some degree homogeneous complex of public written records””! is valid for the
court chancellery at the turn of the sixteenth century as well. The various chancellery
ordinances established the chancellery as an arcane space with restricted access in a

820n the imperial council during Maximilian’s reign see Ortlieb, 2003, 225-248.

83For a recent introduction see Hollegger, 2019.

840n the long overstated phenomenon of ‘going out of court’ see Duindam, 2015, 309-311.

85For the imperial treasury which in its original design had essentially ceased to exist by 1510 see
Hollegger, 1983, 149-169.

86Cf. Lazzarini, 2016.

87Cf. Moraw, 1983. Whereas Peter Moraw’s calculations focus specifically on charters, the written
output of the chancellery was indeed much greater, with roughly 500.000 individual sources consid-
ered in the RI collection during Maximilian’s reign.

8The most comprehensive examination of the personnel of the court chancellery is still offered by
Hollegger, 1983, 32-69.

8For a more detailed discussion of formal expectations conferred on official roles see ch. 6.1.

90Vismann, 2000, 164-165 (transl. mine).

91Lazzarini, 2021, 124, 126.
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controlled environment established through sworn oaths, rules of conduct and disci-
plinary regulations, as well as locked doors and trunks.”” The transformations from
dictation to draft to document to registry entry, involving all writing personnel from
chancellor, secretary, scribe, registrator and taxator, was formulated as a rigorously
controlled sequence of multiple readings, re-readings, writings and re-writings, be-
fore the finished document was registered, levied with a tax and ultimately left the
chancellery.”® Each document produced was not merely a piece of writing, but a
claim to documentary authority.”

So much, in short, for the formal stipulations. Of course it has been common
knowledge among historians for some time that “an examination of the social as-
pects of administrative practice, often peculiar to us, reveals more than its technical
procedures.””® By taking into account the court’s perpetual pilgrimage alone, for
instance, we can already gather that the workflow outlined in the ordinances must
have frequently been obstructed.”® This is illustrated, for instance, by a letter from
imperial secretary Vinzenz Rockner to the chancellor from 8 August 1513 on the
state of the chancellery’s personnel.”” In his letter from Worms, we learn that Rock-
ner was planning to travel to Cologne and from there to Maximilian’s court in Lille.
Two other clerks were joining him on his journey from Worms to Cologne as well,
before moving south to Innsbruck. One clerk who had run out of money was go-
ing to travel to Innsbruck directly and another was going to remain at Worms to
help out with the preparations for the next imperial diet. The image of parts of the
chancellery being scattered in an area roughly between the Tyrol and Belgium be-
lies the attention to procedural detail presented in the chancellery ordinances. The
sixteenth-century travelling chancellery, which has to be thought of as a flexible and
mobile cluster of writing professionals, working tools and materials, reminds us
to be cautious of describing premodern administrative bodies in terms of a mod-
ern ‘office.” More generally, we know from numerous studies that the relationship
between the chancellery, the prince and other administrative bodies at court as a
whole is misrepresented in the ordinances. Far from merely overseeing the written
output of decision-making, as the ordinances suggest, we know from contemporary
accounts that individual secretaries from the court chancellery had significant infor-
mal power at court and in policy-making.”® The emperor himself was also known
to undermine the formal framework, for instance deliberating in an informal privy
council and using what has been called his "private chancellery’ (Privatkanzlei) with
Matthdus Lang as its most influential councillor and secretary.””

Should we then, as it was recently put, dismiss these formal administrative or-
dinances as purely "utopian’?'?’ T think this would miss the point for a number of
reasons: first, if we take seriously the theoretical concepts discussed above, we might
conceive of these ordinances not merely as formal expectations conferred on mem-
bership roles, but as explicitly addressing the ‘environment” as well. The swearing-
in on the new ordinance, for instance, seems to have been staged as an event to

92Cf. Williams, 2015b, 352.

%3Vismann, 2000, 162-163.

94Cf. Mokros, 2021.

%Moraw, 1983, 28 (transl. mine).

%For a description of the workflow of the travelling court chancellery under one of Maximilian’s
successors, see Williams, 2015b.

97Vinzenz Rockner to Zyprian von Serntein on 8 August 1513, TLA /Maximiliana/13.256, IX.46.

BWith regard to Maximilian’s court, this issue will be addressed in Dumont and Zajic, forthcoming.
Regarding the “age of secretaries’ more generally cf. Dover, 2016a.

99Gee Moraw, 1991; and more recently Hollegger, 2014.

190¢Cf. Bojcov, 2019, 51-52.
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attract the attention of the wider court and even foreign princes. This is suggested
by a Bavarian envoy’s account in 1498 to his lord, according to which the chan-
cellor, councillors and all the officers at the Habsburg court were sworn in on the
new ordinances.'”! There is also evidence, that some of the ordinances were pub-
lished as printed broadsheets — ideal for public display.'’?> Taking into account these
clues regarding their intended audience and with organization theory in our toolkit,
we could argue that these ordinances to some extent represent the administration’s
Schauseite, the dimension “on display’ for the environment in order to present an ide-
alized version of itself; a representation more or less distinct from its formal and in-
formal dimensions.!”® Another reason why we should not disregard the ordinances
as merely "utopian’ is the simple fact that, as Barbara Stollberg-Rilinger has pointed
out, once there are explicit rules, they can be invoked and insisted upon.'®* We will
encounter several examples of this phenomenon throughout this thesis (see espe-
cially ch. 6.1), but take for example the concern with judicial procedures. There
is numerous evidence that the Lower Austrian Regiment invoked the ordinance of
1510 to fend off Maximilian’s frequent interventions in the judicial process.!’”® In
doing so, they would typically refer to the solemn oath they had sworn to the em-
peror when taking office that prohibited them from violating the ordinance, one time
with a physical copy of the ordinance attached to ‘remind’ the emperor of its stip-
ulations.!” Another example might be found in the papers of Martin Siebenbiirger
(see ch. 1), who had apparently jotted down what seems to be an extract on the
issue of appeals from the 1518 imperial council ordinance in between his notes on
the Lauffner case.!”” Why would he have done so, if they were considered purely
"utopian’ by contemporaries?

To conclude, when I refer to the formal structure of administrative work at the
turn of the sixteenth century throughout this thesis, it is not for the sake of signalling
where practice diverged from the norm. Instead, I will analyze formal expectations
as a point of reference for the individuals who participated in the exercise of power.
Only by paying close attention to the formal "front stage’ can we appraise the in-
formal ‘back stage” of administrative work, on which letter-writing played a crucial
part.

3.2 Main Hypotheses and Outline of the Empirical Part

To summarize, in the previous chapters I have introduced different approaches to
letters in administrative practice in the research on early modern letters and in the
discipline of modern diplomatics, which I have shown to be lacking particularly
with respect to the common binomial of “private” and "public.” I have proposed to
consider the grey areas of letter-writing in Habsburg administration by introduc-
ing the concepts of formality/informality. Furthermore, I have shown how there

101\ fatthdus Schmidl to Duke Albert IV of Bavaria on 2 March 1498, RI XIV,2 n. 5931.

192The ordinance for the Lower Austrian Regiment, for instance, was published in 1501 (I owe this
information to Christian Lackner). For Maximilian’s early endorsement of the printing press for gov-
ernment purposes, cf. Limbach, 2019; and Limbach, 2021.

103Cf. Kiihl, 2011, 136-157; for a premodern example see Neumann, 2021a; and Schenk, 2022.

104¢Cf. Stollberg-Rilinger, 2013, 9-10.

105Gee Hollegger, 1983, 294-304.

106Gee for example Lower Austrian Regiment to Maximilian on 23 November 1510, HH-
StA /Maximiliana, 23-2-30; and Lower Austrian Regiment to Maximilian on 7 February 1511, ibid.,
23-5-15.

197The excerpt entitled Artikhel des hofratz is similar to but not verbatim with the ordinance from 1518,
ONB Cod. 8134, fol. 112v.
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is always a formal and informal dimension to administrative practice and that pre-
modern officials were often confronted with formal expectations as members of an
administrative body as well as — possibly conflicting but nevertheless legitimate —
informal ones by the environment. By taking a closer look at the formalization of
the court chancellery, I went on to suggest that even though research has frequently
pointed out the discrepancies between norms and practice we should not dismiss
formal expectations, arguing that there is a difference between the front stage and
back stage of administrative work.

Having outlined the major theoretical framework for this thesis, let me now
again return to its primary topic: letters.!’ Now, if we take a look at the extant
sources of the court chancellery we will see for one that the strict procedural steps
outlined in the chancellery ordinance only applied to certain types of documents,
namely charters and letters patent of a probative or dispositive nature. This is not
all that surprising, after all we have seen that the chancellery’s physical space and
complex procedure of creating authentic documents served to guarantee the prince’s
documentary authority, which was best expressed in the power to grant privileges,
dispense justice or give orders. However, charters or letters patent, i.e. documents
in which the prince (or someone acting in his name) performed an authoritative act,
only make up part of the documents that today lie in the Maximiliana.'” A con-
siderable portion of the fond is made up of what we would more easily identify as
letters,''’ many of them authored by Habsburg officials. A large amount of these
letters reflects the day-to-day coordination of administrative work; transmitting in-
formation, requesting or supporting decisions. How can we conceive of these letters
from the viewpoint of organization theory? Let me quote one last definition of the
‘official letter” to approach the issue, one put forward by the linguist Karl Ermert:

"Official” letters are exchanged, for example, between business partners,
between companies, between government authorities, between compa-
nies and government authorities on the one hand and private individuals
on the other. It is constitutive for the official sphere of action (offizieller
Handlungsbereich) that at least one of the participants is guided (gesteuert)
by behavioural expectations and norms which derive from an official role
within the framework of social ‘organizations’ [...] and that these pat-
terns of behaviour (Verhaltensmuster) are binding to a higher degree than
in the private sphere. The scope for deviation from these behavioural
norms is relatively smaller, and violations of the norm may have more
severe consequences for the perpetrator in their ‘official” position and
possibly for their social status as well. !

Ermert’s rarely adopted definition is a powerful one because it does not essen-
tialize the letter writer’s identity, but instead emphasizes expectations towards the
author of a letter in one specific context, which may well differ from expectations in

1081t is important to note that the formal chancellery output (charters, deeds etc.) was typically re-
ferred to in German as brief, i.e. letter, in contemporary sources. The documents more easily identified
as letters in our contemporary sense, on the other hand, might also be described as brief or sometimes
schreiben. For a brief overview on terminology see Holzapfl, 2008, 8-11; see also Diilfer, 1957.

109For a good overview of document types (including lists, protocols, inventories etc.) one can en-
counter at premodern courts see the contributions in Paravicini, 2007; see also Heinig, 1998.

107t is important to note that the formal chancellery output (charters, deeds etc.) was typically re-
ferred to as brief or prief, i.e. letter, in contemporary sources. Cf. on the source terminology Diilfer,
1957; for a recent, brief overview of the long-standing discussion on the distinction of charters and
letters in the discipline of diplomatics see Holzapfl, 2008, 8-11.

M Ermert, 1979, 76 (transl. mine).
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another context. Thus, it takes into account the different roles an individual might
inhabit. As for the second part of the definition, according to which an official role
is more binding than one in a private context, the argument may have some validity
for modern organizations but there are a number of concerns in a premodern setting.
As mentioned above (ch. 3.1.1), premodern society was characterized by normative
ambiguity, meaning informal expectations might be considered just as valid as for-
mal ones in a given situation. Now, I want to argue that the practice of letter-writing
among Habsburg officials which we have identified as one aspect of the informal
back stage of administrative practice was significantly impacted by informal expec-
tations.

The observation that the correspondence among Habsburg officials represents
one aspect of the informal 'back stage” of premodern administration alone has some
merit. Paired with the more general observation that “[t]he early modern state trans-
acted its administrative business, for the most part, in personal letters,”''2 it ad-
dresses the grey area in the research on early modern letters in politics and admin-
istration identified in Chapter 2. The latter phenomenon has often led to this type
of correspondence being labelled as private, familiar, or personal. I would like to
argue that communication on the informal back stage of premodern administration
was itself structured by informal expectations from the environment. Thus, individ-
uals were not only (or sometimes not even primarily) addressed in their "‘public’ role,
but in their role as “friends,” kin, patrons or other informal roles they may assume.
Because of this complex entanglement of informal back stage and expectations in-
formed by the environment’s social norms, the informal written communication
among officials can appear on a spectrum ranging from the inconspicuous side let-
ter as a tool of administration, to the overt letter of patronage most often discussed
in research. Moreover, as we will see, the line between formality and informality
was permeable and reliant on different factors. An estimation of the communicative
situation may change from letter to letter and has to take into account both the re-
lationship between sender and recipient (which in turn is subject to change) as well
as possible secondary audiences. When I started working on this thesis, my inten-
tion was to discuss a ‘genre’ of informal letter, a label which is not easy to reconcile
with the interplay between formality and informality displayed in the source mate-
rial. Clear categorizations are sometimes difficult to make and more often it will be
prudent to pinpoint phenomena on a continuum within an ’formality-informality-
span.’!t?

In the following chapters, I will show in a number of case studies how we might
gain a better understanding of the agents and tools of statecraft at the turn of the
sixteenth century by viewing the epistolary exchange among Habsburg officers as
traversing between formal and informal dimensions of administrative practice. I
will pay particular attention to three factors which strike me as central to officials’
letter-writing practice:

* access — letters among Habsburg officials were often transmitted via informal
communication channels based on personal ties. These channels often ran par-
allel to, crossed, or even countered formal communication channels.

* sociability — these letters often contain information that is seemingly at odds
with the purpose of official business and/or are written in a style which has
led many to label them as "private.” I want to argue that in many cases the

112Magnusson, 1999, 103.
1130n the latter see Pohlig, 2021, 40-41.



3.2. Main Hypotheses and Outline of the Empirical Part 23

letter itself as well as its contents (e.g. the exchange of news) was understood
to fulfil informal expectations of sociability, following a logic of gift exchange.

¢ custody — the letters analyzed in this thesis are of an ephemeral character, their
survival in institutional or family archives is often accidental. I will argue that
the afterlife of these letters and the conflictual question of custody vs. pos-
session of records is an important factor in interpreting informal epistolary
networks.

In the next chapter I will describe in greater detail the question of access in letters
among Habsburg officials. By taking into consideration the research on communi-
cation channels in early modern diplomacy (ch. 4.1), I will establish a framework
for discussing the interplay of formal and informal communication channels at the
Habsburg court more generally (ch. 4.2) before moving on to a specific case study on
the correspondence between Court Chancellor Zyprian von Serntein and the vidame
of the duchy of Lower Austria, Lorenz Saurer (ch. 4.3).

The following discussion of news in letters as an expression of sociability in Chap-
ter 5 can rely on another vibrant field of research (introduced in ch. 5.1). However,
the peculiarities of news correspondence at the turn of the sixteenth century which
are little discussed in research require an analysis of the materiality of news at the
Habsburg court (ch. 5.2). The section that follows contains two case studies. The
first pays particular attention to the circulation of news among Habsburg officials
by example of Zyprian von Serntein’s news correspondence (ch. 5.3.1). The second
case study briefly explores the relationship between formal and informal expecta-
tions connected to the transmission of news as service or gift before moving on to an
example from the Serntein-Saurer correspondence which exposes the overlaps and
interplay of formality and informality in news correspondence (ch. 5.3.2).

Chapter 6 is dedicated both to the afterlife of letters and an examination of how
the letter writers perceived of their role as officials. Starting with the latter, I will
describe in greater detail how Habsburg officials reflected on formal expectations
in their letters (ch. 6.1). In the second part of this chapter (ch. 6.2), I will further
explore the main themes that emerged by paying close attention to the main corpus
of sources for this thesis, the Maximiliana collection of 'state papers’. In a first step, I
will more generally consider the question of custody or possession of official papers
and letters in premodern administration (ch. 6.2.1) before moving on to the material
evidence offered by Zyprian von Serntein’s papers (ch. 6.2.2).
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Chapter 4

Rules of Access

At the beginning of the seventeenth century, Emperor Matthias received an anony-
mous complaint regarding the state of the court chancellery.''* The way things were,
the chancellor could not possibly be made responsible for the chancellery’s written
output, as many issues were dealt with by particular secretaries without his knowl-
edge. The biggest issue, the author felt, was that the court chancellor had over the
years lost his position of scrinium principis. Fortunately, all these problems could be
resolved provided “the old chancellery instructions are observed and the chancellor
is restored in his command,”!'® i.e. to make the chancellor “director of all incom-
ing papers” once more. To emphasize his point, the author attached the ordinance
issued for Chancellor Bernhard Cles in 1528.!'° This ordinance indeed had given
the chancellor authority over “each and every post that arrives from Spain, France,
Italy, Hungary, Bohemia, Germany or other places in our hereditary lands.”*'” The
postmaster was instructed to hand out the post addressed to Ferdinand I, his chan-
cellor or any other person to nobody else but the chancellor, neither was he to send
any posts without his knowledge. He was to receive all written communication ad-
dressed to the court, present it to the places where decisions were made (i.e. the
prince and/or his council), and issue a response. According to the ordinance, then,
the chancellor was formally equipped with full control over any written communi-
cation entering or leaving the chancellery.

These formal stipulations — instituted roughly 100 years prior — evidently suited
the aspirations of the author of the grievance. Yet we might ask how much of a
formal restraint was really exerted on information flows and communication net-
works in premodern politics and administration and whether the regulations issued
in 1528 were themselves aspirational. As will be shown in the following chapters,
the findings of this thesis suggest that the formal communication channel was just
one among many informal ones which often ran parallel to, crossed, or even coun-
tered the official channel. The question of the interplay between formal and informal
communication channels will be the topic of this chapter. In a first step, I will review
recent approaches to parallel communication channels in research on early modern
diplomacy (ch. 4.1). In the sections that follow, I will first present some general
findings on communication channels in our period (ch. 4.2) before moving on to a
specific case study. The latter will shed light on the correspondence between Zyprian
von Serntein and Lorenz Saurer, two officers who make for a particularly revealing
case regarding access to formal and informal communication channels (ch. 4.3).

14Edited in Fellner, 1907, 386-388. Even though the grievance is anonymous, Emperor Matthias’s
answer suggests that it was the chancellor himself who authored it.

15 welchen mit disem zu remedieren, wan die alten canzleiinstructionen gehalten und ainen canzler oder
vicecanzler sein von alters hero gebiirendes commando gelassen..., ibid., 388.

16For the ordinance of 1528 see ibid., 238-246; on Cles’s "paper chancellery’ cf. Williams, 2016.

117 All und jede posten, si kommen aus Hispanien Frankreich Italien Hungern Behaimb Teutschland oder von
andern ortn aus unsern erblanden..., Fellner, 1907, 239.
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4.1 Parallel Channels in Premodern Diplomacy

The following literature review might surprise the reader at this point, as it mostly
concerns examples from seventeenth and eighteenth-centuries diplomacy. After all,
the seventeenth century is still considered a watershed moment for European diplo-
macy.!'® However, the development of new forms of diplomacy has traditionally
been identified for the period under investigation here. And even though scepti-
cism in employing terms such as formal and informal regarding the status of diplo-
mats — Isabella Lazzarini prefers the term “occasional diplomacy”'" in her study
on late medieval Italian diplomacy instead — is not unjustified, there is no doubt
that the increase in volume of diplomatic correspondence in the Italian polities had
led to a process of formalization of diplomatic correspondence and communication
channels in Europe by the end of the fifteenth century already.'”” In fact, even the
few examples of diplomatic correspondence of Habsburg diplomats available for the
turn of the century already closely resemble the more sophisticated Italian practices
of diplomatic reporting.'?!

In any case, what this literature review means to achieve is not a comparison
of diplomatic practices, but to highlight a particular aspect of epistolary communi-
cation: that of the relationship between formal and informal communication chan-
nels. Basically, what we see in all these examples is the more or less harmonious
co-existence of different tracks of communication, some of them more, some of them
less formal; with informal communication channels often based on a personal con-
nection. These channels often ran parallel to, crossed, or even countered formal
communication channels. What the following diachronic examples from all over Eu-
rope have in common is that there is a sense of boundary-drawing which translates
to different practices between correspondence through formal and informal chan-
nels. They share certain key elements which to a certain degree can also be found in
the letter networks of sixteenth century Habsburg officers. These key elements will
guide my analysis of communication channels throughout this chapter.

From earliest examples we can see that the distinction of different communica-
tion channels always concerned questions of access. This is already visible in fif-
teenth century Milan. As Francesco Senatore has shown, fifteenth-century Milanese
diplomats were instructed to distinguish lettere communi from lettere separate, espe-
cially when it came to news; a rare example of a formal separation of channels.'??
According to Francesco Sforza’s instruction from 1458, a diplomat was to write in
a manner that the letters could be shown to anyone where necessary, and because
some parts may be shown to one but not the other, he was to separate the different
matters in several letters or sheets.!”” In premodern Italy, this separation of confi-
dential and shareable news which served to control the dissemination of information
or restrict the circle of recipients was a common practice and testament to a sophis-
ticated system of news management (see also ch. 5).!%*

There are frequent examples of this separation of confidential issues in early
modern English diplomacy as well, albeit not as a formalized practice. For instance,

118For a recent introduction to the vibrant field of New Diplomatic History see Goetze and Oetzel,
2024.

191 azzarini, 2015, 133.

120For a recent introduction see Condren and Luiten, 2024; on fifteenth century Italian diplomatic
practices and sources see especially Lazzarini, 2015; and Senatore, 1998.

121Cf, Lutter, 1998, 92, 120-122 on the comparison of Habsburg and Venetian diplomacy 1495-1508.

122Cf Senatore, 1998, 232-242.

123¢f. ibid., 232.

1245ee also Infelise, 2002, 31-32.
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in 1583 Francis Walsingham instructs Edward Stafford in France thus: “I pray you
hereafter, when you write of some secret matter, let it be in a "by-paper” and not in
your general letter, which I must needs show to divers of my lords.”!?> Similarly, Sir
Robert Cecil later elaborates on his practice of communicating over different chan-
nels in a letter to George Carew:

I pray you also remember to direct your advertisements of things done,
of publicq purposes in future, and (of your demands and necessities) to
the whole Consells, and not to me in particuler, for I am much absent
from Court [...]: and therefore in my absence, it is some trouble, because
I'am fayne to delivre the publicq advertisements out of your letters singly
directed to me, wherein are commonly some private things, which being
ouvertures of some plotts intended, or hopes of some services to be done
by some speciall men (which are things to be carried more privately) are
not to be read by others, then by the Queen and my self. I pray you
therefore make separation of these things when there is cause [...]'%°

Cecil would sometimes even revoke instructions given in the ‘general’ letter in a
secretarial hand through a parallel holograph side letter.'”” Apart from separating
general from confidential information due to security concerns, however, there is
also evidence that contemporaries understood different channels of communication
to address different roles. This is best illustrated in a letter from Thomas Sherley
who advises the Earl of Leicester to

wryte one letter unto the boddy of the councell, as well as to pryvate
frendes, for I have benne so sayd unto by soome of your lordships fren-
des, that, in these cases, they are to deale for your lordship as councellors,
and nott as pryvate frendes; that pryvate letters be nott taken knowlege
of in councell.'?®

In this interesting case, we see a clear separation of communication channels de-
pending on the role in which the person is addressed (on this issue see ch. 6.1). In
English diplomacy, these "particular letters” or ‘side papers” were a common episto-
lary practice up until the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries when they were for-
malized as genre physically distinct from official dispatches.'*’

All the imperial envoys to the congress of Westphalia, too, corresponded with
high-ranking members of the court through informal channels in addition to their
regular dispatches to the emperor, as Dorothée Goetze has shown.'*’ These let-
ters, referred to by contemporaries as side letters (nebenschreiben) to distinguish them
from formal dispatches, were more informal in style (which is not to say that they
were without form) but Goetze stresses their dependency on the official channel.
The information sent through informal channels was often complementary to infor-
mation that passed through formal ones, supplementing what could not be voiced
or addressed in official dispatches.'*! The emperor was aware of these side letters

125gchneider, 2005, 69-70. For the use of informal correspondence aside from official channels by
Thomas Cromwell in the first half of the sixteenth century see Burge, 2022, 43-45.

126Fyll quote in Hunt, 2016, 195-196.

127¢f. ibid., 196-197.

128Partially cited in Schneider, 2005, 69; for the full quote see Bruce, 1844, 182.

129Cf. Hunt, 2016, 207-208.

130Cf. Goetze, 2021; and Goetze, forthcoming. I would like to thank Dorothée Goetze for kindly
making her forthcoming paper on diplomatic letter-writing available to me.

131Cf, Goetze, 2021, 153-158.
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which seem to have circulated in specific groups at court. According to Goetze, they
offered envoys among others the chance to critically evaluate the ongoings at the
congress, transmit sensitive information, maintain patronage relationships and net-
works at court, and guarantee a more direct access to the emperor. Finally, Goetze
observes that side letters carried no signs of having passed through the formal chan-
cellery procedures and indeed were often holograph letters to signal closeness be-
tween author and recipient.

Communicating over separate channels could lead to a "highly confusing situa-
tion” as Anuschka Tischer has observed for the French delegation at the Westphalian
peace congress.132 In this case, the different streams and layers of communication
resulted from conflicts between factions at court as well as within the delegation.
Not unusual for diplomatic practice at the time, the official channel from the royal
council (Conseil d’en haut) to the French delegation was supplemented by the in-
formal correspondence between Mazarin and the envoys. More significantly, how-
ever, Mazarin also indirectly instructed the third envoy at the congress, his client
Abel Servien, through his secretary Hugues de Lionne, who was the nephew of
Servien. Through his nephew, Servien maintained good relations with Mazarin,
was able to place confidants in critical positions of influence and was regularly bet-
ter informed than his colleague and rival, the head of the delegation Jean-Antoine
d’Avaux, whom he would successfully oust as a result. This example shows that
communication channels based on informal ties were not only ‘supplementary,” but
could effectively trump formal channels in diplomatic practice.

It is this social logic of epistolary communication which Ulrike Vogel has empha-
sized in her paper on early modern diplomatic writing.'**> By closely observing the
six separate letters sent by the French ambassador to the Ottoman Empire, Pierre Gi-
rardin, on 10 March 1687, she demonstrates that the information flow between Con-
stantinople and Versaille was “fragmented according to the social logic of clientage,
friendship, and 1<inship.”134 In addition to his official dispatches to the king, Gi-
rardin would strategically distribute information in 'supplementary” letters, for in-
stance to the secretary of state for foreign affairs, Colbert de Croissy, to whom he was
obliged as a client in a vertical relationship, as well as Croissy’s secretary Frangois
Blondel, who acted as Girardin’s “friend” within Croissy’s departement, supplying
him with advice, opinions on his performance at court and unofficial instructions.
“This rather complicated procedure,” Vogel argues,

makes sense if we consider that early modern bureaucratic practice was
structured by the logic of personal allegiance and patronage, with min-
isters considering themselves loyal servants to their princes rather than
to their states. Further down the social architecture of power, an officer’s
loyalty was more with his patron than with the abstract notion of a polity,
or even with the king.!®

Here, the formal channel once again is just one among a variety of informal ones
in which information as a valuable resource served to satisfy the requirements of
royal service, ‘friendship” or kinship and where personal allegiance could be more
palpable to contemporaries than abstract formal expectations.

132Cf. Tischer, 2005.

133Cf. Vogel, 2019, esp. 193-197.

134ihid., 197.

135ibid., 194; on this issue see also Thiessen, 2010.
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From the above examples we can see that the phenomenon of parallel communi-
cation channels was common to different European political and administrative cul-
tures at different times.'*® Informal communication channels might be maintained
to restrict access to confidential information, to gain privileged access to the centre of
decision-making or to address issues not suitable for formal channels. More impor-
tantly, many relied on informal relationships and as such were often semantically
distinguished as the “particular’ from the ‘general,’'*” for instance as side letters
or separate letters. Attentive readers will also have noticed certain similarities to
the concept of Privatdienstschreiben in modern diplomatics (see ch. 2.2), i.e. 'semi-
private’ correspondence between government agents on business matters. How-
ever, the above studies all stress that letters transmitted through informal channels
should not be considered private in our contemporary sense.'>® While it is true that
these channels offered a way to avoid the official record or to restrict the number of
recipients and even though these letters often employed a familiar style and tone,
they were neither private in the sense of an exclusive two-way exchange, nor were
they necessarily based on strong emotional feelings. Letters sent through informal
channels interacted with and often supplemented their formal counterpart, were of-
ten accepted — or rather, expected — to circulate beyond the original recipient, and
conveyed intimacy by employing affective language even in cases where the corre-
spondents had never met in person. We can attribute the use of this language to
the function these letters served in a political culture structured by personal ties of
allegiance rather than abstract notions of state service, where information was "frag-
mented” according to both formal and informal expectations.

4.2 ’Supplementary’ Letters and the Official Channel

Keeping in mind some of the key aspects of parallel communication channels from
the literature review above, let us consider some questions with respect to letter-
writing at and around the early sixteenth-century Habsburg court: can we recognize
a distinction of different communication channels and if so, did Habsburg officials
apply a distinct semantic label to their correspondence maintained through informal
channels, for example by distinguishing the “general” from the "particular’? In what
way did letters sent through informal channels interact with official documents?
And finally, what evidence is available regarding the intended audiences of episto-
lary communication?

Before we get into the questions posed above, it is important to consider the
material conditions of letter-writing as it is already informative regarding the rela-
tionship between formal and informal channels. To send a letter, a Habsburg officer
would either employ a special courier or, from about the turn of the century, use the
postal service; a system of couriers posted at strategic relay stations.'® Premodern

136For further examples see Haug, 2020; for eighteenth-century France and Prussia see Dade, 2008;
for the imperial diplomacy of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries see Miiller, 1976, 42-59; for
eighteenth-century ministers of state see Schick, 2020.

137The official channel was referred to as canaux ordinaires in the informal correspondence between
Madame de Maintenon and the Princesse des Ursins, a particularly interesting case of parallel com-
munication channels in early modern diplomacy. See especially Bastian, 2013, 142-168; and the recent
summary in Bastian, 2020.

138Cf. ibid., 851; Goetze, 2021, 146; Vogel, 2019, 194.

139For the early Habsburg postal service that existed from at least the end of the fifteenth century
see especially the dated but informative Ohmann, 1909; for the development of postal networks more
generally see Behringer, 2003; also Raymond and Moxham, 2016.
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letters were typically not delivered as single items, but in parcels which usually con-
tained multiple letters and various other documents. Thus, before a letter reached
its final destination, it might have gone through the hands of multiple intermedi-
aries; very much unlike the common image of letter-writing as a closed two-way
exchange between sender and recipient or the “flat, fossilized, twodimensional arte-
facts”*’ we encounter in archives today. To modern historians, as Arnold Hunt has
put it, reconstructing the transmission and forwarding of letters and enclosures “can
very often feel like trying to assemble a jigsaw puzzle with an unknown number of
missing pieces.” !

The quasi-nomadic lifestyle at court and in the service of Maximilian certainly
complicated day-to-day communication and put letter-writers in a constant state of
uncertainty where and how to transmit letters safely.'*> One way to appreciate this
problem is by closely examining a very common phenomenon of letter-writing in
the Maximiliana, the writing about letters. Frequent references to "accompanying’
(hiebeiliegend) letters and documents suggest that contemporaries were familiar with
handling document compounds — what we might call “epistolary ensembles” !4 —
rather than single letters, with supplementary letters detailing the rules of access. To
illustrate this phenomenon, let me quote at length a passage from a letter sent from
Matthdus Lang jointly to Zyprian von Serntein and Jakob Villinger:

Dear chancellor and Villinger. The night before last I received post from
you, chancellor, in which you sent me many letters (vill brief) from Italy,
which missed me on my way up and were sent by post to Trier. Among
them were also several letters addressed to His Majesty, which I have
opened, and beside that (darneben) your letter dated Trier on the Monday
before Whitsun, and I thank you kindly for your account of the delibera-
tions at the diet, knowing and hoping you will be diligent in all things.

During this night I received another post from Italy. I opened it, kept it
overnight and drew from it (daraus geczaichennt) what I needed for bet-
ter instruction (zu besser unnderricht). Then I closed it again and added
the above-mentioned letters from Italy sent by you and bound them to-
gether in a parcel to Jakob de Banissis. I am sending you the same parcel
herewith; you may open it and, after reading the letters, close it again
and forward it swiftly to Jakob de Banissis. From these letters you will
receive various news from [Alberto Pio] Da Carpi and on the state of
everything else.

Furthermore, in the post I received this night, I also received a parcel
from the Regiment at Innsbruck addressed to you, which I have opened
in good faith (im bessten gedffennt). In it I found a letter to His Majesty,
which I have also read and I am sending this parcel to you as well; in it
you will find various news, especially about the Swiss.'**

140Boran, Matthews-Schlinzig, and Signed, Sealed, and Undelivered, 2019, 65.

141Hunt, 2016, 206. On the character and function of enclosures in early modern diplomatic practice
see Oetzel, forthcoming. I would like to thank Lena Oetzel for kindly making her forthcoming paper
available to me.

142E6r the drawbacks of a life “on the road’ see Noflatscher, 1999, 322-329; and Williams, 2016.

143Daybell and Gordon, 2016, 10.

1441 jeber her canntzler und Villinger. An vorder nachts hab ich posst von euch her canntzler emphanngen,
darinnen ir mir vill brief aus Italia, so mich an meinem heraufziehen verirret haben und auf der posst gen Trier
gefurt worden seind, zugeschikht habt. Darunder seind auch etlich brieff an die ksl. Mt. lautennd gewest, die
hab ich gedffennt auch darneben eur schreiben des dat. ist zu Trier am Monntag vor Pfingsten verstannden und
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Serntein was to forward the parcel to Villinger after having read the letters within.
This fairly common type of epistolary ensemble is revealing as to how letters were
transported in the vicinity of the court: parcels of letters addressed (uberschriben) to
individual officers, the emperor, or administrative bodies were transported along
established routes, regularly opened upon arrival and the letters inside scanned for
external addresses, and once again re-sealed and forwarded. Supplementary letters
such as the one cited above outlined the rules of access. They guided the recipient
which letters he ought to read and which to forward. At each destination, additional
documents might be added and bound into a parcel with existing mail to be sent to
the next addressee. I call it a practice common in the vicinity of the court, because
for most of these parcels the court was either the point of departure or arrival. This
practice of epistolary circulation may also add to our understanding of a distinction
between official vs. informal channels if we inquire after the rules of access.

Already in Matthdus Lang’s letter cited above we see that Lang opened letters
addressed to the emperor without hesitation. In fact, my tentative findings suggest
that certain expectations existed regarding access to what we might call ‘official” or at
least more formal channels of communication. Paying close attention to the scattered
evidence available, we can see that it was not unusual for officials to "tap in” on
communication directed towards the imperial court. This was particularly common
at places like Innsbruck, an important intersection of the information flow along the
postal route from the Netherlands and the Reich to Italy, and the East-West route
from Vienna to Freiburg im Breisgau.'*> For instance, there are frequent examples
of the Innsbruck Regiment opening and re-sealing letters addressed to Maximilian,
sometimes even letters addressed to the emperor’s ‘own hands.”'*® We know this,
because the Regiment would often add a supplementary letter to the re-sealed letter,
explaining that they had read it in good faith” (im besten aufgetan) or had opened it
because they had received information on the matter in the past. Of course, they
would not have known what issues a letter dealt with (let alone its author) from
the address alone, but it seems likely that this was evident from other side letters or
the Postzettel; sheets detailing the travel route of parcels.'*” At times, copies of the
letters addressed to the emperor were added as loose sheets (offern copeyen) so one
did not have to open the letter.'*8 In general, however, it seems that the expectations
regarding access to official epistolary streams were somewhat uncertain and might
lead to conflict if the communication flow was interrupted (for an example see ch.
5.3.1). Rather than claiming access then, it seems to have been more common to send

sag euch eurs annzaigenns was auf dem reichstag gehanndelt wirdet hiemit fruntlichen danngkh und versiche
mich und verhoff ir wisst und werdet vleyss thuen damit all sachen recht von stat geen. / So ist mir auch an
nechten abermals ain posst aus Italia zuekomen. Die hab ich gedffennt, ubernacht alhie auffgehallten und was
not gewest ist mir zu besser unnderricht daraus geczaichennt und widerumb zuegemacht und die obberurten
brief aus Italia, so mir wie obsteet von euch zuegeschikht worden sind, darzue gethan und in ain pakeet an den
Jacoben de Bannissis zusammengebunden. Dasselbig paket schikh ich euch hiemit; das wellet dffnen und nach
verlesung der brief an die ksl. Mt. lautend widerumb zuesliessen und dem berurten Jacoben de Bannissis aufs
furderlichist zueschikhen. Daraus werdet ir allerlay neuzeittungen von dem von Carpi und anndern und wie
sonnst all sachen steen woll vernemen. / Verrer so ist mir auch in ytzgemelter nechtiger posst unnder annderm
ain pakeet von dem regimennt zu Ynnsprugkh auf euch lautennd zuekomen; das hab ich im bessten gedffennt.
Darinnen ainen brief an die ksl. Mt. gefunden und denselben auch verlesen und schikh euch solh pakeet hiemit
auch zue; daraus werdet ir auch allerlay neuzeittungen und sonnderlich der sweyzer halben versteen, Matthdus
Lang to Zyprian von Serntein and Jakob Villinger on 30 May 1512, HHStA /Maximiliana, 27-2-70.

145Cf. Behringer, 1990, 22.

146Gee e.g. HHStA/Maximiliana, 31-1-50; ibid., 31-1-56; ibid., 31-2-9; TLA /Maximiliana/13.256,
VIL157.

47 For an example of a Postzettel see HHStA /Maximiliana, 19-2-86.

1485ee for example HHStA /Maximiliana, 25-2-15; ibid., 25-2-68.
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accompanying side letters detailing terms of access.

In contrast, letters addressed not to the emperor but to individual officers were
typically not opened without previous consent. Take the example of Johann Storch,
envoy to the Swiss diets. Worried that his letters had not arrived after not receiving
an answer to the last four of his diplomatic reports, he wrote to Chancellor Serntein
that

I was concerned that you had not been at court and therefore these doc-
uments were not brought before His Majesty; that they were withheld
until your return because they were addressed to your self (zu euern han-
den). Therefore, as you can see, | was compelled to change the address.'*’

Storch would typically address his diplomatic reports not to the emperor directly
but to Chancellor Serntein, which we know from another letter in which he once
again apologized for addressing his reports to the emperor, fearing Serntein might
not be at court and thinking it inappropriate for the letters to be passed around (durch
vil hende hyn und wider zu beutlen)."™ To conclude, we can see that certain channels
of epistolary communication were more readily accessible than others.

In the literature review on diplomatic correspondence in the previous section
we have seen that contemporaries would often refer to letters sent through infor-
mal channels as “side letters,” ‘particular letters,” or 'separate letters’ to distinguish
them from ’general letters’ or even canaux ordinaires. For the period under examina-
tion, such a clear distinction — given the low degree of formalization — did not exist.
However, occasionally letter-writers would refer to their letters as being sent “sep-
arately’ (sonderlich, in sonderhait, sonder).">! For instance, the secretary at the chan-
cellery of the Innsbruck Regiment wrote to Chancellor Serntein in 1514 that “I believe
it is unnecessary for me to always bother Your Grace with another [letter] separately
(daneben in sonders) when I sent the Regiment’s letters to you.”!>? Even though sunder
is indeed synonymous to the Latin privatus which entered the German vocabulary in
the course of the sixteenth century,'> the use of the word is not (yet) precise enough
to describe a certain type of document.

Although there is no clear semantic distinction between formal and informal
channels then, it should be clear by now that what we do find several examples of
in the Maximiliana is the practice of sending separate or supplementary letters much
like the phenomenon of side letters” observed in the literature review on diplomatic
correspondence above. In fact, the only researcher to have described the correspon-
dence of Zyprian von Serntein — one of the main protagonists of the following case
study (ch. 4.3) — in greater detail, has noted these side letters as one of its main
characteristics:

While the official documents (Akten) themselves are addressed to the
king, the side letter (Begleitschreiben) is usually addressed to Serntein. It

199 .das ich fursorg hab ir nit zu hoff gewest; deffhalb solich schrifften irer Mt. nit furbracht unnd bis
auf euer zukunft dweil die zu euern handen steen verhalten seyen. Darum ich die uberschrifft wie ir sehent
anders zu stellen bewegt worden bin, Johann Storch to Zyprian von Serntein on 7 January 1513, HH-
StA /Maximiliana, 28-5-4.

150Johann Storch to Zyprian von Serntein on 21 April 1512, HHStA /Maximiliana, 27-1-38.

151For an early example from mid-fifteenth century Tyrol where in addition to official letters more
informal letters were sent in sunderhait see Woelki, 2020, 311-314.

152G0¢ Hans Kantz to Serntein on 8 April 1514, HHStA /Maximiliana, 31-2-16. For similar examples
see ibid., 27-3-43; ibid., 29-2-106; ibid., 30-2-36; ibid., 37-3-54.

153Cf. Moos, 2004, 44. In Swiss administrative ordinances around 1500, the term sunderig appears
synonymous to heimlich and opposed to gemein. See the cited passages in Groebner, 2000, 179, 205, 215.
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often reveals conditions and circumstances that are not contained in the
official document itself, but sometimes supplement it significantly.!>*

This certainly sounds like the type of parallel channel of correspondence com-
mon in early modern diplomacy; communication channels through which addi-
tional concerns, perhaps not fit for the official channel, could be voiced. The next
section will pay close attention to one such correspondence with respect to its "social
logic” in informal relationships, but for now, let me briefly talk about the interac-
tion of such letters with the “official” channel. I believe this necessary because even
though the supplementary or side letters in Serntein’s correspondence are typically
described as ’official” in research, they have often been called 'private” in the same
sentence. For instance, Reinhold Stollenmayer has noted that Serntein’s correspon-
dence has a “highly private character” even though it was in “close relation to the
chancellor’s official position at court.”'>> Similarly, Hans Moser in his study of the
court chancellery has emphasized the “highly private elements”'*® of Serntein’s of-
ficial letters (Amtsbriefe), and according to Heinz Noflatscher the chancellor had in
private written copious amounts of letters to his friends on court affairs.'”” Once
again, the casual use of the term "private’ is the source of this contradiction and is as
usual difficult to interpret. Therefore, let us for one examine its implied meaning of
a ‘private’ two-way exchange.

To that end, let’s have another look at diplomatic correspondence in our period.
In this case the correspondence of the envoys to the Swiss cantons in 1512/13.1%% Wil-
helm Reichenbach, envoy to several Swiss diets (Tagsatzungen), regularly reported to
the emperor on the progress of his mission. Beside his official dispatches, Reichen-
bach maintained a regular correspondence with Chancellor Zyprian von Serntein,
typically accompanying his official reports. In his letters to Serntein, Reichenbach
would often write about issues which are conspicuously absent in his reports to his
royal master. Among them are, of course, issues very commonly addressed by diplo-
mats such as lacking funds. Sometimes Reichenbach would also write to Serntein on
his own behalf (meiner Sachen). It is perhaps no surprise that some of Reichenbach’s
more demanding letters were addressed to Serntein rather than the emperor. In
one of his letters, Reichenbach threatens to abandon his mission and travel to the
emperor’s court himself if he does not receive a decision by a certain deadline, re-
proachfully appealing to Serntein that:

even though I know you do not care whether I stay here or ride away, I
still wanted to report this to you because of my good faith in you, because
you are His Majesty’s chancellor [acting] in the name of His Majesty and
also because of my great distress.'”’

Certainly Reichenbach could not have addressed the emperor directly in this
way, at least in his official capacity. And certainly, he still expected the message to

134Gtollenmayer, 1920, 21 (transl. mine). Similarly Metzig, 2016, 151 on the sources of the diplomatic
mission at Blois in 1504 /05, according to whom the side letters (Begleitschreiben) from Lang to Serntein
are the most revealing on diplomatic practice.

1558t011enmayer, 1920, 21 (transl. mine).

156Moser, 1977, 205 (transl. mine).

157Cf. Noflatscher, 1999, 300, 328.

1580