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FREDERICK THE GREAT

‘A superbly wise and accomplished biographer’ Dominic Sandbrook, Sunday Times, Books of the Year

‘In Tim Blanning, Frederick has found the ideal biographer. A leading Cambridge-based historian of early modern Europe, with a particular expertise in Habsburg studies, he knows the period and the archives as well as anyone alive. Where previous lives have focused on one aspect or another of the subject, this one is as authoritative on literature and music as on the more martial arts. Blanning evokes Old Fritz in all his cold-blooded brilliance, ranging from the king’s operatic tastes to his gastronomic and erotic predilections’ Daniel Johnson, Sunday Times

‘Highly readable and deeply researched’ Andrew Roberts, Mail on Sunday

 ‘Magisterial and insightful … This is a remarkable portrait of an exceptionally complex man, as readable as it is scholarly’ George Goodwin, History Today

‘Tim Blanning’s Frederick the Great is as enthralling on its subject’s horribly abusive upbringing as on his bold, sometimes foolhardy military campaigns. Blanning is particularly acute in inquiring, without, prurience, into the notorious question of Frederick’s sexuality’ Ritchie Robertson, The Times Literary Supplement, Books of the Year

‘Tim Blanning, an emeritus professor of history at Cambridge University, has provided a valuable service by distilling the latest scholarship for the general reader – he does an excellent job of making sense of the intricacies of 18th-century diplomacy and subjecting the ideological zeal of earlier historians to the cool eye of modern scholarship’ Economist 

‘Tim Blanning’s contribution to this literature is a grand synthesis of research and writing on Frederick that probes each and every aspect his life and reign – military, political, cultural, economic and, above all, personal. The book is long – more than 600 pages of text with maps and illustrations – but is as accessible as it is erudite … Tim Blanning’s book is a suitably rich and engaging testimony to the enduring fascination we have with complexities of Europe’s philosopher-king’ Geoffrey Roberts, Irish Examiner

‘Blanning’s mastery of the daunting complexities of central Europe, with its constellation of emperors, kings, princes, electors and margraves, is impressive, as is his lucidity when navigating them … This book is a rich, dense but accessible work of high scholarship in which Blanning’s ultimate service is less to make the case for his subject but to provide all the evidence readers might need to decide for themselves just how great was Frederick the Great’ Michael Prodger, The Times

‘Potsdam, where the founding father of Prussian autocracy built the prettiest of palaces and picked the loftiest of guardsmen, [is] freshly and fascinatingly described by Tim Blanning’ Nicky Haslam, Spectator, Books of the Year

‘Superlative … Tim Blanning is that rarest of scholars, as deft in his command of government and grand strategy as he is in his handling of philosophy and opera, and is rightly regarded as one of Britain’s (indeed Europe’s) finest historians. This biography finds him at the height of his powers … What emerges, instead, from these pages is an almost sculptural, three-dimensional rendering of Frederick, one that enables its vast and protean subject to be viewed from a multiplicity of angles … a supremely nuanced account, abounding in novel assessments and insights’ John Adamson, Literary Review
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Introduction

In his winter quarters at Freiberg in Saxony on 28 January 1760 Frederick II, King in Prussia since 1740 and already enjoying the sobriquet ‘the Great’, had a nightmare, which he recounted to his Swiss secretary, Henri de Catt, when he awoke. He had dreamed that he had been arrested on the orders of his father, King Frederick William I, and was about to be carried off to the grim fortress of Magdeburg on the river Elbe. When he asked his sister what he had done to deserve it, she replied that it was because he did not love their father enough. Although he tried to protest that this was not true, he was taken away in a tumbril.1 As we shall see, this was an understandable shriek from the subconscious mind at what was probably his darkest hour.** During the previous campaign he had come within a whisker of total defeat at the hands of his enemies at the battle of Kunersdorf (12 August 1759) on the river Oder, a disaster compounded by his own obstinate folly in allowing the Austrians to force the capitulation of a substantial Prussian corps at Maxen in Saxony three months later. Ill, exhausted, depressed and despairing, Frederick could not even find solace in an untroubled night’s sleep.

That the ghost who came to haunt him was paternal was no accident. So deep was the imprint bludgeoned into Frederick by his terrifying father that it could never be erased. One episode, from the summer of 1730, when Frederick was eighteen, will illustrate their relationship. He had spent the morning, as usual, on the parade ground, his body encased in a tight uniform and tight boots, his hair crimped close to his scalp and gathered in a pigtail. Released after lunch, he could retire to his private apartment in the royal palace, where the virtuoso flautist Johann Joachim Quantz was waiting. Frederick had made his acquaintance at Dresden two years earlier on a visit to the sybaritic court of Augustus ‘the Strong’, King of Poland and Elector of Saxony. Frederick’s doting mother, Queen Sophia Dorothea, had then provided the necessary funds to bring Quantz to Prussia twice a year to give him tuition. This all had to be kept strictly secret from the king, however, for he regarded anything smacking of high culture as ‘effeminate’. Out of the royal gaze Frederick could shed the military uniform he found so distasteful and slip into something more comfortable – a sumptuous red silk dressing-gown covered in gold brocade – could let his hair down both literally and metaphorically and turn to music-making. This agreeable après-midi d’une flûte was rudely interrupted when Frederick’s intimate friend Lieutenant Hans Hermann von Katte burst in with the warning that the king, suspecting that something effeminate was going on, was on his way upstairs and on the warpath. Quantz was bundled into a closet together with the instruments and the sheet music, the dressing-gown was discarded, the uniform pulled on again. When he arrived puffing and panting, the short and stout Frederick William was not deceived, especially as Frederick had had no time to remove the modish chignon in which his hair was arranged. Although the hiding-place of Quantz and Katte was missed, the offending clothes were soon located and thrown straight on the fire. A cache of French-language books was confiscated and sent off to be sold.2

Although this was only one of many humiliations inflicted on the crown prince, it may have been the last straw, for almost immediately afterwards he tried to run away from Prussia to England, taking advantage of a journey with his father to the Rhineland.** That ended in disaster. Although Frederick William did not carry out his threat to have his son and heir executed for desertion, he did make him witness the beheading of his accomplice, friend and possible lover Lieutenant von Katte. A long and very arduous process of rehabilitation followed, punctuated by further acts of brutal degradation. Relief was obtained only when Frederick performed what he saw as the ultimate act of submission – marriage. Not to love a bride in an age of arranged marriages was normal; to make a secret vow to put her aside as soon as the parental match-maker died was more unusual. Frederick objected to his wife because she was unintellectual, a devout Christian and his father’s choice. It is also likely that a more fundamental objection was her sex.

Partial relief was upgraded to total release when Frederick William I died in 1740. At the age of twenty-eight, Frederick could now set about his psychological rehabilitation. This he did in three ways. Firstly, he deployed the very considerable financial assets inherited from his father to create for himself a comfortable, not to say luxurious, material environment. He built an opera house, enlarged two palaces and commissioned a new one; expanded his musical establishment; bought clothes, pictures, books, porcelain, snuff-boxes and other objets d’art, many of which he lavished on his male friends; and generally turned his father’s Sparta into Athens (or even Babylon).** Secondly, he gathered around him a French-speaking intelligentsia to provide him with intellectual stimulation and to serve as an audience for his wit, philosophical disquisitions, literary creations and musical performances. The ambience of this cercle intime was both homosocial and homoerotic and, for Frederick himself, probably homosexual too. This aspect of his life should not be seen as something peripheral. As he himself made plain,†† this cultural self-fashioning was central to his identity, aspiration and achievement.

It was also intimately related to his third route to repairing the damage inflicted by his father: to do what the latter desired most, but to do it better. This should not be seen as a separate category: the cultural and the power-political advanced not so much in tandem as dialectically, the one feeding off the other. It meant the assertion of the rights of the Hohenzollern family against the rival Wettins of Saxony, Wittelsbachs of Bavaria or Habsburgs of Austria, and the elevation of Prussia to great-power status. Frederick William I had forged the weapons but had been too timid to make use of them. His son would prove he was more of a man than his father by supplying the missing audacity, resolution and endurance. If only Frederick William could have been present when he invaded Silesia in 1740 or routed the French at Rossbach and the Austrians at Leuthen in 1757! In a sense he was, even if only in Frederick’s subconscious mind. Six months after the nightmare recounted to de Catt in January 1760, he dreamed of his father again. By this time, the desperate military situation had been stabilized. When the dream began, Frederick was at Strassburg with the Austrian Field Marshal Daun. He was then suddenly transported to the palace of Charlottenburg near Berlin where his father was waiting for him, together with his most trusted general, Prince Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau. ‘Have I done well?’ asked Frederick. ‘Yes,’ said Frederick William. ‘Then I am content,’ replied Frederick. ‘Your approval is worth more to me than that of everyone else in the universe.’3

Frederick was on the throne for forty-six years and was exceptionally active in all spheres, at home and abroad. To view his reign as a prolonged exercise in therapy would of course be absurdly reductionist. Many and powerful were the constraints and influences operating on him. Indeed, his life could be said to be a perfect illustration of Marx’s dictum that ‘Men make their own history, but they do not make it as they please.’ Obviously we shall never know how Frederick might have turned out if his father had been understanding, loving and supportive. On the other hand, there was no even trajectory from 1740 to 1786. This was not a steady-state universe; rather there was one big bang, the explosion occurring less than a year after his accession when he took the decision to seize the Austrian province of Silesia. To put it simply, he began by robbing an apparently defenceless woman and spent the rest of his life trying to hang on to his booty, a herculean effort which coloured all his foreign and domestic policies and actions. So much flowed from that primal act that his state of mind following the prolonged trauma of adolescence and early manhood is a legitimate, not to say essential, dimension to an understanding of his amazing life.
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THE SUFFERINGS AND GREATNESS OF FREDERICK
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1

The Inheritance

THE LANDS OF THE HOHENZOLLERNS

‘Apart from Libya, there are few states that can equal ours when it comes to sand,’ wrote Frederick to Voltaire early in 1776, adding later the same year in his Account of the Prussian Government that it was ‘poor and with scarcely any resources’.1 Not for nothing was Frederick’s core territory Brandenburg known as the ‘sandbox of the Holy Roman Empire’. This was a land of thin soil thinly populated, where lakes alternated with heaths, bogs with moors. Frederick told d’Alembert that the good people of Aachen had come to believe that their foul-tasting mineral water represented the summit of God’s creation, in the same way that the Jews worshipped the mud of Jerusalem, but as for himself, he could never work up the same sort of enthusiasm for the Prussian equivalent: sand.2

This repeated denigration was, of course, fishing for compliments. ‘If I could do all this with so little, what might I have done if I had had the population of France or the riches of England?’ was his unspoken question. It was all greatly overdone. Much of the soil of Brandenburg may have been infertile, but at least it was not mountainous. Across its featureless landscape wound rivers wide and slow-flowing, well suited for transportation in an age when roads were dust bowls when the sun shone and glutinous pits when the rains came. This was a natural gift to which Frederick’s predecessors had given a generous helping hand. During the 1660s, for example, his great-grandfather, Frederick William ‘The Great Elector’, had completed the ‘Müllrose canal’, begun back in 1558, to allow shipping to cross from the Oder to the Spree and Berlin, and from there via the Havel to the Elbe and the North Sea.3 As his Austrian enemies slogged their way up hill and down dale, how they must have envied the Prussians the waterways that allowed them to move men and matériel so easily.

In any case, the Hohenzollern possessions were much more than just Brandenburg. In the far west, on the Dutch frontier, was the duchy of Cleves, sitting astride the Rhine, together with the adjacent county of Mörs. The latter included the town of Krefeld, home to a large community of Mennonites and their flourishing textile manufactories. On the right (eastern) bank of the Rhine was the county of Mark, bisected by the river Ruhr, which eventually gave its name to the most industrialized region of continental Europe. Also in fertile Westphalia were the counties of Ravensberg, Tecklenburg and Lingen and the principality of Minden. Further east, immediately to the south of Brandenburg, were the principality of Halberstadt and the duchy of Magdeburg. The city of Magdeburg on the river Elbe boasted one of Germany’s biggest cathedrals and strongest fortifications.4 This was a famously rich and fertile province and any sand to be found there was used for building. Attending a peasant wedding outside the town just before the end of the Seven Years War, Count Lehndorff and the 300-odd other guests sat down to a feast of 42 boiled capons, 2 steers, 14 calves, carp worth 150 talers, all washed down with wine and brandy to the value of another 150 talers.5

Away to the north-east of Brandenburg was the duchy of Pomerania, with its long Baltic coastline and the excellent port of Stettin at the mouth of the river Oder. In the opinion of Frederick’s demanding father, Frederick William I, this was ‘a good fertile province’.6 Further east still, separated by a broad stretch of territory ruled by Poland, was East Prussia, outside the Holy Roman Empire and on the very edge of German-speaking Europe. Although decimated by plague between 1708 and 1710, which killed around a third of the population, and fought over repeatedly during the Great Northern War of 1700–1721, the province had then enjoyed a sustained revival. Waves of refugee immigrants from oppressed or overpopulated parts of southern and western Germany, including the 17,000 Protestants expelled by the Archbishop of Salzburg in 1732, increased the population by 160,000 to reach 600,000 by 1740.7 Thanks partly to the need to offer new settlers favourable terms, there was a surprisingly high proportion of completely free peasant holdings, comprising around a fifth of the total.8

THE ROYAL DOMAINS

These bits and pieces of territory strung out across a thousand miles of the North European Plain had been acquired at different times and in different circumstances.9 They were held together by four threads of varying thickness: dynasty, religion, language and membership of the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation (with the exception of East Prussia, which had been a fief of the Polish crown until 1660). Of these, the most material link was spiritual, for the secularization of Church property following the reception of the Reformation had given the Electors of Brandenburg a colossal domain far in excess of that enjoyed by any other European ruler. Unlike the spendthrift Tudor and Stuart monarchs of England, the Hohenzollerns had held on to their windfall and had even increased it. Frederick William I issued a standing order to his officials to purchase at regular intervals any large estate in the duchy of Magdeburg worth between 100,000 and 150,000 talers that came on the market.10 In the course of his reign (1713–40) he spent 8,000,000 talers on new acquisitions and had doubled domain income to c. 3,500,000 talers a year.11

To say that the king was the largest landowner in his state gives only a weak impression of his ascendancy. These domains covered no less than a quarter of his territory, including about a third of the cultivable area, providing some 50 per cent of the total revenue in 1740.12 Only about a dozen estates, most of them studs, were administered directly. Most were leased by auction to about 1,100 to 1,500 tenants for periods of six to twelve years in units of about 2,000 acres. The tenant-in-chief, who not only had to make the highest bid but also provide evidence of financial security, retained at most two or three farms, subletting the remainder, along with the mills, breweries, distilleries, brickworks and other royal property he had leased.13 Perhaps surprisingly, these officials, known as Beamte, were all commoners, indeed nobles were expressly excluded from the bidding process.14

THE JUNKERS

In an agrarian world, land is status, land is power. As we shall see, it was this degree of control which allowed Frederick to direct agricultural development with a precision denied less well-endowed sovereigns.** It also elevated the Hohenzollerns to a lofty eminence from which they towered over even their biggest magnates. There were very few of the latter anyway and certainly no equivalents of the French or English grandees who lived in palaces like the princes they were. In Brandenburg and Pomerania there were no magnates at all.15 Only in East Prussia did the Dohnas, Finckensteins and Schliebens live in some style on large estates, but even there the average size of the 420 noble estates in the province was only 667.5 acres.16 The origin of the word used to designate a Prussian noble – ‘Junker’ – is revealing, deriving as it does from ‘junk herr’ or ‘young lord’, the younger son sent off from the German interior in the Middle Ages to seek his fortune in the wild lands of the east.17

Fame and fortune often proved elusive for the migrants. Over the centuries, however, they became the beneficiaries of a distinctive institution based on land ownership which became established in the lands to the east of the river Elbe. This was the manorial estate, combining both social control and economic domination. Over the peasants on his estate the Junker not only exercised judicial authority and police powers but also conscripted their labour to till his soil, milk his cows, tend his flocks, transport his goods, work in his breweries or mills and even serve in his household. He was also in charge of the community’s religious, social and educational facilities (where they existed). His permission was required – and usually had to be purchased – when the peasant wished to marry, choose a different profession or leave the estate. In return, the Junker provided the peasant with a plot of land and was obliged to provide assistance in the event of sickness or old age.18 Needless to say, not all of these conditions existed in equal measure in all places all of the time. In some places there were peasants who were completely free and independent landowners, or enjoyed hereditary tenure, or were paid wages for additional services.19 Nevertheless, this manorial system gave the Prussian Junkers a distinctive identity and control of local government.

In common with many parts of the Holy Roman Empire, and indeed Europe, they also enjoyed representation at a provincial level through their control of the assemblies confusingly known as ‘Estates’ (Landstände). Aided by their superior creditworthiness, the Estates had achieved considerable influence on both financial and judicial affairs. During the long reign of the energetic Frederick William the Great Elector (1640–88), however, their role had been reduced. The creation of a standing army, a central authority – the Privy Council – independent of the Estates, and an effective fiscal system combined to relocate sovereignty in the Hohenzollern territories.20 Whether this represented the establishment of an ‘absolutist’ system is neither here nor there. What it did mean was that decision-making at a national level was now firmly in the hands of one man and a relatively high degree of integration had been achieved in both civil and military administration.21 A crucial date was 1653 and the agreement between the Elector and the Estates of Brandenburg known as the ‘Rezess’. This used to be presented as a shameful deal between ruler and nobles, with the former being given control of the centre in return for ceding the landowners control of their peasants. The current view is that the Junkers gained little or nothing they did not have already, whereas the Elector achieved everything he wanted.22

Even if ‘compromise’ is not quite the appropriate label for the Rezess of 1653, relations between the Elector and his nobles were always more cooperative than confrontational. Every now and again the stick had to be brandished, as in 1672 when the recalcitrant East Prussian noble Christian Ludwig von Kalckstein was abducted from Warsaw and executed.23 Even more brutal was Frederick William I’s treatment of another East Prussian Junker, Councillor von Schlubhut, accused of misappropriating money intended for the relief of the Salzburg refugees. Interrogated by the king in person when on a visit to Königsberg in 1731, von Schlubhut made light of the offence, condescendingly promising to pay the money back. His further observation, when told that he deserved to be hanged – ‘It is not the done thing to execute a Prussian nobleman’ – showed how little he knew his sovereign. Frederick William had a gallows erected outside Schlubhut’s office the same night and hanged him from it the next day, but not before first attending church and listening attentively to a sermon on mercy (‘Blessed are the merciful: for they shall obtain mercy’ – Matthew 5:7).24

Frederick William had a generally low opinion of his nobles. In the ‘political testament’ he wrote for his son in 1722, he denounced those of East Prussia as ‘false and sly’, those of the Altmark, Magdeburg and Halberstadt as ‘very bad and disobedient’ (especially the Schulenburgs, Alvenslebens and Bismarcks) and those of Cleves and Mark as ‘stupid oxen, as malicious as the Devil and very attached to their privileges’. On the other hand, he thoroughly approved of the Pomeranian Junkers (‘as good as gold, a bit argumentative but obedient if spoken to properly’) and those of the Neumark, Uckermark and Mittelmark regions of Brandenburg.25 The acid test was their willingness to send their sons for army training. In the past, they had shown little enthusiasm for a military career and, when they did, they preferred Dutch, Danish or Polish service. Frederick William soon put a stop to that, having registers compiled of all young nobles between the ages of twelve and eighteen. If they were backward in coming forward, as they often were in East Prussia, he despatched armed posses to round them up. By 1722 his new academy at Berlin had more than 300 cadets.26 As he freely admitted, his motive was aimed as much at social disciplining as at military efficiency.27

Life at a Prussian cadet school probably compared unfavourably even with life at English boarding schools, but it did have its compensations, including – as in the latter institutions – a good education. Frederick William promised reluctant parents that their sons would be taught reading, writing, mathematics, the French language, geography, history, fencing, dancing and riding, would be well housed and well fed and – most important of all, in his view – would be brought up to be God-fearing Christians.28 They were also, of course, guaranteed employment in the Prussian army. This was very welcome, given the relative poverty of most Junker families. Only very few could afford to allow even the eldest son to live on the estate in a manner befitting a nobleman. Denied access to ecclesiastical benefices by their Protestantism, they found an austere but welcome substitute in the officer corps. Frederick William I more than doubled the size of the army, increasing the officer corps to 3,000.29

The early years for the young Junkers were undeniably difficult. No matter how ancient their pedigree, they had to start as ill-paid ensigns and could barely survive without assistance from their families. But promotion to the rank of captain and control of a company’s finances brought relative comfort; further promotion to a colonelcy and a regiment brought relative riches.30 Of the 1,600 Junker boys who attended the Berlin cadet school between 1717 and 1740, more than 90 per cent were commissioned and forty became generals during Frederick the Great’s reign.31 No wonder that Frederick William I admired the Pomeranians so much: as early as 1724 the nobility there consisted almost entirely of serving or retired officers and there was not one family in the province without at least one serving member.32

A Junker leaving military service could find alternative employment in the civilian administration, most notably as a Landrat (district councillor). This was the most important post in the Prussian system because the eighty-odd Landräte formed the vital interface between central government and local landowners. It was they who directed all the important business, supervising the collection of taxes, providing for troops moving through their districts, regulating relations between peasants and their lords, promoting agricultural improvement, preventing or mitigating natural disasters, collecting information and publicizing government decrees.33 They represented both their fellow-Junkers and the ruler, for they were appointed by the latter but were proposed by the former. Even if Frederick William I often ignored their recommendation, this was always a system founded on cooperation. That goes a long way in explaining the effectiveness of the Prussian administration: what the centre directed was often actually put into practice. It was no accident that the most efficient local government in Europe was to be found in England and Prussia, for in both it was based on partnership between the sovereign at the centre and the notables in the localities. If the English Justices of the Peace were ‘partners in oligarchy’,34 the Prussian Landräte were ‘partners in autocracy’.

AUTOCRACY

‘Autocracy’, not ‘oligarchy’ or ‘aristocracy’, for Frederick William I was far more imperious than his Hanoverian relations. Neither of the first two English Georges would have written: ‘I am going to ruin the Junkers’ authority, I shall achieve my objective and anchor my sovereignty like a rock of bronze.’35 Frederick William scribbled those words in the margin of a decree enforcing taxation on the nobles of East Prussia. This was his preferred way of doing business. Not for him discussions with a cabinet of ministers or a panel of experts: what he liked was a written report to which he alone added the decision.

This highly personalized form of decision-making was combined with a hierarchical and bureaucratized form of implementation. Above the Landrat were the provincial War and Domains Chambers, which in turn answered to the General Directory in Berlin, all staffed by professionals. Unlike their equivalents in most other European countries, the Prussian officials could neither buy nor inherit their positions. The same applied to the urban equivalent of the Landrat, the Steuerrat (fiscal councillor), who exercised similar powers in groups of six to twelve towns.36 For both offices Frederick William introduced a system of in-service training for probationers attached to the provincial chambers, complete with examinations to weed out the unfit. Also surprisingly forward-looking was the establishment of chairs of ‘cameralism’ (applied political science) at the universities of Halle and Frankfurt an der Oder in 1727, with specific instructions that their main task was the training of officials.37 It was during his reign that something approximating to a modern civil service emerged: mixed in terms of social origin, meritocratic, non-venal, salaried, hierarchical, academically trained, and appointed, directed and monitored by the central authorities. Many are the qualifications that need to be made about how this system worked in practice, for nepotism, corruption, obstruction, incompetence – and all the other vices inseparable from public employment in any age – were certainly to be found.38 Nevertheless, in 1740 Frederick inherited from his father an administrative system more efficient than anything possessed by his rivals. In the land of the blind, the one-eyed man is king, as Erasmus put it.

THE ARMY

The test that really mattered was its ability to sustain a standing army. Prussia not only had a big one, it came to be synonymous with militarism. In the eighteenth century, however, this status was of recent origin. In 1610, when the Elector Johann Sigismund instructed his militia to conduct training exercises, the timorous soldiers declined on the ground that firing their guns might frighten their women.39 Alas, this pleasing sense of priorities did not serve Brandenburg well when the Thirty Years War erupted eight years later. For a state stretched out across the North German Plain with no natural frontiers, security could only come from a strong army. The attempt by the Elector Georg Wilhelm (r. 1619–40) to stay out of the conflict ended in disaster. In 1630 he sent an emissary to his brother-in-law, King Gustavus Adolphus of Sweden, who had just landed in Pomerania, asking him to respect Brandenburg’s neutrality. Gustavus Adolphus replied tartly that in an existential struggle between good and evil (Protestant and Catholic), non-commitment was not an option.40 Georg Wilhelm’s great-great-grandson, Frederick, provided a withering account of this episode in his Memoirs of the House of Brandenburg, as he described how the Elector’s ministers bleated pathetically ‘What can we do? They’ve got all the big guns’ as they counselled surrender to the Swedes.41 During the last two decades of the war, Brandenburg was repeatedly fought over by the various combatants, losing between 40 and 50 per cent of its entire population.42

Georg Wilhelm’s son, Frederick William, who succeeded him in 1640 at the age of twenty, had learned the lesson that it was better to be predator than prey.** Later in his reign he observed to his chief minister Otto von Schwerin: ‘I have experienced neutrality before; even under the most favourable conditions, you are treated badly. I have vowed never to be neutral again as long as I live.’43 By 1646 he had managed to scrape together an army of 8,000, which allowed him some sort of scope for independent action in the dog-days of the Thirty Years War.44 His reward came in the final peace settlement. Although bitterly disappointed not to make good his claim to western Pomerania and the all-important mouth of the Oder, he did secure the impoverished eastern part, together with three secularized prince-bishoprics (Kammin, Halberstadt and Minden) and the reversion of the wealthy and strategically important archbishopric of Magdeburg, of which he eventually took possession in 1680.45 Frederick William was now in a self-sustaining spiral: the more troops he had at his disposal, the more easily he could extract money from the Estates, and the more money he was able to extract, the more troops he was able to recruit. He was assisted by the decision of the Holy Roman Empire in 1654 that princes could raise taxes to maintain essential garrisons and fortifications.46 By the time he died in 1688 he had a standing army of 31,000 at his disposal.47

It was also more securely under his command. Until late in his reign he had been obliged to rely on private warlords to supply him with troops. In 1672 General Georg von Derfflinger, who had been born in Austria and had served in several different armies, including the Swedish, declined an order from the Elector because his contract had not specified unconditional obedience.48 Three years later, on 18 June 1675, Derfflinger was second-in-command to Frederick William at the battle of Fehrbellin, the first major victory won by a Brandenburg army solely through its own efforts. Although the numbers involved on each side were modest – 12,000–15,000 – its significance was recognized by contemporaries when they awarded Frederick William the sobriquet ‘The Great Elector’. His great-grandson observed: ‘He was praised by his enemies, blessed by his subjects; and posterity dates from that famous day the subsequent elevation of the house of Brandenburg.’49

Although during the next three years the Great Elector’s army pushed the Swedes out of Germany, it brought him scant reward when peace was made. Real power rested in the hands of the big battalions, and they were commanded by the French King Louis XIV, who intervened at the negotiating table to rescue his Swedish allies. All that Frederick William had to show for five years of successful campaigning was a modest frontier adjustment and the cession by the Swedes of their right to a share in the tolls of the Brandenburg part of Pomerania. All the conquered territory had to be handed back. On a medal struck to mark the peace, the disappointed Great Elector had inscribed Dido’s lines from Virgil’s Aeneid addressed to the as-yet-unborn Hannibal – exoriare aliquis nostris ex ossibus ultor (may you arise from my bones, you unknown avenger).50 Rather oddly, Frederick the Great, who was to play Hannibal to Frederick William’s Dido, did not mention this in his account of the episode.

For all the importance assigned to the Great Elector by his successors, Brandenburg was still only a second- or third-rate power when he died in 1688. It was only towards the very end that he managed to assert sole control of his army and he was still dependent on foreign subsidies to wage war.51 His observation that ‘alliances are good but one’s own forces are better’ referred to an aspiration not an achievement.52 The same could be said of his son Frederick III (who dropped two digits to become Frederick I when he gained the royal title of ‘King in Prussia’ in 1701). It used to be thought that the Hohenzollern rulers of Brandenburg-Prussia could be divided into two types – the exceptionally gifted, and the dim and/or unstable. It was Frederick III/I’s misfortune to be sandwiched between two high-achievers (Frederick William the Great Elector and Frederick William I) and also to become the target of some of his grandson Frederick the Great’s most scathing comments. Yet he steered his state safely through the very choppy waters stirred up by the Nine Years War (1688–97), the Great Northern War (1700–1721) and the War of the Spanish Succession (1701–14). On occasions his army intervened effectively, not least at the battle of Blenheim in 1704, where it played an important role in helping the Duke of Marlborough and Prince Eugene win a crushing victory over the French. By 1709 Frederick had increased his army to 44,000, the largest in the Holy Roman Empire after Austria’s.53

In that year it was also present in strength at the battle of Malplaquet when Marlborough and Eugene again defeated the French in the bloodiest engagement of the War of the Spanish Succession. Leading the Prussian contingent were two men who were to make a decisive contribution to Prussia’s military elevation: the Crown Prince Frederick William and General Prince Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau. Despite, or perhaps because of, the carnage, which inflicted 25 per cent casualties on the victors, the former always maintained that the day of the battle – 11 September 1709 – had been the happiest of his life and he always celebrated the anniversary.54 When he succeeded to the throne in 1713, he and Prince Leopold at once set about increasing the quantity and improving the quality of the army. By a combination of ferocious discipline and incessant drilling, it was turned into a responsive killing machine that could move rapidly across country and then deploy on the battlefield with unprecedented speed. Their innovations included: a metal ramrod, which allowed more rapid rates of fire; an improved bayonet, which was constantly at the ready; and quick-marching in step.55 In his History of My Own Times, the main beneficiary of these reforms commented on his father’s achievement: ‘a Prussian battalion became a walking battery whose speed in reloading tripled its fire-power and so gave the Prussians an advantage of three to one’.56 Their grasp of cavalry was much less sure. Frederick William’s notorious obsession with very large soldiers meant that very large – and slow – horses had to be found for them: ‘giants on elephants’ was his son’s dismissive comment.57 This was based on first-hand experience, for when Frederick first took them to war in 1740, the Austrian cavalry found it all too easy to immobilize their opponents’ gigantic but ponderous horses with one sabre slash to the head.58 Also of dubious military value was Frederick William’s obsession with recruiting giant soldiers for his Guards, which cost four times as much as any other regiment but never saw action.59

Overall the quality may have been impressive, the width was much less so. When he came to the throne in 1713, Frederick William could recruit from a total population of only around 1,600,000.60 At once he abolished the notoriously inefficient militia system and resorted to a mixture of impressment at home and voluntary enlistment from abroad. The unpopularity of the former and the expense of the latter led to a major reform in 1733 by which the Prussian lands were divided into cantons of some 5,000 households, each assigned to a regiment for recruiting. All male children were inscribed on the regimental rolls at the age of ten. Although it was stated firmly that ‘all inhabitants are born into the service of the country’, numerous groups were exempted: peasant farmers and their eldest sons, immigrants, merchants, manufacturers, craftsmen and those in certain ‘reserved occupations’ such as seafaring.61 Even so, a good quarter of the total population was inscribed on the cantonal lists and two thirds of the army could be raised from native resources.62

Combined with the relative efficiency of the fiscal and administrative system, this cantonal organization worked well enough to promote Prussia to something approaching the premier league of European military powers. In 1713 the peacetime strength of around 30,000 put the country on a par with Piedmont or Saxony; by 1740 the equivalent figure was 80,000, which outstripped Spain, the Dutch Republic or Sweden and brought it within striking distance of Austria. Frederick the Great commented in his Political Testament of 1768: ‘these cantons are the pure substance of the state’.63 Flattering sincerely by imitation, the Austrians followed their enemies’ example, albeit with a long delay, and introduced cantonal recruiting in 1777.64

PIETISM

Not only did successive Electors and kings of Prussia learn to make the most of the modest human resources allocated by nature, they also contrived to enhance their quality. However fanciful it may sound, they both encouraged and benefited from a Prussian ethos of duty. At its heart was ‘Pietism’, a reform movement within Lutheranism which developed a tremendous impetus during the second half of the seventeenth century. Reacting against what they believed to be the ossification and formalism of the official Lutheran Church, the Pietists stressed the priesthood of all believers, the need for a born-again conversion experience and the priority of the ‘inner light’. Dr Serenus Zeitblom in Thomas Mann’s Dr Faustus summed up the Pietist outlook very well when he described the movement as ‘a revolution of pious feelings and heavenly joy against a petrified orthodoxy from which not even a beggar would any longer want to accept a piece of bread’. Of all the German Protestant states, Brandenburg was the most receptive to Pietism. Since converting to Calvinism at the beginning of the seventeenth century, its rulers had had a vested interest in promoting harmony, at least between the various brands of Protestantism. Frederick William the Great Elector had instructed his son in his Political Testament: ‘You must love the subjects entrusted to your care by God, and seek to further their welfare and interests, without regard to their form of religion.’65 This tolerant attitude was fostered not only by tradition and conviction, but also by political interest. The need to repopulate territories devastated by the Thirty Years War dictated a relaxed attitude to the confessional affiliation of immigrants. So did the attachment of Brandenburg’s chief rival for the leadership of Protestant Germany – Saxony – to Lutheran Orthodoxy. It was probably this latter consideration that prompted the creation of a new university at Halle in the recently acquired province of Magdeburg in 1694, to serve as a rival to the two adjacent Saxon universities of Wittenberg and Leipzig, both renowned for their adherence to strict orthodoxy.66

The dominant figure at Halle was August Hermann Francke (1663–1727), who had fallen foul of Orthodox Lutherans in Saxony. A remarkable combination of prophet and bureaucrat, he turned Pietism from a devotional pattern into an organized movement. On the one hand, he had personal experience of a desperate struggle for repentance, complete with all the fears of eternal damnation, culminating in an intense conversion, and brought to his mission all the enthusiasm born of certain conviction. On the other hand, he was an organizer of genius. King Frederick William I paid him the ultimate compliment (in his eyes) when he observed ‘he carries God’s blessing, for he can do more with two talers than I can with ten’.67 Within a few years of taking up his position as pastor to the Halle suburb of Glaucha, Francke had created an extraordinary complex of institutions. For all their introspection and mysticism, the Pietists had a strong practical bent. Work was seen in a positive light, not just as a means of atonement but as a good in its own right. It was made a sacred duty for all believers, for constructive activity was the best means of overcoming sinful temptations, while practical charity was the best external sign of Christian virtue. In Francke’s view, the idle and lazy were destined for hell-fire. In the Pietist canon, the poor did not deserve the kingdom of heaven.

Francke quickly put these principles into action. At the school attached to the orphanage he established with an anonymous windfall, his pupils were taught practical skills to equip them for a practical contribution to the community. The same orientation was given to the other educational establishments which were soon added, including an academy for young nobles, where the promotion of manufacturing and mining was high on the agenda, and a school for aspiring diplomats, where the emphasis was on modern languages. Of the numerous commercial enterprises founded, the most successful was a bookshop, which sent Pietist publications across the world in many different languages, and a pharmacy, ‘the first producer of standardised branded medicaments on a commercial scale, able and anxious to sell a complete public-health kit for a city or province and marketing its wares by brochures in Latin, French, English, Dutch and Greek’.68 By the time Francke died, he was presiding over one of the biggest building complexes in Europe, housing 2,200 children and a teaching staff of 167. His fame and faith had reached the four corners of the continent, if not the earth. He had arrived in Halle with nothing.

He would soon have left with nothing too, had not successive kings of Prussia come to his aid. The orthodox Lutherans of Brandenburg were just as much opposed to the Pietists as were their brethren in Saxony. Moreover, this hostility came not just from the clergy but also from the provincial Estates of the province of Magdeburg, whose representatives heartily disliked the levelling implications of the Pietist project. At all the moments that mattered, Francke and his successors were able to persuade their sovereigns that, far from posing a threat, the Pietists had a great deal to offer. It was a persuasive argument because it was true. They did help the Prussian state to solve one of its most pressing social problems, namely the poverty of soldiers’ wives and dependants. They did provide an excellent practical education to thousands of Prussians. And they did inculcate ideals of duty, obedience and industry, to both nobles and commoners, soldiers and civilians. As Francke told Frederick William when the latter was still crown prince, a Pietist education produced for the state honest and obedient subjects in every class and walk of life.69

Although initially sceptical, Frederick William I was soon won over. A crucial influence was the Pietist General Dubislav Gneomar von Natzmer, who was appointed commander of the royal life-guards in 1713 and so saw his king on a daily basis.70 When Francke succeeded in converting Prince Leopold of Anhalt-Dessau, the Pietist infiltration of the centre of power was complete.71 In the course of his reign, Frederick William made sure that his army chaplains were Pietists, allowed the Pietists to take control of the University of Königsberg, and from 1717 made it obligatory for candidates for the (Lutheran) ministry to have studied theology for two years at Halle. In effect, he made Pietism the state religion.72 Of course it would be absurd to suggest that Prussian soldiers were all clean-living, pure-speaking, God-fearing paragons, but there was more than a touch of Cromwell’s Ironsides about them all the same, not least when they launched into psalms and chorales before and after battle.**

SAXONY

To be Protestant but tolerant was a sensible combination at a time when militant Catholicism was in the ascendant. The Austrian reconquest of Hungary after the failure of the Turkish siege of Vienna in 1683, followed swiftly by Louis XIV’s forcible conversion or expulsion of the Huguenots, created intense alarm among German Protestants. They were already fearful because of the numerous apostasies of their rulers: between 1650 and 1750 there were at least thirty-one princely conversions to Catholicism.73 The most spectacular occurred in 1697 in Saxony, the very heartland of the Lutheran Reformation, when the Elector Frederick Augustus (better known as ‘Augustus the Strong’) sought to facilitate his election as King of Poland by apostasy. His success in the ensuing contest appeared to pose a serious threat to Brandenburg-Prussia, for it matched quality with quantity: Saxony was economically and culturally the most advanced state in Central Europe, while the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, now joined to it, covered around a million square kilometres and stretched from the Baltic almost to the Black Sea. In reality, Warsaw did not prove to be worth a Mass. Although the Electorate retained the nominal presidency of the Protestant members of the Imperial Diet (the corpus evangelicorum), effective leadership now moved north to Berlin. It was a transfer made permanent when Augustus’s son and successor also converted and married a Habsburg archduchess into the bargain.

There was much more to this than a confessional change. Nervously aware that they owed their Polish crown to a combination of bribery and diplomatic pressure enforced by Austria and Russia, both Augustus II (1697–1733) and Augustus III (1733–63) felt obliged to present themselves as every inch a king. What they lacked in military muscle they made up for in extravagant display. The result was the unfolding of ‘the most dazzling court in Europe’, the authoritative verdict of the peripatetic Baron Pöllnitz in 1729.74 It boasted the best balls, pageants, opera and hunting to be found anywhere in the Empire outside Vienna. Augustus’s ambition to make Dresden the Venice of the North, both the playground of choice for the elites and the economic entrepôt between East and West, went a long way to fulfilment. Some idea of the city’s fabled beauty can be gained from Bernardo Bellotto’s justly celebrated painting, with the dome of the Frauenkirche strongly reminiscent of Santa Maria della Salute in Venice.

This cultural climbing did pay dividends. The clearest sign that Augustus the Strong had thrust his way into the premier league of European sovereigns came in 1719 when his son and heir was married to the Habsburg Archduchess Maria Josepha, daughter of the late Emperor Joseph I. To celebrate the occasion, Augustus unleashed the full panoply of his court. Two years of preparations, which involved among other things the extension of the ‘Zwinger’, as the great representational arena next to the Electoral palace was known, and the construction of the largest opera house north of the Alps, reached a climax with a full month of festivities to greet the bride and bridegroom on their return from Vienna. The ceremonies can be followed with some precision, for Augustus was careful to have each one recorded in word and image and then broadcast to the world by brochure and engraving. Moreover, the marriage paid a recurring dividend for succeeding generations of the dynasty. His son succeeded him as King of Poland and, of his grandchildren, Maria Amalia married Charles III of Spain; Maria Anna married Maximilian III Joseph, Elector of Bavaria; Maria Josepha married the Dauphin of France, and thus was the mother of Louis XVI; Albert married Maria Christina, daughter of the Empress Maria Theresa, and later became Governor of the Austrian Netherlands; Clemens Wenzeslaus became Prince-Bishop of Freising, Regensburg and Augsburg and Archbishop-Elector of Trier; and Kunigunde became Princess-Abbess of Thorn and Essen (where she could seek spiritual consolation for having been jilted by Joseph II). This list alone should be sufficient to remind us that dynastic politics supported by representational court culture could bring substantial benefits.75

Saxony-Poland was not exceptional. Augustus II’s elevation to a royal throne was part of a ‘wave of regalization’76 that swept across the Holy Roman Empire in the second half of the seventeenth century. Partly this was due to the acquisition of imperial territory by foreign sovereigns – of part of Pomerania by Sweden or Holstein by Denmark, for example. Partly it was due to German princes succeeding to foreign thrones – the Duke of Zweibrücken to Sweden, for example. By far the most important, from the Prussian point of view, was the royalist ambition of the House of Brunswick-Lüneburg. Deftly exploiting Emperor Leopold’s need for military assistance in his war against France, in 1692 Duke Ernst August had secured the dignity and title of ‘Elector of Hanover’.77 Simultaneously an even greater prize began to appear on the horizon, for his wife Sophia was a granddaughter of James I of England and thus the best claimant should the Protestant Stuart line fail. The death of Princess Anne’s only surviving child, the Duke of Gloucester, in 1700, made this virtually certain, although it was not until 1714 that Sophia’s son succeeded to the British throne as George I.

FROM ELECTORATE TO KINGDOM

What did a royal title matter? For contemporaries, the answer was: a very great deal. In an age when the representation of power was not carapace but core, regality was power. A king was sovereign, a status exemplified by his ability to make and unmake nobles. For a prince of the Holy Roman Empire, it was also a step towards complete independence. As the structure of the Holy Roman Empire often seems mysterious, especially to British or American readers, whose respective countries have been unified states since time out of mind, some account of its structure is now essential. It is best thought of as a ‘composite state’, comprising some 300 territories whose rulers enjoyed most but not all of the powers usually associated with a sovereign. They were bound together by the allegiance they owed to the emperor; their subjection to imperial law administered by the two imperial courts; and through representation in the Reichstag (Imperial Diet) at Regensburg. This Diet was divided into three colleges, the first comprising the nine Electors (Mainz, Trier, Cologne, Bohemia, Saxony, the Palatinate, Brandenburg, Bavaria and, after 1692, Hanover). The second and largest college was that of the princes, comprising thirty-four ecclesiastical princes, plus two collective votes shared by about forty monasteries and abbeys, and sixty secular princes, plus four collective votes shared by 100-odd imperial counts. The third college consisted of fifty-one ‘Free Imperial Cities’, the self-governing republics subject only to the authority of the emperor. The institutional structures had been fixed around 1500 but the world had moved on since then, divorcing power from appearance.78 In the second half of the seventeenth century, it was the more important secular princes who proved the most dynamic, as the acquisition of royal titles demonstrated. Just staying still meant falling behind. If the Elector of Brandenburg had sat idly by as his Hanoverian and Saxon neighbours moved from the well of the hall to the top table, he would soon have found himself being jostled by lesser fry. It was well known that other princes, notably the Electors of Bavaria and the Palatinate, were also on the hunt for royal or even imperial titles. It was to avoid being overtaken that in the 1690s the Elector of Brandenburg Frederick III embarked on his own campaign. A sharp reminder of his subordinate status had been delivered by the peace negotiations at Rijswijk in 1697 when the Brandenburg envoy was excluded from the inner circle.79

As usual, it was the emperor’s pressing need for men and money that gave him his chance. In November 1700 the promise of a contingent of 8,000 Brandenburg soldiers for the war about to get underway over the Spanish succession, plus promises of support in imperial politics, extracted the necessary approval. On 18 January 1701 the Elector Frederick III announced that henceforth he would be ‘Frederick I King in Prussia’: ‘in Prussia’ rather than ‘of Prussia’ because West Prussia remained under Polish suzerainty.80 Prussia rather than Brandenburg was chosen for the title because it lay outside the Holy Roman Empire and was unquestionably a sovereign possession.

To assist credibility, Frederick went out of his way to ensure that the festivities attending his coronation in Königsberg, the capital of East Prussia, were worthy of the greatest sovereign. Thirty thousand horses were needed to pull the cavalcade of 1,800 carriages that took the court from Berlin to the coronation. His scarlet coronation robes were studded with diamond buttons costing 3,000 ducats each, while just the crowns created for himself and his queen exceeded the event’s total budget. Anticipating Napoleon by more than a century, Frederick did the crowning himself, indeed it was only after the coronation ceremony had been performed in a room in Königsberg castle that the royal couple proceeded to the cathedral to be anointed by two bishops (one Calvinist, one Lutheran) specially appointed for the occasion.81 On the day of his coronation the new king created the Order of the Black Eagle, to symbolize the unity of all the Hohenzollern territories.82

The profligacy of the coronation was both anticipated and followed by extravagant representational display, whose very excess revealed the parvenu quality of the Prussian crown. In the space of little more than twenty years, Frederick I turned Berlin from provincial backwater into a capital fit for a king. His father’s cultural preferences had been austere, orientated towards the practicality of the Dutch Republic where he had spent several years as a young man. The new style looked further south, to the court culture exemplified by Versailles. Two great new palaces were erected, a gargantuan winter residence in the centre of Berlin and a summer retreat to the north-west, built on a green-field site and named Charlottenburg. Also influenced by Louis XIV was the promotion of cultural projects, most notably the foundation of the new university at Halle; an Academy of Art founded in 1697, which was to be ‘a high school of art or university of art like the academies in Rome and Paris’; and an Academy of Sciences in 1700, whose first president was no less a figure than Leibniz.83
 
Frederick III/I has been treated roughly by historians, not least because he was criticized so severely by his grandson in his Memoirs of the House of Brandenburg. The indictment to be found there can be summarized as follows: the new king compensated for his inability to assert himself against his neighbours with an inflation of titles. Small and deformed, he was greedy for grandeur, mistaking the trappings of royalty for the substance. His capricious extravagance served no useful purpose, being merely dissipation born of vanity and stupidity. He sacrificed the lives of his soldiers to his allies without reward and exploited his poor to benefit the rich. He allowed the eastern provinces of his kingdom to succumb to famine and plague. His court drained off the wealth of his kingdom to form a great cesspit in which the corrupt courtiers could wallow. Feeble-minded and superstitious, he was so attached to his Calvinist faith that he would have resorted to persecution if only his clergy had devised a suitably gorgeous ceremonial to accompany it. All that could be said in his favour was that he had secured the royal title, which at least delivered Brandenburg from the yoke of Austrian sovereignty. But even this was just an empty shell thrown to posterity with the message: ‘I have won a title for you, now show you are worthy of it by giving it some substance.’84

What Frederick II should have conceded was that the creation of a magnificent court was considered de rigueur for any self-respecting prince, let alone a king. Frederick I considered his palace-building to be ‘a necessity’.85 The rest of Germany is still covered with great palaces dating from around 1700 – Nymphenburg and Schleissheim in Bavaria, Dresden and Moritzburg in Saxony, Herrenhausen in Hanover, Mannheim in the Palatinate, Wilhelmshöhe in Hessen-Kassel, Ludwigsburg in Württemberg, Brühl (Cologne), Bruchsal (Speyer), Mainz, Bamberg and Würzburg, just to name a few.86 The odd king out was not Frederick I but his son, Frederick William. The culture shock brought by the latter’s accession in 1713 could not have been more shattering. From boasting one of the most glamorous courts in the Holy Roman Empire, Prussia plunged to the opposite extreme, for Frederick William was convinced that theatre, opera, concerts, balls and all the other court activities were ‘the work of Satan’.87 The court budget was drastically reduced; the court painter, Antoine Pesne, was put on half-pay; the orchestra was disbanded.88 The royal library’s purchasing grant was cut to a contemptuous four talers per annum and the post of librarian made honorary.89 The pleasure gardens were levelled and turned into parade grounds.90 Huge amounts of silverware were gathered in from palaces and hunting lodges, melted down regardless of aesthetic merit into bars, stamped with the army’s mark and stored away in barrels in the cellars of the Potsdam palace.91 And that would prove to be Frederick William’s most concrete legacy: by 1740 this great hoard had swollen to 8,700,000 talers in hard cash, as his son gratefully acknowledged.92 It might have been even greater, had Frederick William not increased expenditure on his court and his palaces as his reign progressed.93

A large, well-equipped and well-trained army; a loyal nobility accustomed to serve; an efficient administration; a war-chest big enough to allow a war to be waged without additional taxation or loans – such was Frederick’s inheritance when his father died on 31 May 1740. Had any other crown prince or princess ever succeeded under such favourable circumstances? When the Habsburg Emperor Charles VI died later in the year (20 October), he bequeathed to his daughter Maria Theresa an empty treasury, mountainous debts, a faction-ridden ministry of old men and an army less than half its notional strength and still licking its wounds after a disastrous war against the Turks. The Habsburg Monarchy was well endowed only with tradition. As Frederick acidly commented, ‘its pride supplied its want of strength, and its past glory screened its present humiliation’.94 Unfortunately, Frederick William’s dazzling material legacy to his son was accompanied by a psychological burden of corresponding magnitude.
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The Breaking of Frederick

FREDERICK AND HIS FATHER

It is a wise father who does not try to turn his son into a miniature version of himself. If the old block is hit hard enough, the chip is liable to spin off in quite unexpected directions. So it was with Frederick William and his eldest son, Frederick, born on 24 January 1712. This was third time lucky, for two previous sons had died in infancy, in 1708 and 1711. Another was to go the same way in 1719. It was not until Frederick was ten years old that the badly needed spare heir appeared in the vigorous shape of August Wilhelm, joined later by Henry in 1726 and August Ferdinand in 1730. In addition, six out of seven daughters survived childhood to make an impressive total of ten adult offspring.

By its very nature, the relationship between sovereigns and their waiting heirs is bound to be problematic. The early eighteenth century was marked by some spectacular generational conflicts, most famously that which ended in the death in 1718 of Peter the Great’s eldest son, Alexei, who cheated the executioner only by succumbing first to the torture and beatings ordered by his father. Less lethal but more frequent were the family rows of the Hanoverians, to whom the Hohenzollerns were closely related. Frederick William was the son of the Hanoverian duchess Sophia Charlotte and was married to his Hanoverian first cousin Sophia Dorothea, daughter of George I, Elector of Hanover and – from 1714 – King of England.

Keeping it in the family was, of course, normal for the ruling families of Europe, but a shallow gene pool could have unfortunate consequences. There was a strain of mental instability in the family which was to reappear later with George III of England, Frederick William IV of Prussia and Ludwig II of Bavaria and his brother Otto (whose mother was a Hohenzollern). In the case of Frederick William I certainly and George III possibly, this was due to porphyria, a hereditary affliction passed down to the House of Hanover from the Tudors via James I and his daughter Elizabeth of the Palatinate.1 Although described by Hippocrates in the fifth century BC, it was not explained biochemically until 1871 and not given its present name until 1889.2

In many transmitters it lies dormant or is so mild as to escape detection, but in Frederick William I the disease unleashed its full fury. He suffered four major attacks, nearly dying in 1707, 1718 and 1734, before suffering a terminal bout in 1740 when he did die, at the age of fifty-one.3 In between times, he was prone to less disabling but still frightful outbreaks. Some idea of the symptoms can be gained from the expressions used by contemporaries to describe them: ‘fainting fits’, ‘restlessness’, ‘delusions’, ‘insanity’, ‘foolish fantasies’ and, especially, ‘explosions of rage’. At its peak, porphyria scourged him with insomnia alternating with nightmares, paranoia, swollen genitalia (which made urination very painful), constipation alternating with diarrhoea, great blisters full of water, foaming at the mouth, and intense abdominal pain. The related affliction of gout was also a frequent visitor.4 In October 1734 Frederick reported from Potsdam to his sister Wilhelmine that their father was in a terrible condition: his legs were swollen right up to the top of his thighs, his feet between calf and toes were bright scarlet and filled with pus, his arms and face were terribly emaciated, his face was yellow and covered in blue spots and he could barely eat or drink so great was the pain.5

In 1726, Frederick William wrote resignedly: ‘I can do nothing against God’s will and must bear everything patiently.’6 This submission to divine mercy was often articulated. In 1734 his son reported him as saying, ‘with a moving, tragic expression’, that he was only forty-six years old, had everything on earth that a man could ask for, and yet was suffering the most frightful pain the world had ever known. ‘Nevertheless,’ he went on, ‘I wish to suffer everything patiently. My Saviour suffered so much more for my sake and I have probably deserved God’s punishment for my sins. His will be done and may He determine my fate according to His Holy Will. I shall always bless and praise His name.’7 Unfortunately, this heroic resolution could not be put into practice, for patience was one virtue Frederick William conspicuously lacked. Wilful from his first breath, he had given an early indication of his temperament when, as a four-year-old, he had responded to an attempt by his governess to take away a golden shoe-buckle he was using as a toy, by swallowing it. After the initial hysteria, when his mother screamed loud enough ‘to pulverise rocks’, a good dose of laxative solved the problem and the buckle was sent off to be exhibited in the palace’s ‘chamber of curiosities’.8 On another occasion, the little boy dealt with a threat of punishment by clambering on to the window-ledge of his upstairs nursery and supporting his negotiations with his governess with a threat to jump.9 Handy with his fists, he had to be sent home from a visit to his grandparents at Hanover for beating up his cousin George.10 He grew up to be round-bodied and red-faced, as short in temper as he was in stature (five feet five inches), and notorious for his violent mood swings.11

How much of Frederick William’s coarse behaviour was due to his personality and how much was a reaction to physical pain obviously cannot be determined. It seems likely, however, that he would have been a difficult parent even if he had enjoyed the best of health. His fabled parsimony, for example, was spotted early on by his mother, who commented ‘what a miser at such a tender age!’ when she found the child keeping a careful account of ‘my ducats’.12 His authoritarianism was also deeply embedded and often expressed, as was his attachment to Calvinist Christianity, although he found the doctrine of predestination so awful that he rejected it with characteristic intemperance.13

No less contingent was Frederick William’s militarism. As soon as he came to the throne he issued a new table of ranks to elevate soldiers at the expense of civilians. A field marshal now went straight to the front of the pecking-order, leapfrogging all the great offices of state and court. Further down, even mere captains rose by fifty-five places.14 After 1725 the king himself was never seen wearing anything but uniform, rather pedantically the uniform of a colonel, because it was to that rank that his father had promoted him and Frederick William took the view that after his death there was no one authorized to promote him further.15 He told anyone who would listen that he had never enjoyed anything so much as the murderous battle of Malplaquet; that there was no higher calling than leading an army; that he could have been a great commander himself if only he had seen more military service; and so on.16 In his view, the people were there for the state, the state was there for the army and the army was there for the head of the House of Brandenburg.17

Also impossible to explain away by reference to illness was Frederick William’s attitude to recreation and culture. What he liked was hunting. The next best thing to killing enemy soldiers was killing the various forms of game with which the forests around Berlin and Potsdam teemed. His meticulous records reveal that between 1717 and 1738 he shot 25,066 pheasants at Wusterhausen alone. Notoriously averse to ceremonial, Frederick William made an exception for hunting, staging an elaborate burial of a favourite falcon who had got the worst of a ‘heroic struggle’ with a heron.18 The Feast of St Hubertus, the patron saint of hunters, on 3 November, was one of only two festivals he observed (the other was the anniversary of the battle of Malplaquet on 11 September).19 Revealingly, the only building he ever commissioned for himself was a little hunting lodge to the south-east of Potsdam. Closely resembling a simple Dutch town house, ‘Star’, as it was known because it was placed at the centre of a radiating network of hunt drives, comprised just a dining room, kitchen, bedroom and a room for an adjutant.20

He had three other hunting lodges at his disposal, at Köpenick to the south-east of Berlin and now part of the metropolis, in the Grunewald forest to the west, and at Wusterhausen, twenty kilometres south of the capital. It was the last of these that was his favourite residence.21 According to his eldest daughter, Wilhelmine, he seriously considered abdicating and living the life of a simple country squire at Wusterhausen on 10,000 talers a year. While he divided his time between prayer and farming, he announced, the rest of the family would attend to running the household, with Wilhelmine taking charge of the linen cupboard, sewing and mending.22

At Wusterhausen Frederick William’s favourite après-hunting recreation was his ‘tobacco parliament’, an exclusively male assembly at which smoking, beer drinking and robust conversation were the order of the day. Unsurprisingly, most of those invited were army officers. According to the Austrian ambassador, Count von Seckendorf, the sessions began at five in the evening and could last until midnight.23 A celebrated painting by Georg Lisiewski of 1737 shows a sparsely furnished whitewashed room with Frederick William at the head of a plain oak table, his guests sitting on unupholstered benches without backs. The only people present not drinking and smoking are his three youngest sons, August Wilhelm (aged fifteen), Henry (eleven) and August Ferdinand (seven).**24 At the far end of the table sit two civilians without pipes or tankards. These are the ‘comic councillors’, academics invited along to be the butts of the assembled company’s coarse humour. Sitting between them is a large hare with ears pricked, a contemptuous symbol of the timidity and meretricious bragging Frederick William associated with their profession.25 On his instructions, salaries paid to academicians were entered under the rubric ‘expenses for the various royal buffoons’.26

As this suggests, Frederick William had no time for intellectual pursuits. As one of his biographers has put it, ‘his way of life was highly idiosyncratic and almost wholly devoid of culture’.27 Even Count Seckendorf had to smuggle in books to Wusterhausen, lest he be suspected of wasting on reading time that might have been better employed in hunting, drinking or praying.28 At the age of ten Frederick William still did not know the alphabet and could not add up to ten.29 The Political Testament he composed for his heir in 1722 was not so much illiterate as dyslexic, a chaotic stream of consciousness in which even the innumerable misspellings were not consistent. Upper and lower cases were used arbitrarily, capital letters appeared in the middle of words. He dated it 17 February 1722 at ‘Bostdam’ (Potsdam), which on the previous page he has spelt ‘Postdam’.30 Characteristically, he began with a prayer: he had always placed his trust in God, certain of salvation, and repented of his sins. His successor must take no mistresses (‘or rather whores as they should properly be termed’); he must lead a godly life and set an example to country and army; he must not indulge in excessive eating or drinking; he must tolerate no public entertainments, for they were all satanic; the House of Hohenzollern had always shunned such things – and that was why God had smiled on it; he must fear God and never start an unjust war, but must also stand up for the rights of the Hohenzollern dynasty.31

Mostly he practised what he preached, although by all accounts he never managed abstinence. The closest he came to adultery, according to his daughter Wilhelmine, was to lust after one of his wife’s ladies-in-waiting, the beautiful but virtuous Frau von Pannewitz. With his usual lack of subtlety, he let his desires be known in an offensively direct manner and was rejected with equal vehemence. However, when he encountered the lady on a narrow staircase in the ducal palace at Brunswick, to which the court had moved for his son’s wedding, he resumed his wooing by grabbing her breasts. The lady responded by punching him so hard that his nose and mouth bled copiously. This experience put him back on the straight and narrow, but ever after he referred to Frau von Pannewitz as ‘that evil witch’.32

For all his boorishness, Frederick William was no fool. Sharp-witted, energetic and determined, he was a man who made things happen – usually the way he wanted. He even had a sensitive side, best expressed in the painting to which he resorted to fill his sleepless nights and to ease his physical aches and pains, labelling the finished work Fredericus Wilhelmus in tormentis pinxit (painted by Frederick William in his torment).33 An expressive self-portrait reveals both talent and suffering.34 He was also surprisingly indulgent to his wife, Sophia Dorothea, allowing her to maintain her own court at Monbijou Palace on the banks of the river Spree in Berlin, whose construction – begun during the reign of his predecessor, Frederick I – he completed.35

Any relationship with the mercurial Frederick William was bound to be difficult. In the case of his queen, it was made more difficult by her knowledge that he had in fact wanted to marry Caroline of Ansbach, who – just to add insult to injury – had preferred his detested cousin George of Hanover and England.36 Cultured, pleasure-loving and fiercely proud of her Guelph pedigree, Sophia Dorothea needed all her plentiful good sense and good nature to adapt to life with Frederick William. For thirty-four years she put up with his tantrums, nursed him through his numerous illnesses and bore him fourteen children. When she died in 1757, Count von Lehndorff, who had known her very well, wrote that this ‘daughter, wife, mother and sister of kings’ was ‘so admired, so venerated, so loved by so many’ because she was good, charitable, gracious and dignified. She was also, he added, immensely corpulent and all the strength of the numerous pallbearers, of whom he was one, was needed to transport her coffin to her final resting-place.37

FATHER AND SON

For a child growing up, a choice between this ill-assorted couple was not difficult to make. On the one side, there was love, attention, culture and the good things of life; on the other, duty, piety, austerity and brutality. For the first six years of his life, Crown Prince Frederick did not have to choose. He was left to the tender care of an elderly Huguenot lady, Madame de Rocoulle (who had been Frederick William’s own first governess), and her daughter. As the other women in his life – his mother and his elder sister – only ever spoke French, Frederick’s early – and happy – years were spent in an entirely Francophone and feminine world. Only occasional visits to his father at Wusterhausen revealed the very different German and masculine alternative that awaited him.38 This then broke in on his cosy world when he reached the age of seven, with the appointment of two male governors, both senior army officers – General Count von Finkenstein and Colonel von Kalkstein. Princess Wilhelmine, who got to know them well, described the former as decent but dim, the latter as a deceitful bigot.39 Fortunately for Frederick, they were complemented by Jacques Duhan de Jandun, a Huguenot who had impressed Frederick William less by his intellectual attainments than by the bravery he had shown at the siege of Stralsund.40

This tutorial team was instructed to train their charge to become a thrifty manager, a pious Christian and an enthusiastic soldier. Most emphasis was laid on the third: ‘in particular they must both [Finkenstein and Kalkstein] take exceedingly good care to imbue my son with a love of soldiering and to impress upon him that there is nothing in the world that bestows on a prince more fame and honour than the sword and that, equally, nothing makes him more despised than if he does not love the sword and seek his glory in it alone’.41 They faced an uphill task. For Christmas in 1717, shortly before his sixth birthday in other words, Frederick had been given by his father a whole company of lead soldiers, complete with weapons, drums, flags and standards, and even miniature cannons that could be fired. Barely favouring them with a glance, the little boy had turned away to a magnificently bound volume of French melodies and was soon entrancing his female audience with his lute.42 Although it was not yet apparent, the second objective would also prove problematic. It was not for want of trying, as the following daily routine at Wusterhausen dictated by Frederick William in 1721 shows:


5.30 a.m. reveille: the Crown Prince must rise and say his prayers out loud, then he must quickly wash, dress and do his hair.

5.45 a.m. all servants and Duhan are to come in and the assembled company will recite their prayers on their knees; then Duhan shall read a chapter from the Bible and one or more good hymns are to be sung; after the servants have left, Duhan shall read the biblical text of the day, explain and discuss it, and also repeat passages from the catechism.

7–9 a.m. history lesson with Duhan.

9–10.45 a.m. religious instruction with Noltenius.

11 a.m. after washing with soap, to the King.

2–3 p.m. political geography with Duhan.

3–4 p.m. moral instruction.

4–5 p.m. writing letters in German with Duhan with a view to stylistic improvement.

5 p.m. after washing his hands he will return to the King to ride out with him.

6 p.m. free time to do what he wants if it is not against God’s law.



On Sundays, Frederick was allowed to lie in until seven but was also expected to attend a (lengthy) church service with his father.43

It is not possible to establish precisely when Frederick William began to realize that his best-laid plans for his son and heir were going awry. Little Frederick turned out to be crafty as well as clever, adept at feigning interest in all the things his father loved but he secretly hated, notably hunting, drilling, shooting and commanding the company of 130 cadets created for him when he was just six years old.44 Certainly by 1724 the father had begun to be suspicious, saying: ‘I would very much like to know what is going on in that little head. I am well aware that Fritz doesn’t share my tastes and I also know there are people who have filled him up with contrary notions and who rubbish everything I do.’45 The Pietist Francke was disconcerted at the dinner table by the sight of Frederick and his sister Wilhelmine looking at each other with their big blue eyes but saying nothing in their father’s presence. It was only when the king had gone off hunting that Frederick came alive, mocking the academics and clergy present, including Francke himself.46 It was in 1724 that foreign diplomats began to report incidents of paternal disapproval of what was judged to be ‘effeminacy’ – the wearing of gloves when hunting on a cold day, for example, or the use of a silver three-pronged fork rather than the steel two-pronged implement favoured by soldiers.47 Fear of the sound of gunfire was another discouraging sign.48 In 1726 Frederick was transferred to Potsdam to be a captain in the King’s Own Regiment, a move which meant much greater emphasis on military matters in his education with a correspondingly austere life-style and an end to what little ‘comfort or pleasure’ he had enjoyed hitherto. Falling off his horse on the parade ground in front of his father dramatized Finkenstein and Kalkstein’s failure to turn him into a model soldier.49

Religion was also a divisive issue. Frederick himself probably could not have said when he began to have doubts about the Christian faith that was thrust down his throat on a daily basis. For a mind with little natural inclination to ‘metaphysical fiction’, as Frederick later defined Christianity, such force-feeding was probably counterproductive. There was certainly plenty of it. From the age of seven he was obliged to copy out the more important passages from the New Testament and any minor misdemeanours were punished by rote-learning of the catechism and hymns.50 Mealtimes were especially bleak, accompanied by readings from devotional texts, sermons and psalm-singing. Only pious topics of conversation were permitted.51 At some point in his early teens, Frederick’s rejection of his father’s grim religion was complete. In 1720 Frederick’s tutors could still report satisfaction with his religious education, but by 1726, as confirmation approached, extra instruction was deemed to be necessary.52 The ceremony, which eventually took place in April 1727, does not appear to have helped. By this time, with the aid of his tutor Duhan, Frederick had compiled a clandestine library which included works by John Locke, Pierre Bayle and Voltaire.53 Tucked away in Ambrosius Haude’s bookshop on the ‘Liberty’, a row of houses immediately opposite the Berlin Palace, it eventually ran to 3,775 volumes in fifteen bookcases.54 Together with other little luxuries, this bibliophilia ran Frederick into debt, as he received no money of his own until he was seventeen. During the winter of 1727–8 he had to confess that he had borrowed 7,000 talers from a Berlin banker. Given his own obsessive parsimony, Frederick William cannot have been pleased by this news but he paid up. He might well not have done so, had he known that this was not the limit of his son’s liabilities.55

Although it is conceivable that somewhere at some time a father has enjoyed a consistently harmonious relationship with his adolescent son, it is not a phenomenon often recorded. In the case of Frederick William and Frederick, the natural tensions of the latter’s teenage years went way beyond what was normal to reach physical violence and climaxed with a near-filicide. It was a sustained campaign to break Frederick’s will and turn him into a subservient instrument. The technique was brutal: Frederick William never praised his son, never showed him any affection and treated him worse than he did his court buffoons.56 An army-hating, free-thinking spendthrift was the son of Frederick William’s nightmares. So long as his defects were concealed behind a façade of obedience, however, some sort of modus vivendi could be achieved. This became more difficult as Frederick grew both more restless and more assertive. A watershed was reached with the royal visit to the Saxon capital Dresden in January 1728. Frederick William had not intended to take his son with him and it was only at the urging of his host that Frederick was allowed to join the party.57

The contrast between Augustus the Strong’s hedonistic, not to say decadent, court and the grim austerity at home could not have been greater. Frederick enjoyed at least three experiences for the first time. He attended his first opera, Johann Adolf Hasse’s Cleofide, one of the finest opere serie (grand operas) ever written. Also for the first time he heard flute playing of virtuoso standard, by Johann Joachim Quantz.58 Last but not least, he probably had his first heterosexual experience, which may also have inspired him to start writing poetry. According to his sister Wilhelmine, Frederick was present when the Saxon king entertained his Prussian guests after a good dinner by escorting them into a lavishly decorated chamber, where he suddenly pulled back a curtain to reveal reclining on a couch in an alcove a young woman who was not only very beautiful but also stark naked. A horrified Frederick William thrust his son from the room, but not before Frederick had seen enough to make him want to see more. He was, after all, of an age – he had celebrated his sixteenth birthday while in Dresden. The carefully planned display represented an attempt by Augustus to divert Frederick’s attentions away from his illegitimate daughter (and reputed mistress) Countess Anna Karolina Orzelska. He offered his guest the girl on the couch, an opera singer called La Formera, on condition he abandoned the countess. Wilhelmine concluded: ‘my brother promised everything to gain possession of this beauty, who became his first lover’.59 On his return to bleak Berlin from the fleshpots of Dresden, Frederick fell into a deep depression, lost weight and suffered from fainting fits.60 The reappearance of Countess Orzelska when Augustus paid a return visit to the Prussian court proved a bitter disappointment, for she was now pregnant. A frustrated Frederick turned to unspecified other forms of dissipation.61

Almost everything that is known about this episode stems from the memoirs of Frederick’s older sister Wilhelmine. These are not to be despised as a source, for she was very close to Frederick and the sympathetic recipient of his confidences. On the other hand, she was writing long after the event and her memoirs are full of mistakes.62 All that can be said with certainty is that Frederick William I felt very uncomfortable in Dresden. On his return, he wrote to Seckendorf that he had been appalled by the ungodly behaviour of the court there, adding piously ‘but God is my witness that I took no pleasure from it and that I am as pure as when I left home and shall remain so with God’s help until the end of my days’.63 The historian’s task is made more difficult by the reluctance of any of the participants to spell out exactly what they meant by ‘dissipation’ or who exactly was ‘a kind person’. The latter was a phrase used by Frederick in a letter to Voltaire of 16 August 1737 in which he stated that it was this anonymous muse who had first inspired in him two powerful emotions: love and the desire to write poetry, adding ‘this little miracle of nature possessed every possible charm, together with good taste and delicacy. [S]he sought to transfer these qualities to me. I succeeded well in love but poorly in poetry. Since that time I have very often been in love and have always been a poet.’64 Frederick gives no date for his epiphany beyond that it had happened ‘in the first flush of youth’. In a footnote, the editor, J. D. E. Preuss, identified the kind person as ‘Madame de Wreech’ and dated the experience to 1731 on the grounds that Frederick wrote to Wilhelmine in 1734 that three years had passed since, ‘as a pupil of Horace’, he had stood at the foot of Mount Parnassus.65 That rather orotund expression does not mean, however, that he had not started writing verses at an earlier date. Indeed, in a previous work, Preuss had written that in his letter to Voltaire of 1737 Frederick had been referring to Countess Orzelska.66

The four weeks he spent in Dresden revealed to Frederick just how narrow, parochial and philistine was the ‘culture’ to be found at home. Among the Saxon courtiers he had met was Crown Prince Augustus, a sophisticated man of the world who had been on the Grand Tour to France and Italy, had been received at Versailles by the Sun King himself and had married into the Habsburg dynasty.67 As he returned to the dreary round of regimental duties at Potsdam under the ever-watchful eye of his brutal father, how Frederick must have wished to escape his iron cage. A minor but indicative sign that the worm was beginning to turn was his habit of signing his letters ‘Frédéric le philosophe’, which began while he was in Dresden.68 A move towards greater assertiveness can also be inferred from his father’s increasingly intemperate behaviour. There is general agreement among Frederick’s biographers that the Dresden visit was followed by a sharp deterioration in relations.69 This may well have been caused in part by Frederick William’s belated discovery that Frederick’s post-Dresden illness was not physiological but stemmed from frustrated sexual desire. Sympathy at once gave way to outrage and the offer of a hundred ducats to the first informer to report any misconduct.70

Driven to distraction, in the autumn of 1728 Frederick wrote a desperate letter to his father to complain of the ‘cruel hatred’ to which he was subjected at every turn. In his uncompromising reply Frederick William denounced his son as an effeminate who could not ride or shoot, was dirty in appearance, wore his hair too long, was wilful, and generally looked and behaved like a fool.71 Everything Frederick said or did, whether it was riding, eating or even just walking, set his father’s teeth on edge. And there were, of course, plenty of informants only too willing to tell the king what he wanted to hear – that Frederick had referred to his grenadier’s uniform as his ‘shroud’, for example.72 Frederick William’s exasperation may well have been intensified by constant comparisons with Frederick’s younger brother August Wilhelm, who was showing every sign of being a real chip off the old block, even to the point of looking like his father.73 As for Frederick, Frederick William simply could not bear the sight of him. On 17 October 1728 the Saxon envoy von Suhm reported that Frederick had told him his situation had become intolerable. He implored Suhm to ask King Augustus to intervene with Frederick William to give him more freedom and to allow him to travel.74 There was no prospect of that. On the contrary, Frederick William narrowed the bars of the cage still further. Early the following year he assigned two more young adjutants to Frederick with the express purpose of keeping an eye on his behaviour. Their instructions singled out Frederick’s lack of ‘truly manly inclinations’, that is to say soldiering, hunting and hard drinking. It was their mission to bring it home to Frederick that ‘all effeminate, lascivious and feminine occupations were highly unseemly in a man’.75

By now this clash of cultures and life-styles had been given an extra political dimension by a sharp disagreement between king and queen over their son’s marriage. As the daughter of George I and sister of George II, Sophia Dorothea was naturally keen to promote closer relations between Hanover and Prussia. An ideal means, in her view, would be the double marriage of two pairs of first cousins: Frederick, Prince of Wales (born in 1707) and Wilhelmine (born 1709), and Princess Amelia (born 1711) and Crown Prince Frederick (born 1712). Frederick William did not turn this proposal down when it was first mooted in 1725, appreciating the obvious advantage in forming a stronger Protestant bloc stretching across northern Germany. Wilhelmine recorded that she exchanged letters with her English fiancé and even received an engagement ring.76 According to the British envoy at Berlin, Brigadier Dubourgay, her brother was also enthusiastic about his own prospective partner, sending ‘loving messages to England’. When it was put to him that Amelia’s younger sister Caroline might be a better choice, ‘his Royal Highness broke out into such raptures of love and passion for the Princess Amelia, and showed so much impatience for the conclusion of that Match, as gave the King of Prussia a great deal of surprise, and the Queen as much satisfaction’.77 That was written at the end of 1728, by which time Frederick William had begun to turn against the queen’s plan. So alienated was he now from his son that he was instinctively opposed to anything that might give him pleasure, a consideration strengthened by the thought that a separate establishment for the happy couple would prove expensive.78 The accession of his detested cousin George to the English throne in 1727 was a further objection. Frederick William’s prejudices were inflamed by a conspiracy at the Prussian court conducted by the Austrian ambassador Seckendorf in cooperation with the venal Prussian minister Grumbkow.79 To assist their machinations, Vienna dangled the prospect of imperial support for Frederick William’s claims to the duchies of Jülich and Berg when the childless Elector of the Palatinate died.80 The coup de grâce to the English marriage was delivered by a brief but vicious dispute with Hanover in the summer of 1729 over the arrest of Prussian recruiting officers, and a border dispute, to which Frederick William responded by mobilizing an army 44,000-strong.

Marriage would have brought Frederick, if not complete liberation, then at least some measure of release. The more unlikely it became, the more he chafed at the bit. Frederick William responded to his distress at the collapse of the matrimonial project by asking contemptuously how on earth he could be in love with a woman he had never met, exclaiming ‘what a farce!’81 Frederick was receiving daily reminders of his father’s ‘cruel hatred’. Dubourgay reported in July 1729 that Frederick William now refused to sit with his son at dinner, consigning him to a seat at the bottom of the table, where he often got nothing to eat and so had to rely on food-parcels sent round to his room later by his mother.82 On 10 December 1729 Dubourgay reported that when Frederick had responded to his father’s sneer about the ‘vile clique’ which supported the English by saying ‘I respect the English because I know the people there love me’, Frederick William seized him by the collar and gave him a thrashing with his cane.83 Physical violence was now common. In the same month, Frederick was thrown to the ground and forced to kiss his father’s feet.84

FREDERICK’S ABORTIVE FLIGHT

In the summer of 1730, soon after the painful episode recounted in the introduction,** king and crown prince travelled together to Augsburg, where Frederick’s sister Frederica was to marry the Margrave of Ansbach, and then on to Württemberg and the Hohenzollern territories on the Lower Rhine. It was now that Dubourgay’s prediction of the previous December – ‘there is a general apprehension of something tragical taking place before long’ – came to pass.85 Frederick’s future was as bleak as could be. Frederick William I was only forty-two in 1730, his father had lived to be fifty-five and his grandfather to be sixty-eight, so there was little hope in the medium term that his natural death would bring liberation. Probably the last straw was Frederick William’s boast that, whereas some people were comforting Frederick with the prediction that his father would mellow as he grew older, in reality he was determined to treat his son ever more harshly, adding grimly: ‘and you know I am a man of my word’. On another occasion, Frederick William added insult to injury by sneering that if he had been treated in the same manner by his own father, he would have shot himself. The physical abuse also intensified. On a visit to Radewitz in Saxony in May 1730, Frederick William punched Frederick in the face, tore his hair and then made him pass across the parade ground so that everyone could witness the visible effects of his humiliation.86 Frederick never seems to have considered the most obvious solution – regicide – but he did plan to run away, first to France and from there to England, where he hoped the marriage plan could be realized.

The attempted escape on 5 August 1730 near Mannheim on the Rhine was a fiasco, frustrated even before it started. So ham-fisted was the enterprise that it has been suggested by one of Frederick’s most perceptive recent biographers that its main purpose was to draw attention to himself.87 Indeed, it was so futile that it took a few days before Frederick William fully realized what had been planned. He then made up for lost time with a vengeance. Frederick was placed under close arrest and rushed back across Germany to Berlin, the route carefully chosen to avoid Hanoverian territory, for British complicity was suspected. By all accounts, Frederick was unrepentant to the point of nonchalance. Seckendorf reported him saying that he did not regret what he had done and did not care if it cost him his life. He added, however, that he would be sorry if those who had known about the plan in advance suffered as a result of his actions.88 That proved to be Frederick’s Achilles heel. Even Frederick William would have found it difficult to have his son and heir executed, although he certainly talked about it. Prussia was not Russia. But he could certainly make him suffer vicariously. Of the two main co-conspirators, Lieutenant von Keith had managed to escape to the Dutch Republic and thence to England, but Lieutenant Hans Hermann von Katte was arrested at Berlin.89

Also in the know had been Frederick’s sister Wilhelmine, in whom he had confided long before. It was she who was the first to experience her father’s wrath. When Frederick William arrived back in Berlin, she recorded,


We all rushed to kiss his hand, but as soon as he caught sight of me, he was overcome by rage and fury. His face went black, his eyes blazed, and he foamed at the mouth: ‘You loathsome villain!’ he screamed, ‘Do you dare to come near me? Get her out of here! She can go and join her rogue of a brother.’ With these words, he grabbed my hand and punched me several times in the face, one blow striking me on the temple so hard that I fell over and would have hit my head on the edge of the panelling if Fräulein von Sonsfeld had not broken my fall by grabbing me by the hair. I lay senseless on the floor. Completely beside himself, the king wanted to let fly at me again and stamp on me, but the Queen, and my brothers and sisters held him back.



She added that when she regained consciousness she berated her protectors for saving her from the death that would have been a thousand times preferable to the life she was currently forced to lead.90 This kind of atrocity could not be kept secret. Both the French and British ambassadors reported that the king’s ranting and his victim’s screams resounded through the palace.91

Frederick himself was taken first to Mittenwalde near Berlin, where he was interrogated on 16 September by a team led by Frederick William’s closest adviser, Field Marshal Friedrich Wilhelm von Grumbkow. They put to Frederick 185 questions, all of them drafted by the king personally and many of them implying that execution was the most likely outcome of the process.92 He was then sent off to prison in Küstrin on the river Oder, where he was kept in solitary confinement in a cell lit only by a narrow slit high in the wall. There he was left to contemplate his fate.93 He wrote to Wilhelmine that he now knew that the worst thing life had to offer was to be hated by one’s father.94 Meanwhile, Frederick William was busy taking revenge on the minor players. Following a court martial, the fugitive Lieutenant von Keith was hanged in effigy. The daughter of a Potsdam clergyman, whose only offence was to have played music with Frederick, was ordered to be whipped outside her father’s house, in the public square and ‘in all four corners of the town’, and was then despatched to Spandau prison ‘for life’. Nor were inanimate objects spared. The large clandestine library Frederick had assembled with the help of his tutor Duhan was packed up and sent off to be sold. Duhan was banished to Memel on the Polish frontier, the Prussian equivalent of Siberia.95

It was Lieutenant von Katte, however, who bore the brunt of royal vengeance. After a court martial had condemned him to life imprisonment, Frederick William intervened to impose the death penalty. Not even his aristocratic connections could save him. Turning down a plea for clemency from Katte’s grandfather Field Marshal von Wartensleben, Frederick William told him that it was better that one individual should die than that ‘the whole world or the Empire should be destroyed’, that Katte deserved to be torn apart with red-hot pincers but, being merciful, he had commuted this to decapitation.96 This vindictive frenzy was probably due to his belief that the relationship between Katte and his son had been sexual.97 When he met Frederick for the first time since the flight, he repeatedly asked: ‘Did you seduce Katte? Or did Katte seduce you?’, although the record does not make it clear whether he was referring to sex or to the flight.98 It might appear suggestive that on 17 October 1730 a man named Andreas Lepsch was burned at the stake at Potsdam ‘for sodomy’, but it seems that he had sex with a cow and not another male.99

After interrogation, Katte was taken to Küstrin, where on 6 November he was beheaded. When the army chaplain entered Frederick’s cell to inform him that the execution was about to occur, Frederick thought that it was he himself who was to be the victim.100 As Katte was led out, he ‘caught sight of his beloved Jonathan for the last time’, as the garrison chaplain Besserer recorded, for Frederick was forced to watch from a window immediately above the place of execution.101 As the axe fell, a hysterical Frederick dropped unconscious into the arms of his warders. In close attendance was an army chaplain, under orders from Frederick William to take advantage of this anticipated mental breakdown to lead his son back to the consoling embrace of Christianity.102

It is impossible to say whether or not Frederick William really intended to have him killed too. The Austrian ambassador Seckendorf reported the queen saying that only imperial intervention could save Frederick. Frederick William himself later announced in public that it was Charles VI’s plea for clemency that had changed his mind.103 He was certainly in a terrible state during the autumn of 1730, drinking even more heavily than usual, roaming the palace shouting that he was haunted, and ordering his coach in the middle of the night to take him out to Wusterhausen. The British envoy Guy Dickens reported: ‘The King of Prussia cannot sleep, the officers sit up with him every night, and in his slumbers he raves and talks of spirits and apparitions.’104 On 9 November Frederick was told that he would be pardoned on condition that he took an oath of unconditional obedience to the king ‘as servant, subject and son’. Moreover, this oath was not to be mumbled but to be proclaimed loud and clear without any mental reservations.105

THE SUBJUGATION OF FREDERICK

For the best part of a year, Frederick was kept under close observation at Küstrin. Although his conditions of incarceration were eased, he was subjected to a punishing regime of training in the practical business of government, interrupted only by lengthy sessions of religious observance, including four hours of sermons and services on Sundays. Knowing just how close had been his brush with death, Frederick submitted and dissembled. There was no more of the insouciant defiance he had shown immediately after his arrest. All the while Frederick William was taking a close interest in his rehabilitation. In May 1731, for example, the chief minder, Colonel von Wolden, was told that Frederick must clear his head of all the French and English rubbish he had picked up and replace it with exclusively Prussian matter, must be loyal to his father, have a German heart, constantly pray to God for his grace and never let God out of sight, in the hope that God would be merciful to him now and for ever.106 On 15 August 1731, Frederick William arrived at Küstrin in person with a numerous retinue to conclude the rehabilitation process. On entering the royal presence, Frederick threw himself at his father’s feet. His numerous sins of omission and commission were then rehearsed in suitably abrasive fashion. An eye-witness account by Grumbkow revealed Frederick William in all his appalling glory. Among other things, he told his son that if the flight to England had succeeded, his mother and sisters would have been confined in a place ‘where never again would they have seen the sun or the moon’, while he himself would have led an army to invade Hanover, burning and pillaging as they went. Along with this familiar brutality, Frederick William also revealed a rather pathetic sense of inferiority when he half-proudly, half-ruefully stated that he had no ‘French manners’ and could not come up with bons mots but would live and die as just a simple German prince. He added that Frederick had always made a point of hating what his father loved. Inevitably, his tirade ended with an awful warning about the consequences of impiety. Frederick was impeccably submissive, greeting his father’s final pronouncement of forgiveness by falling to the floor weeping and kissing his feet.107 As a token of his unconditional obedience, he reported two weeks later that he had been out hunting, had fired at a stag and a fawn, had missed both, alas, but would try to do better next time.108

There was one more stage in this ritual humiliation before Frederick William could consider his victory over his son complete: he had to get him married. There was no question now of a match with George II’s daughter Amelia, not least because it was clear that the British had failed to disclose their advance warning of Frederick’s flight attempt. In September 1730 Frederick William had rubbed in the queen’s disappointment at the final collapse of her double-marriage plans by trying to make her drink a toast to the ‘downfall of England’, which had made her burst into tears.109 He also upset her by forcing Wilhelmine to marry, in November 1731, her Hohenzollern relation the Margrave of Bayreuth, a choice of mate which represented a terrible come-down from her earlier prospect of becoming Queen of England. To make matters even worse, the king’s choice of bride for Frederick fell on Elizabeth Christine of Bevern, a junior branch of the House of Brunswick, in other words related to Queen Sophia Dorothea but, in her eyes at least, of appreciably lower standing than the electoral and royal House of Hanover.110 The disappointed mother retaliated by depicting Elizabeth Christine to her son, who had never met his fiancée, in the darkest possible hues. She was just a ‘silly goose’, and a bad-tempered bigot with a deformed hip into the bargain.111 To Wilhelmine she added that her prospective sister-in-law was ‘as thick as two short planks and completely uneducated. Heaven knows how my son is going to put up with such a pipsqueak.’112 Frederick William did not help by describing her as ‘neither ugly nor beautiful’ when announcing his choice to Frederick, who is also unlikely to have been impressed by the further recommendation that she was ‘God-fearing’.113 Frederick’s siblings were, if anything, even more venomous. One of his sisters announced at the dinner table in his hearing that she had visited her prospective sister-in-law one morning when she was performing her ablutions only to find that she smelled so rank that it had taken her breath away. ‘She must have a dozen or so anal fistulas, that’s the only possible explanation,’ his sister added.114

This was not a good start. In January 1732, Frederick wrote to Grumbkow that the very thought of his wife-to-be overwhelmed him with revulsion.115 The tears in Frederick’s eyes that were noted at the betrothal ceremony on 10 March were not thought to be tears of joy or anticipation. After the rings had been exchanged, he moved smartly away from his fiancée and demonstratively started a conversation with another young lady of the court. Even Seckendorf, who had worked hard to secure the match, took the view that it had all been too rushed, adding that Frederick William should at least have waited until the red spots on Elizabeth Christine’s face caused by a mild attack of smallpox had disappeared.116 The actual wedding did not take place until 10 June in the following year. The difficult question of Frederick’s sexual relations with his wife will be considered in the next chapter.117 Whatever Frederick’s feelings on his wedding night may have been, his bride had performed one very important service for him. The ceremony marked the last stage in his paternal rehabilitation. He was now allowed his own income, his own establishment, his own home and, most important of all, his freedom. The making of Frederick could begin.
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The Making of Frederick

REHABILITATION

Liberation from Frederick William’s prison was a process rather than an event. Following the reconciliation ritual in August 1731,** Frederick was allowed to leave Küstrin for daily excursions, and after a while to travel further afield, albeit only within Brandenburg. In November he attended Wilhelmine’s wedding at Berlin and was formally readmitted to the army.1 At Küstrin he was put to work learning about the nuts and bolts of provincial administration, with special emphasis on the need for economy and careful accounting. This was all to be done on the job, directed Frederick William, ‘because nothing can be learned from books, only practical experience will do, and it was thanks to reading too many useless books that the Crown Prince got into all those harmful and dangerous situations in the first place’. So Frederick’s reading material was still confined to a hymn book, the Bible and Johann Arndt’s anthology of pious meditations entitled True Christianity.2

Betrothal to Elizabeth Christine was rewarded with greater freedom. A month later, in April 1732, Frederick was made colonel of a regiment of infantry and moved to Ruppin, a small town north-west of Berlin where the headquarters of the first battalion was located (the second battalion was quartered at Nauen thirty-five kilometres to the south). Here he showed that he was taking seriously the oath of obedience to his father by applying himself diligently to military matters. So diligently indeed, that by 1734 the notoriously demanding Frederick William singled out his regiment for special praise following the annual review of 1734 (and actually embraced him after the same event the following year). Shortly after this last accolade, Frederick was promoted to major general.3 Also in 1734 total liberation seemed imminent when Frederick William was afflicted by a particularly severe attack of porphyria. Frederick got ready to govern, and was deeply disappointed when his father made an unexpected recovery.4

Well aware that his freedom was conditional, Frederick did all that was asked of him. But he also began to regain his self-respect after the humiliations of the past and to assert his own identity against the overpowering personality of his father. He achieved this by adopting the triple strategy identified in the introduction: creating a congenial environment, assembling convivial company and outperforming his father. First and foremost came culture in all its forms. Freed from a diet of Christian piety, Frederick turned back to reading the sort of books Frederick William had confiscated and sold in 1730. As he had no Latin, thanks to his father’s directive that he should not be taught anything so ‘useless’,5 little English, and used German only with his social inferiors, this meant that everything had to be in the French language. It was in French translation that Frederick read the Greek and Roman classics, along with English and even German philosophy. It can also be assumed that French wine, banished on the express orders of Frederick William in 1730, returned to his dining table.6

A long-standing favourite author was Pierre Bayle (1647–1706), whose works had been in the clandestine library. Although periodic attempts are made to reclaim Bayle for Christianity, he was regarded by the sceptics of the Enlightenment as one of their most important founding fathers, if not the most important.7 His Philosophical and Historical Dictionary of 1697 went through edition after edition during the next century. ‘The first dictionary that taught men to think’ was Voltaire’s accolade. Frederick paid his own tribute by financing and editing two anthologies of articles from the compendious complete work. In his view it had delivered the coup de grâce to religion by ‘tearing the blindfold of error from mankind’s eyes’.8 Laudatory remarks about Bayle and his influence abound in Frederick’s works and correspondence. Among other compliments, he hailed him as ‘the true precursor of Voltaire’, ‘the premier dialectician in Europe’, ‘of all men who have ever lived, he was the one who knew how to gain most from dialectics and reasoning’.9 In his struggle against religious intolerance, Frederick wrote, Voltaire stood on the shoulders of another giant – Bayle.10 On campaign during the Seven Years War, Frederick complained to the Marquis d’Argens that he had inadvertently left his books by Bayle behind at Breslau. He asked for the Various Thoughts on the Occasion of a Comet to be sent on post-haste, for he desperately needed ‘this intellectual food which heals our prejudices and provides essential nutrition to sustain our reason and good sense’.11 This was the book he hailed later as the best guide of all for logical thinking.12 Further evidence that Bayle was an important influence on Frederick’s thinking can be found in the copy of the Philosophical and Historical Dictionary in his library, which is liberally covered in underlinings and marginalia.13 During his last winter, 1785–6, he was still having passages read to him from one of the four editions of Bayle’s Dictionary he owned.14

It was also at Ruppin that Frederick was able to devote to music the attention he believed it deserved. Music for him was much more than an agreeable recreation and something to entertain the private man in moments of leisure. Throughout his life, he saw it as an integral part of who he was and what he did. He identified himself with Apollo, the charismatic protector of scholarship and art in general and music in particular. It was an identification which ran through his work as a leitmotiv.15 In 1738 he wrote an eloquent letter to the Count of Schaumburg-Lippe, stressing the centrality of music to a true nobleman’s existence and his active life. He contrasted this with those contemptible Spanish nobles who believed idleness to be the true mark of gentility. Music, Frederick maintained, was unique in its ability to communicate emotions and speak to the soul.16 No sooner had he arrived at Ruppin than he set about forming a band of instrumentalists and singers. There from the start was Johann Gottlieb Graun, a composer and violinist who had been director of music of the Prince of Waldeck. In 1735 he was joined by his brother Carl Heinrich, who taught Frederick musical theory and was to become the most important composer at his court.17 It was very much to Frederick’s credit that he should have been able to detect the Graun brothers’ talent and secure their long-term employment. Both men remained in Frederick’s service until their deaths in 1771 and 1759 respectively. So did two other distinguished violinist-composers, the brothers Franz and Johann Benda, who were recruited in 1733 and 1734 and died in 1786 and 1752 respectively.18 In his autobiography Franz Benda claimed to have accompanied Frederick in 10,000 performances of flute concertos.19 Other distinguished Ruppin musicians were the harpsichordist Christoph Schaffrath and the bass viol player Johann Gottlieb Janitsch.20 An occasional visitor was the flautist Johann Joachim Quantz,** whom Frederick would have liked to employ had he not been retained by the King of Poland-Saxony.

Frederick’s musical establishment at Ruppin eventually numbered seventeen (one more than that of Prince Leopold of Anhalt-Cöthen when Johann Sebastian Bach entered his employment).21 In 1736 they all moved with Frederick to his new residence at Rheinsberg, some twenty kilometres to the north. Bought in 1734 by Frederick William at Frederick’s request, it represented the completion of the reconciliation process. Picturesquely situated on the Grienerick Lake, fed by the river Rhin, and surrounded by forests of beech and oak, the original castle was badly in need of repair. As there were strict limits to the king’s generosity, razing the existing building and starting again was not an option. Although the early modifications were supervised by the royal director of buildings, Johann Gottfried Kemmeter, from an early stage Frederick was secretly consulting his friend and chosen architect, Georg Wenzeslaus Baron von Knobelsdorff, a gifted amateur with a military background. His first commission had been to create a formal garden for Frederick at Ruppin featuring a Temple of Apollo.22 Frederick had then sent him on an extended tour of Italy in 1736–7 to study buildings ancient and modern, especially theatres.

On his return, Knobelsdorff set about turning Rheinsberg into a residence fit for a crown prince. The result was a country house of modest size but pleasing proportions, whose exterior has survived more or less unchanged until the present day.23 The two projecting wings of the single court are linked by an open colonnade and end in two round towers, this last unusual feature being dictated by the need to incorporate the tower already in place. Although Knobelsdorff drew plans and served as project manager, it was Frederick who supplied the ideas, especially those relating to the internal spaces. That the building was not intended for representational purposes was shown by its orientation away from the public sphere of the town (to which the palace presented its backside) to the private realm of gardens and lake. From his little library in the southern round tower Frederick could look out at lake and gardens on three sides without seeing another building. Immediately adjacent was his main library, followed by a study and a suite of eight further rooms occupying most of the south wing. On the ceiling of the tower room a painting entitled Tranquillity in the Study by the court painter Antoine Pesne depicted Minerva surrounded by personifications of the sciences, arts and literature, one of whom points to an open book in which are written the names of Frederick’s two favourite authors: Horace and Voltaire.24 Contemporary descriptions reveal how luxurious were the furniture and interior decoration with silver, gilt and pastel shades to the fore.25 Outside, both the medieval moat and the river Rhin were straightened to complement the rectilinear garden created by Knobelsdorff in the French style.26

FREDERICK’S RELATIONS WITH HIS WIFE

Immediately adjacent to Frederick’s quarters was the apartment of his wife, who joined him at Rheinsberg on 20 August 1736. Her bedroom was dominated by a massive ornate bed, a gift from her father-in-law.27 Frederick William was anxious that it be put to good and immediate use, so keen indeed that he had promised to allow Frederick to travel abroad as soon as he sired a child.28 A year earlier he had sent Elizabeth Christine a birthday present with a note: ‘Madame, as today is your birthday, I congratulate you with my whole heart and wish you a long life and in a few months’ time a plump and strapping baby son.’29 The frustration of his hopes raises the important but murky question of Frederick’s sexuality.

Until very recently this was a topic historians either did not mention or passed over swiftly and with disdain. Representative was Otto Hintze, whose single paragraph in his magisterial history of the Hohenzollerns first published in 1915 stated that the ‘gossip’ was contradictory and needed no refutation; that the malicious stories about ‘perverted inclinations’ should not be repeated; that, as a young man, Frederick had drained the cup of (heterosexual) love to the very last drop but had then abstained on health grounds; and that his indifference to women was typical of eighteenth-century intellectuals (an observation that would have come as a surprise to – say – Voltaire, Rousseau or Diderot).30 The most eminent of the next generation’s biographers, Gerhard Ritter, was even more perfunctory, recording only that there was ‘little of substance to report’ and that ‘Frederick’s sexual life was in no way abnormal’, although conceding that ‘psychologically as well as physically his sexual needs were unusually limited’.31 No more expansive was Theodor Schieder, who solemnly recorded that ‘in no official record’ could anything be found explaining why Frederick decided at an early age that he would not have children (as if that settled anything). Although there were malicious rumours about his sexuality spread by Voltaire, Schieder added, the most convincing explanation was provided by the doctor who attended him during his last illness, the Swiss-born Johann Georg von Zimmermann, who wrote that Frederick had convinced himself that he was impotent after contracting venereal disease from a prostitute shortly before his marriage.32 The author of the current standard biography, Johannes Kunisch, also maintains that young Frederick was completely heterosexual but that his ‘homoerotic preference’ became apparent after his accession to the throne and then persisted until the end of his life.33 He also repeats the Zimmermann story.34 However, two shorter studies published as part of the celebrations of Frederick’s tercentenary birthday are quite unequivocal: ‘decisive in explaining Frederick’s personality was his sexuality. Frederick was homosexual’ is Wolfgang Burgdorf’s verdict, while Reinhard Alings’s answer to the question he poses – ‘Was Frederick gay?’ – is: ‘There can be no reasonable doubt.’35 Their view has been confirmed most recently by Peter-Michael Hahn’s excellent biography.36 It will be argued in what follows that these last opinions accord best with what is known, although certainty can never be achieved.

The fullest contemporary account of Frederick’s sexuality, and also the one with the most enduring influence, was provided by Zimmermann. According to this version, Frederick was enthusiastically heterosexual during his youth. Denied the company of respectable women by his father’s brutality, of necessity he turned to prostitutes. Unfortunately, just at a time when Frederick William was due to take him off to Brunswick to meet his bride-to-be, he contracted an acute dose of gonorrhoea. On the advice of his cousin, the Margrave of Brandenburg-Schwedt, Frederick was treated by ‘the doctor of Malchow’, believed that he had been cured and proceeded on his journey. All his reservations about the bride forced on him by his father were dispelled by ‘the incomparable’ Elizabeth Christine’s ‘charm and beauty’, so their marriage initially proved entirely satisfactory. The happy couple shared the same bed every night and all night. Alas, after six months of wedded bliss the gonorrhoea erupted again, so violently indeed that Frederick’s life was in danger. The only remedy was deemed to be a surgical operation, which led to a minor deformation of his genitalia. Zimmermann stressed that this did not amount to castration, an operation which was known to make the victim ‘timid, cunning and deceitful’. Although just ‘a little bit mutilated’, he had not been castrated, was still able to produce sperm and therefore remained what he had always been: ‘a man of supreme intellectual power, the most fearless and the greatest hero of his age’. He ‘must have’ retained his heterosexual drive, but had convinced himself that his little defect had reduced him to being a eunuch. So it was ‘completely against his inclination and completely against his will’ that he felt obliged to distance himself from the wife he loved so passionately and to pretend that he had been alienated from her by a forced marriage. But Frederick went further: he pretended to have a liking for what Zimmermann coyly referred to as ‘Socratic love’ so that he would continue to appear virile and capable of sexual intercourse, albeit with men. Rather than reveal the minor deformity which made sex impossible, he put up with the belief that he engaged in ‘the depraved weakness common to many Greeks and Romans’.37

Quite apart from its inherent implausibility, this story lacks any kind of corroboration. Most fundamentally, Zimmermann never revealed his sources, if indeed there were any. It must stand or fall by the genital deformation caused by the alleged operation in 1733. As Frederick’s physician during his last illness, Zimmermann would almost certainly have had the opportunity to make the necessary inspection. However, the surgeon Gottlieb Engel, who helped to prepare Frederick’s body for burial, indignantly asserted that the royal genitalia were as ‘complete and perfect as those of any healthy man’.38 This opinion was confirmed by a joint statement issued in 1790 by the three medical officers who helped to wash the body.39 Although it does not necessarily invalidate his testimony, it needs to be recorded that Zimmermann was a long-standing and passionate admirer of Frederick, despite being Swiss by birth and Hanoverian by choice. After his first encounter with his hero in 1771 he left the room in floods of tears, exclaiming ‘Oh, my love for the King of Prussia is beyond words!’40 However, there is so much error in his account – for example, he has the newlyweds moving to Rheinsberg immediately after their marriage, rather than three years later – that his reliability must be doubted.41 Moreover, his own apologia for Frederick often points in an unintended direction. He records, for example, that ‘almost everyone’ who knew Frederick – friends and enemies, princes and servants, even his closest confidants and companions – believed that he ‘engaged in the same sort of relationship as that between Socrates and Alcibiades’. Even Zimmermann himself had once believed this too, not least because one of Frederick’s male favourites had told him that Frederick was still active [homo]sexually in 1756.42

On the other hand, there is certainly some evidence of heterosexual attraction if not activity. The inconclusive Dresden episode has already been discussed.** Better documented is a flirtation with a married woman, Eléonore-Louise von Wreech, dating from the time Frederick spent at Küstrin. The seven letters which have survived from 1731–2 are ardent but light in tone, ironic, almost flippant, and highly stylized.43 Four are in verse-form or contain verses, for example:


Accept, Madame, a heart that is too tender

Which impatiently awaits only your permission

To lay before you its sweet submission,

And which until now has hesitated to do so.

I count the moments, I count the minutes,

Until I can receive from you the decision,

That will determine all my actions.44



Evidence regarding this relationship is conflicting.
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