
Rulers, Palaces, Wider Worlds: Ritual and Cultural Connections. Wolfenbüttel: Sabine
Dabringhaus, Historisches Institut, Albert-Ludwigs-Universität Freiburg, 16.03.2011-
18.03.2011.

Reviewed by Nadine Amsler

Published on H-Soz-u-Kult (June, 2011)

Rulers, Palaces, Wider Worlds: Ritual and Cultural Connections

Ritual connections between rulers and their subjects
played an important role in early modern Europe and
Late Imperial China. At a workshop in WolfenbÃ¼ttel
from 16 to 18 March 2011, historians with different ge-
ographical specializations engaged in a comparative di-
alogue on European and Chinese rituals of power, with
additional contributions on the Ottoman and Russian Ro-
manov empires. The first and second of three panel dis-
cussions focused on rituals at court and in urban centers;
the third addressed distant clients and envoys and move-
able courts.

The hosting scholar SABINE DABRINGHAUS
(Freiburg im Breisgau) launched the workshop by ob-
serving that, while there are important differences be-
tween the European and Chinese political orders of the
early modern age, many structural similarities make
comparison a promising enterprise. Both European and
Chinese rulers successfully tamed military power; and
courts played an important role as power centers in both
arenas. Furthermore, Jesuit connections between China
and Europe also open possibilities in connected histories
for historians working in these fields. CRAIG CLUNAS
(Oxford) reflected, in the opening lecture, on the role
spaces and objects played in ritual connections at the ex-
panded imperial court of Ming China. In his discussion
of the courts of the Ming dynastyâs âappanage kingsâ
(fanwang), he pointed out that their processions and
building projects in provincial cities effectively marked
kingly presence far from the center of power. He also
noted that, while the culture of the Ming courts has re-

cently become a thriving area of empirical research on
China, the vast literature on the European courts remains
little read by China scholars.

The focus of the first panel discussion was ritual con-
nections âat the centerâ. Several papers rejected the con-
cept of inaccessible âabsoluteâ monarchs, in the Chinese,
Ottoman, and European contexts. In his presentation on
the accessibility of the Ottoman ruler in the early mod-
ern age, RHOADS MURPHY (Birmingham) pointed out
that it is a widespread Western misconception that the
Ottoman Sultan lived in his palace in absolute seclusion.
The Sultan had to be accessible to rule effectively, al-
though access was measured: For some of his subjects,
access was purely aural (drums announcing the sultanâs
arrival); for others it was visual (processions); while oth-
ers had physical access to the Sultan. Selective inter-
action was also a crucial aspect of ritual connections in
the courts of seventeenth-century Vienna and Versailles.
JEROEN DUINDAM (Leiden) contended that, far from
withdrawing during the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies, the rulers of this period in fact stayed connected
with their subjects via three dimensions of cultural inter-
action: the household, ceremonies, and representations
of the ruler. At the Habsburg court, the extended house-
hold played an important role, while the household of
Louis XIV was smaller and more exclusive. In Versailles,
court ceremonieswere important links between ruler and
subject.

In one of the two following papers on the Chinese
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courts, ZHU JIANFEI (Melbourne) presented on the con-
nections between spatiality and rule in Ming China, re-
flecting on Chinese specificities of architecture. WANG
SHUO (Turlock, Cal.) discussed the Qing princes sys-
tem as a specific feature of Manchu rule in China, mak-
ing the point that, unlike their Han predecessors, the
Manchu emperors included their kinsmen in the struc-
ture of governance. Manchu princes stayed at court and
were educated in martial arts and the Manchu language.
Wang argued that, apart from being an instrument of
government, this was also an important means of build-
ing Manchu identity. In the response to the first panel
discussion, NADINE AMSLER (Bern/Freiburg im Breis-
gau) observed that these case studies all presented courts
as dynamic entities, allowing more or less restricted ac-
cess to the ruler. Rituals were an important means of reg-
ulating connections between rulers and subjects and not
only represented but also constituted power relations.

The second panel discussion presented cities as stages
for, and actors in, interactions between rulers and sub-
jects. The first two papers examined the negotiation
of relations through the enactment and description of
princely rituals within cities. MARGRIT THÃFNER
(Norwich) emphasized the unstable character of the rit-
ual of the Joyous Entry in sixteenth century Habsburg
Netherlands. Because cities funded the Entries, they
were important actors in these rituals, with considerable
agency, and each Joyous Entry was an opportunity for
cities and rulers to renegotiate their privileges. HELEN
WATANABE-OâKELLY (Oxford) focused on the source
genre of printed festival books that proliferated in early
modern Europe. While the festival books claimed to be
factual, they in fact presented events from the standpoint
of whoever commissioned the book and were tailored for
an intended readership. As such, these sources should be
re-read as integral to rather than merely descriptive of
festivals.

PATRICIA EBREY (Seattle/MÃ¼nster) also advocated
re-lecture of source in her paper on the building projects
of the last Song emperor Huizong. Huizong, a passion-
ate calligrapher and Daoist, undertook numerous build-
ing projects in the Song capital Kaifeng, many of them
temples outside the palace which staged important ritu-
als. Ebrey argued that the challenge for historians now
is to extricate these projects from the Confucian histori-
ographic reading, which ties the end of Huizongâs reign
(by the Jurchen invasion) to the building program, and
place them back into the context of Song rule. In his pa-
per on Mongolian music at the Qing court, YU SIU WAH
(Hong Kong) brought music into play as a means of con-

necting rulers and subjects. According to the classifica-
tionmade in Chinese classical texts, Mongolianmusic be-
longed not to proper ritual music (yayue) but to secular
(si) or barbarian (hu) music. However, it played an im-
portant role at the Qing court because the Manchu had
strong marital and other political ties to the Mongolians.
In her response to the second panel discussion, ANTJE
FLÃCHTER (Heidelberg) observed that meaning can be
codified in very different ways â through buildings, mu-
sic, or rituals. She raised the question whether different
codifications could have comparable vocabularies.

The last panel discussion focused on ritual connec-
tions between the court and the periphery. MICHAEL
CHANG (Fairfax, Virginia) presented a paper on the
first Southern Tour of the Kangxi emperor in 1684. He
showed how the emperorâs visit to the Jiangnan region,
a stronghold of Ming dynasty loyalty, was important to
the formation of the Manchu identity during this first
period of Qing reign. For example, while an official ac-
count, âNotes on a Southern Tourâ, stressed the fact of
the emperorâs warm reception in the city of Suzhou, the
document at the same time compares that cityâs mer-
chant culture unfavorably with the âplain customs of the
Northeastâ, the homeland of the Manchu. NEIL MUR-
PHY (Winchester) pointed out that, in sixteenth century
France, rituals of royal pardon and punishment were a
fundamental attribute of kingship. The royal families
were able to largely monopolize this highly symbolic act
in the sixteenth century. Whereas bishops had possessed
the right to make pardon from the early Middle ages, the
king started to confirm pardons issued by them by the
late fifteenth century.

The last two papers concentrated on connections be-
tween political entities commonly perceived to belong to
different cultural spheres. CHRISTIANWINDLER (Bern)
considered diplomatic relations between European pow-
ers and the Ottoman regencies in the Maghreb. In the
early modern period, gift giving between the Ottoman
beys and European powers, interpreted in different ways
by the participants, was an important yet unstable fac-
tor in diplomatic relations. Windler pointed out that,
although it has been widely promoted that Europe de-
veloped the idea of a European civilizing mission dur-
ing the period of the Atlantic revolutions, in fact Euro-
pean powers only abolished the practice of gift giving
in Tunis and Tripolis in 1830, after the French conquest
of Algiers. JAN HENNINGS (Oxford) compared Russian-
European and Russian-Qing diplomatic relations. Hen-
nings first observed that European discourses of Russian
âbarbarismâ distract attention from the fact that a long-
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term history of face-to-face contact meant that European
and Russian diplomats actually shared a common sym-
bolic vocabulary. Hennings then went on to say that
the same seems to be true for Chinese-Russian diplo-
matic relations. Diplomatic quarrels were not the result
of cultural difference, but rather arose out of a shared
diplomatic practice understood by both parties. In his
response, CRAIG CLUNAS concluded that no âfirst con-
tactsâwere actually taking place in earlymodern Eurasia.
Research must not only consider the possibilities in his-
torical comparison but also in connected histories. Clu-
nas suggested that a comparative focus on language and
narrative could be a fruitful approach to further studies
of ritual.

HELWIG SCHMIDT-GLINZER (WolfenbÃ¼ttel)
commenced the closing discussion with some general
remarks, observing that more research has to be done for
comparison to be possible. At the same time, compari-
son helps to identify questions for further research in the
different fields. The workshop participants agreed that
further research can be done on the reception of foreign
envoys at the Chinese courts and the role of members
of the imperial family. Furthermore, effective studies of
processes of negotiation depend on China research âgo-
ing localâ. Similar work with local sources in European
court history has resulted in the paradigm of absolutism
being abandoned. However, it must be acknowledged
that in China local archives are mainly only available
for the nineteenth century. As for European research,
further work should not draw a clear line between the
courts and local society.

TheWolfenbÃ¼ttel workshop provoked a stimulating
dialogue on Chinese, European, Ottoman, and Russian
rituals of power. Although comparative work can, until
now, only prompt tentative conclusions, the workshop
has made clear that negotiation and representations of
power are a key to understanding all the political entities
in question. The workshop also suggested the need to re-
vise narratives of absolute rule and despotism in the dif-
ferent traditions of historiography. Further dialogue will
necessitate reflection on a common theoretical vocabu-
lary and will also require further engagement with em-
pirical, locally based case studies. The WolfenbÃ¼ttel di-
alogue will be resumed in autumn in Leiden at a compar-
ative workshop addressing the social structures of courts
in the early modern era.
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Diplomats on China
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Final comment
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Final discussion

If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at:
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