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Book Reviews 

Linda and Marsha Frey, A Question of Empire: Leopold I and the War of 
the Spanish Succession, 1701-1705. Boulder, Colorado: Eastern Euro-
pean Monographs, 1983. 165pp. [Distributed by Columbia Univer-
sity Press, New York, as Eastern European Monograph number 
cxvli and Brooklyn College Studies on Society in Change number 
36. 

"A Question of Empire: Leopold I and the War of the Spanish 
Succession" is an enticing title. It suggests to the casual browser that 
here is the much needed, in-depth study of the Austrian court in 
terms of the ebb and flow of court opinion and politics as it touched 
on the stressful relationship between Leopold's foreign policy and 
his imperial ambitions. A close reading of the book reveals some-
thing quite different: an 88-page essay describing European inter-
national affairs in the period 1701 to 1705 with only a superficial 
summary of Austrian views. As such it is useful, but it does not reveal 
the nature of conflicting opinion within the court or the sources and 
nature of the views which were the foundation of policy. It is 
disappointing to find that 77 of the tiny book's 165 pages are neither 
text nor interpretation, but lists of sources and a bibliography. 
On reflection, so heavy a weight of scholarly apparatus seems 
unnecessary. 

Readers of this journal will want to look particularly at pages 
69-74 and 80-84 to find the authors' views on Hungary. There, too, 
one will find only a general summary of well-known events. Of 
course, this is very useful, but specialists will be frustrated by the 
want of depth, detail and scope. 

In discussing Hungary, as with other subjects, the authors 
continually cavil about the failure of Austria's allies to understand 
her. "What was said and ignored about Austria and Hungary 
became more important than what Austria and Hungary actually 



were," they write (p. 73). T rue enough, but the authors seem to fail 
to understand that it is in the nature of alliances and international 
politics that this is so. It is nothing unusual. Moreover, the authors 
fail to link this fact with the purposeful misrepresentations which 
were made at the time, particularly those received by the Dutch and 
the English. 

The Freys have given us an essentially correct summary of events, 
but they leave us with a strange view of the leaders who dominated 
the European stage in the early years of the War of the Spanish 
Succession. First, we meet Charles II of Spain, "neurotic, indecisive 
and vacillating," as well as "nervous, weak-minded, melancholy, 
conscience-ridden like his predecessors." Then there is the "shy and 
reserved future king Philip V, easily led and like his father, lazy." In 
due course, we meet the "irritatingly indecisive" Leopold I, "silent 
and reserved." Then there is Prince Euguene, "reserved, austere, 
taciturn," but whose "taciturnity and reserve would be submerged 
by a firey vitality." In Holland, there was Pensionary Heinsius, 
"whose decisiveness and fervour of youth had been replaced by 
"vacillation and vagueness." And in England, the "curt, undemon-
strative" William III was followed by "Anne, reserved, suspicious 
and easily hurt and offended." She was a "dull dumpling of a 
Queen," whose husband, George of Denmark, was "lethargic, 
clumsy, shy, often silent." One could go on with such quotations, but 
this is enough to suggest the authors' iconoclastic portrayal of the 
great. The descriptions may well carry a grain of truth in them, but if 
they do, the authors have failed to explain how European nations 
managed their foreign affairs under such weak-kneed individuals 
during a critical juncture in European history. 

The Freys' book contains far too much general background to 
make the substantial contribution which is needed for this period. It 
does fill the gap of years which John P. Spielman glossed over in his 
biography, Leopold I of Austria (1977). Yet the background in 
Spielman's book, when combined with the depth provided by 
Charles Ingrao's In Quest and Crisis: Emperor Joseph I and the Habsburg 
Monarchy (1979), gives greater understanding to the process by 
which Austrian policy was formulated and how her imperial 
ambitions related to her foreign policy objectives. 
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