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AbstraCt

This paper examines key elements of the noble identity of the Harrach family within the Habsburg 
court in the first half of the eighteenth century, emphasizing the role of dynastic tradition and 
princely service (Fürstendienst). The Harrach family’s centuries-long service in high offices, dip-
lomatic missions, and courtly networks provided them with social capital, political legitimacy, 
and a sense of belonging to a lineage closely tied to the imperial dynasty. Their sustained loyalty 
and achievements helped consolidate their position at court, while the unsuccessful 1709 attempt 
to obtain princely rank (Fürstenstand) can be seen as an effort to convert the family’s merits in 
princely service into a highly symbolic gain in prestige and that yet illustrates the limits of dynas-
tic standing.
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In January 1748, Maria Theresia’s highest ministers were fiercely debating about 
administrative and financial reforms.1) It is well known that Count Friedrich Wil-
helm Haugwitz (1702–1765) convinced the Empress of his proposal that aimed at 
centralisation of the administration and a disempowerment of the Estates. Frie-
drich August of Harrach (1696–1749) had presented a different approach – he 

1)	F or the reforms see Friedrich WALTER, Die österreichische Zentralverwaltung II. Abt.: Von der 
Vereinigung der Österreichischen und Böhmischen Hofkanzlei bis zur Einrichtung der Ministerial-
verfassung (1749–1848) I/1: Die Geschichte der österreichischen Zentralverwaltung in der Zeit 
Maria Theresias (1740–1780), Wien 1938, p. 38.
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wanted to see the Estates as the main managers of the financial administration. To 
put out such a statement was quite a hazardous move, since Maria Theresia had 
already become fond of Haugwitz’ anti-Estates rhetoric. Harrach needed to show 
his ruler that he had the political expertise and competency to tackle the reshaping 
of the financial system. At the end of one of his vota he wrote, “daß ich ganzen Eüer 
Kayserlicher und Königlicher Mayestät Allerhöchste Personen und dero Durchleüchtig-
stes Erzhaus jene von meinen vorältern ererbte ungefärbte treüe und devotion biß in 
das grab ohne aller immer erdenklichen nebenabsicht beständig beybehalten werde.”2) 

He argued with reference to the loyalty of his noble house to the ruling dynasty 
and announced the continuation of this tradition. Of course, this sentence may be 
understood as a  rhetorical commonplace without deeper implications, yet it is 
highly plausible that, in a politically delicate situation such as that of January 1748, 
ministers composed their letters with particular care and a keen sense for argumen-
tative nuances. Harrach’s reference to the services rendered by his forefathers to 
the Habsburgs was most likely a strategically placed remark, intended to remind 
the Empress that the opinion expressed here came from a nobleman whose family 
had stood closely alongside the Habsburgs since the 16th century.

The reform debates of the late 1740s were, alongside questions of political prin-
ciple, also a struggle among individual nobles for prestige, influence, and assertive-
ness at court. Retaining the Empress’s favour, or even expanding it, was therefore 
not only of existential importance for Harrach’s career but also for the prosperity 
of his entire noble house. To better understand his position, it is useful to analyse 
the embedding of the Harrach family within the courtly networks and political and 
social structures of the Habsburg monarchy. This raises the question of which 
structures and frames of reference could have had an identity-forming effect for 
him. It is important to remember that, unlike Haugwitz, Harrach was not a newly 
risen courtier, but a member of one of the families with the longest tradition of 
service to the imperial dynasty. Did he even need to legitimize his position? And if 
so, what could serve him as argumentative and ideological support?

The aim of this paper is to demonstrate that the family tradition of princely 
service could serve as an identity-forming element for the Harrach family in the 
struggle for power at court. This will be illustrated by two aspects: The retrospec-
tive reference to the 16th and 17th centuries could show how the Harrach family, 
in cooperation with and in the service of the Habsburg dynasty, had improved its 
position. The family’s efforts to secure its standing culminated in their attempt to 
acquire princely dignity (Fürstenstand), the failure of which already indicated that 

2)	 Österreichisches Staatsarchiv (OeStA), Haus-, Hof- und Staatsarchiv (HHStA), Staatskanzlei 
(StK) – Vorträge 59, Konferenzprotokolle und Referate 01.1748–04.1748, fol. 37.



91
Fürstendienst without Fürstenstand: Noble Identity, Dynastic Service and the Limits 
of Advancement in the noble House of Harrach at the beginning of the 18th century

the family could not rest upon the merits of their forefathers but had constantly to 
strive to secure the lasting favour of their rulers.

The Noble House of Harrach in Service of the Habsburgs

The significance of the term “house” as an ideological framework for the self-con-
ception of noble families in the Early Modern period should be clarified. The 
“house” does not merely describe the spatial residence of a noble family, but also 
the family as a dynasty as well as the material foundations of the house, that is, the 
family’s possessions.3) Membership in one’s own house was constitutive of identity 
for nobles. The individual noble did not stand alone but was embedded in a centu-
ries-old, dynastic line of ancestors; he was a “mere link between the generations of 
forebears, who served as models in his thinking, and the descendants, to whom, accord-
ing to this logic, a series of obligations was imposed”.4) The preservation of the noble 
house and the continuation of the dynastic line were the supreme objectives to 
which individual family members had to subordinate themselves. This duty and the 
integration into the practical, everyday structures of the noble house (living in the 
family castle or palace, bearing the coat of arms, managing the estates, controlling 
the family’s wealth, etc.) could provide its members with “a strong sense of belong-
ing and a  secure self-confidence”.5) The social position assumed within this self-
confidence, as well as all achievements and endeavors of the family members, must 
on the one hand be understood as legitimized by the ideological background of the 
house. On the other hand, the family’s reputation and status had to be continu-
ously safeguarded and, ideally, further enhanced to ensure the house’s continuity 
on an ideological and a material level, since the possibility of social decline was 
constantly in the background.6)

3)	 Beatrix BASTL, Haus und Haushaltung des Adels in den österreichischen Erblanden im 17. und 
18. Jahrhundert, in: Ronald G. Asch (ed.), Der europäische Adel im Ancien Régime. Von der 
Krise der ständischen Monarchien bis zur Revolution (1600–1789), Cologne 2001, pp. 263–
285, here p. 263. For a reflection on the term “house” in the historical research on the nobility 
see Michael HECHT, Das Adels-Haus in der Frühen Neuzeit. Genealogisches Konzept, verwandt-
schaftliche Ordnung, architektonische Gestalt, Zeitschrift für Kulturwissenschaften 11, 2017, 
pp. 29–48.

4)	 Petr MAŤA, Aristokratisches Prestige und der böhmische Adel (1500–1700), Frühneuzeit-Info 
10, 1999, pp. 43–52, here p. 49.

5)	G rete KLINGENSTEIN, Der Aufstieg des Hauses Kaunitz, Göttingen 1975, p. 21.
6)	 B. BASTL, Haus, p. 272; Hamish M. SCOTT – Christopher STORRS, The Consolidation of 

Noble Power in Europe, c. 1600 1800, in: Hamish M. Scott (ed.), The European Nobilities in the 
Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries I – Western Europe, New York 1995, pp. 1–52, here 
p. 14.
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The high offices Friedrich August of Harrach attained were inseparable from the 
support of his family, for kinship ties decisively shaped every nobleman’s career.7) 
The assistance his father and uncle could offer him rested on the prestige they had 
gained through their own offices, which in turn built upon the achievements of 
their forebears. A pronounced consciousness of tradition – constantly invoking the 
ancestors, their glory and their honor – was central to noble identity and world-
view.8) For the House of Harrach this meant the conviction that family members 
had long held significant courtly positions, securing proximity to both emperor 
and empress. The following discussion will illustrate, how close the connections 
between the House of Harrach and the imperial court already were in the 16th and 
17th centuries. The role of women, many of whom served as ladies-in-waiting to the 
empresses, should be underestimated by no means, for their constant presence 
near the imperial family constituted “a considerable potential […] to appear as me-
diators of political and social opportunities within the courtly context”.9)

The rise of the Harrach family rested on a tradition of continuous service to the 
Habsburg dynasty that had started in the early 16th century, a pattern that linked 
successive generations to the imperial court. Leonhard III of Harrach (1481–1527), 
who secured the Lower Austrian estate of Rohrau in 1524, belonged to the close 
circle of Ferdinand I and became Obersthofkanzler in 1526.10) His son Leonhard IV 
(1514–1590) continued this trajectory as adviser to Ferdinand I, Maximilian II, 
and Rudolf II, serving as Obersthofmeister and gaining admission to the Order of 
the Golden Fleece. During his lifetime, the Harrachs rose to the rank of Freiherren 
and expanded their landed base with the acquisition of the estate Prugg, close to 
Rohrau.11) These honors and offices established a family tradition of loyalty and 
proximity to the crown that subsequent generations sought to uphold.

This reached new heights under Karl of Harrach (1570–1628), who, after diplo-
matic service in Venice and at the Bavarian court, became one of Ferdinand II’s 
most trusted advisers. His elevation to the Grafenstand, together with the advanta-
geous marriages of his children, signalled the further consolidation of the family’s 

 7)	G. KLINGENSTEIN, Der Aufstieg, p. 262.
 8)	Václav Bůžek – Václav Grubhoffer – Libor Jan, Wandlungen des Adels in den böhmi

schen Ländern, Bohemia 54, 2014, pp. 271–318, here p. 317.
 9)	Katrin Keller, Hofdamen. Amtsträgerinnen im Wiener Hofstaat des 17. Jahrhunderts, Wien 

– Köln – Weimar 2005, p. 169.
10)	A lfred Kohler, Ferdinand I. (1503–1564). Fürst, König und Kaiser, München 2003, p. 138; 

Franz Karl WiSSgrill, Schauplatz des landsässigen Nieder-Oesterreichischen Adels vom 
Herren- und Ritterstande IV, Wien 1794–1804, p. 151.

11)	F . K. WiSSgrill, Schauplatz, p. 152f. For Leonhard IV of Harrach see also Michael HABE-
RER, Ohnmacht und Chance. Leonhard von Harrach (1514–1590) und die erbländische Macht
elite, Wien 2011.
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standing.12) His sons perpetuated this: Leonhard VII (1594–1645) married into the 
influential Eggenberg family, held senior court offices and, despite political set-
backs, returned to high office as Obersthofmeister to Archduke Leopold Wilhelm.13) 
Franz Albrecht (1614–1666) likewise secured prominence as Oberststallmeister to 
Ferdinand III, his marriage personally arranged by Empress Eleonore Gonzaga 
(1598–1656).14)

The family’s intimate bond with the Empress is particularly evident in the career 
of Maria Eleonore (1623–1693), daughter of Leonhard VII. Empress Eleonore 
acted as her godmother, arranged her appointment as lady-in-waiting and Kammer-
fräulein, and even financed her dowry for the marriage to Count Nikolaus Pálffy 
(†1679). Her later role as aya to the children of Leopold I illustrates the privileged 
trust the Harrach family enjoyed at court.15)

The Lamberg kinship network could only reinforce the position on which the 
Harrachs based their standing at court. Johann Maximilian of Lamberg (1608–
1682), Friedrich August’s great-grandfather, served both Empress Eleonore 
Gonzaga (1628–1686) and Emperor Leopold I in the highest courtly offices, while 
his daughter Johanna Theresia (1639–1716) became a confidante of the Spanish 
queen Maria Anna. In Spain she encountered Ferdinand Bonaventura I of Har-
rach, a childhood companion of Leopold I, who later served as imperial ambassa-
dor in Spain and as Obersthofmeister to the Emperor, bound to him by personal 
friendship.16) Even the extended family, such as Karl Ferdinand of Waldstein 
(1634–1702), brother-in-law of Ferdinand Bonaventura I, stood within the same 
circle of imperial confidence. Married to Maria Elisabeth of Harrach (1637–1710) 

12)	I sabella (1601–1624) married the Generalissimus Wallenstein (1583–1634), Katharina 
(1599–1640) married Maximilian of Waldstein (1600–1655), who was Oberstkämmerer and 
Oberststallmeister, and Maximiliana (1608–1662) married lieutenant field marshal Adam Erd-
mann Graf Trčka of Lípa (1599–1634). Otto Friedrich (1610–1648) married Lavinia Gonzaga 
Countess of Novellara (1607–1639). Constantin VON Wurzbach, Biographisches Lexikon 
des Kaiserthums Oesterreich VII, Wien 1861, p.  370, 376; F. K. WiSSgrill, Schauplatz, 
p. 157f. Katrin Keller, Kurzbiographien, in: Katrin Keller – Alessandro Catalano (edd.), 
Die Diarien und Tagzettel des Kardinals Ernst Adalbert von Harrach (1598–1667) I. Kom-
mentar und Register, Wien – Köln – Weimar 2010, pp. 180–232, 211, 228, 230. For the eleva-
tion to the Grafenstand see C. VON Wurzbach, Biographisches Lexikon VII, p. 375f.

13)	K . Keller, Kurzbiographien, p. 189f.
14)	I bidem, p. 188f.
15)	I bidem, p. 190; K. Keller, Hofdamen, p. 279f.
16)	F riedrich PolleroSS, Die Kunst der Diplomatie. Auf den Spuren des kaiserlichen Botschafters 

Leopold Joseph Graf von Lamberg (1653–1706), Petersberg 2010, p. 68f. Johann Maximilian 
had been elevated to the Grafenstand in 1641. C. VON Wurzbach, Biographisches Lexikon 
VII, p.  373; Susanne Claudine PILS, Schreiben über Stadt. Das Wien der Johanna Theresia 
Harrach (1639–1716), Wien 2002, p. 18–22.
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and descended from Katharina of Harrach (1599–1640), he too maintained court-
ly service traditions, while his mother had served as Hoffräulein to the daughters of 
Ferdinand II.17) Through offices, marriages, and household service, the family sus-
tained a dynastic identity inseparable from their proximity to the Emperor and 
Empress – an inheritance Friedrich August could draw upon for his identification 
as a noble. 

By taking office as Landmarschall of Lower Austria in 1715, Aloys Thomas of 
Harrach (1669–1742) extended the long-standing tradition of his family’s service 
to the Habsburgs into another sphere. Following the examples of earlier Harrach 
statesmen who had secured influence through courtly and diplomatic service, 
Aloys Thomas anchored the family’s presence at the intersection of crown and 
Estates. For nearly three decades he employed the prestige, patronage, and ceremo-
nial authority of the office to consolidate the House of Harrach’s position within 
the Habsburg monarchy.18) The improved relations between crown and Estates dur-
ing his tenure reflect both his political skill and his ability to translate dynastic 
tradition into contemporary advantage.19) Since the Estates not only approved 
taxes and administered their collection, but also participated in provincial legisla-
tion and bore responsibility for territorial defense,20) the family gained an addi-
tional measure of political influence through this office. The extraordinary assur-
ance of succession granted by Charles VI in 1737, guaranteeing the transfer of the 
Landmarschall office to Friedrich August,21) epitomizes how the accumulated me
rits of previous generations and the achievements of Aloys Thomas converged to 
secure the future role of the Harrachs in Habsburg service.

17)	K . KELLER, Kurzbiographien, p. 27f.
18)	 William D. GODSEY, The Sinews of Habsburg Power. Lower Austria in a Fiscal-Military State 

1650–1820, Oxford 2018, p. 198.
19)	 Shuichi IWASAKI, Stände und Staatsbildung in der frühneuzeitlichen Habsburgermonarchie in 

Österreich unter der Enns 1683–1748, St. Pölten 2014, p. 330. Aloys Thomas’s (financial) po-
litical experience and competence, as well as his connections to the highest court authorities, 
are also evident in his appointment to the Geheime Finanzkonferenz in 1716 (W. GODSEY, 
Sinews, p. 197f).

20)	Thomas WINKELBAUER, Landhaus und Hofburg. Elemente der politischen Kultur der Habs-
burgermonarchie in der Frühen Neuzeit am Beispiel von Österreich unter der Enns, in: Halina 
Malinowska – Jaroslav Pánek (edd.), Political Culture in Central Europe 10th–20th Century 
I. Middle Ages and Early Modern Era, Praha 2005, pp. 299–331, here p. 313, 321. For the 
management of the military handled by the Estates see S. IWASAKI, Stände und Staatsbil-
dung, pp. 168–178 and W. GODSEY, Sinews, pp. 151–187.

21)	A ndreas Pečar, Die Ökonomie der Ehre. Höfischer Adel am Kaiserhof Karls VI., Darmstadt 
2003, p. 53.
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Another distinguished office that Aloys Thomas assumed was that of viceroy of 
Naples.22) This office, alongside that of governor of Milan and the stadtholder of 
the Netherlands, ranked among the “most attractive and prestigious imperial 
offices”.23) The fact that Aloys Thomas was entrusted with this office attests to his 
high standing and to the imperial household’s confidence in his financial capacity, 
which enabled him to represent the Habsburgs with the greatest possible display of 
splendor. After his return from Naples, he was able to invoke the office of viceroy 
and the associated services rendered to the imperial household, thereby finally se-
curing a seat in the highest governing body of the Habsburg monarchy, the Ge
heime Konferenz.24) 

By embarking on a diplomatic career as electoral-Bohemian envoy to the Impe-
rial Diet in Regensburg Friedrich August both upheld a central tradition of the 
House of Harrach and pursued one of the most promising avenues to high office.25) 
For generations, members of the family had secured their position within the 
Habsburg monarchy through diplomatic service, with diplomacy forming one of 
the most visible arenas of princely service. Karl of Harrach represented the 
Emperor at courts in Rome, Venice, and Bavaria during the early 17th century, 
Johann Maximilian of Lamberg played a decisive role at the Peace of Westphalia 
before becoming ambassador in Madrid and Ferdinand Bonaventura I  likewise 
served in Madrid and Paris, his standing enhanced by his wife Johanna Theresia’s 
proximity to the Spanish queen.26) Aloys Thomas continued this line with almost 
two decades in foreign service before assuming the influential post of Land-
marschall.27) Such continuity demonstrates how the House of Harrach integrated 
diplomatic assignments into its wider strategy of Fürstendienst, making diplomacy 
a crucial resource for sustaining and enhancing the courtly and political position. 

22)	For Aloys Thomas‘ time in Naples see Peter Stenitzer, Das Wirken Aloys Thomas R. Graf 
Harrachs als Vizekönig von Neapel (1728–1733), in: Silvia Cassani (ed.), Barock in Neapel. 
Kunst zur Zeit der österreichischen Vizekönige, Neapel 1993, pp. 43–56.

23)	A. Pečar, Ökonomie, p. 50.
24)	  Pia WALLNIG, Die österreichischen Vizeköniginnen von Neapel (1707–1734). Adelige Amtsträ-

gerinnen im habsburgischen Süditalien, Ph.D. thesis, Universität Wien, Wien 2017, p. 161.
25)	A. Pečar, Ökonomie, p. 42, 45.
26)	C. VON Wurzbach, Biographisches Lexikon VII, p. 373; S. C. Pils, Schreiben über Stadt, 

p. 20; K. Keller, Kurzbiographien, p. 187f. For Ferdinand Bonaventura’s diplomatic career 
see Ferdinand Menčík (ed.), Ferdinand Bonaventura I. von Harrach, Tagebuch über den Auf-
enthalt in Spanien in den Jahre 1673–1674, Wien 1913; F. PolleroSS, Kunst der Diplomatie, 
p. 68.

27)	H ermann Kellenbenz, Harrach, Aloys Graf von, Neue Deutsche Biographie VII, Berlin 
1966, p. 697f.
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For the Harrach family, every career must be understood as the continuation of 
a  long-standing tradition of Fürstendienst.28) Advancement within the Habsburg 
monarchy almost invariably relied on a combination of courtly, administrative, and 
diplomatic service, as demonstrated by Ferdinand Bonaventura I, who became 
Obersthofmeister and presided over the Geheime Konferenz after his return from 
Madrid, and Aloys Thomas, who utilized his viceroyalty in Naples for his appoint-
ment as Konferenzminister. Their careers exemplify how prior service provided 
both the social capital and institutional access necessary for the highest offices. 
Friedrich August’s own trajectory reflects this inherited framework: the expecta-
tion of attaining a seat in the Geheime Konferenz and a leadership role at court was 
not only a personal ambition but also a  family imperative, rooted in more than 
a century of Harrachs holding pivotal positions near the Emperor. Within the con-
temporary “ideal image of a noble career”, such offices distinguished princely ser
vice at the imperial centre from service in provincial Estates, diplomacy, or the 
military.29) For the Harrachs, close proximity to the Emperor was both a  family 
prerogative and a visible manifestation of their enduring Fürstendienst, ensuring 
that the prestige, influence, and continuity of the house remained inseparable from 
imperial service.30)

The Harrach Family between Courtly Prestige and the Limits of Advancement

This consistent proximity to the crown – manifested in the holding of high offices, 
the representation of the imperial dynasty in European diplomacy, and the family’s 
distinguished kinship network at court – led the House of Harrach to the next step 
in its pursuit of advancement. Efforts to secure its position among the foremost 
houses of the Habsburg monarchy culminated in 1709, when an attempt was made 
to obtain the princely title (Fürstenstand) for the younger line. Franz Anton of Har-
rach, Friedrich August’s uncle and the second eldest son of Emperor Leopold I’s 
close confidant Ferdinand Bonaventura I, had been ordained as Prince-Bishop of 
Vienna in 1705. When, in 1705/1706, he became coadjutor of the Archbishop of 
Salzburg and his designated successor, he was elevated ad personam to the status 
of imperial prince. This ennoblement, which had likely been prepared under 
Leopold I, although the certificate was issued by Joseph I, clearly demonstrates 

28)	For princely service as part of noble family strategies see Veronika HYDEN-HANSCHO, 
State Services, Fortious Marriages, and Conspiracies. Trans-territorial Family Strategies between 
Madrid, Brussels and Vienna in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries, Journal of Modern 
European History 19, 2021, pp. 40–62.

29)	V. Bůžek – V. Grubhoffer – L. Jan, Wandlungen des Adels, p. 302.
30)	H. M. Scott – Ch. Storrs, The Consolidation, p. 39.
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imperial favour toward the Harrach family. The justification, alongside Franz An-
ton’s qualities as Bishop of Vienna, was: “[…] wie sehr das uralt herrliche und gräfli-
che geschlecht derer von Harrach bey unseren hochgeehrten vorfahren am Reich, ab-
sonderlich unserem Ertzhaus Österreich, mittelst ihren an unserem Kayserlichen hoff 
nicht nur vertrettenen verschiedenen hohen ehrenämbtern, sonderen auch durch viele 
bey auswertigen potentzen obgehabte pott- und gesandtschafften sich also namentlich 
verdienst gemacht […].”31) 

Karl of Harrach’s services had likewise been recognized when, in 1627, he was 
raised to the Grafenstand: “Er habe in villen wichtigen geheimen sachen, mühesamen 
verrichtungen, mit sonderbarer integrität, dexterität und geschicklichkeit zu seinen un-
sterblichen ruhm und ehren in gantz beständiger treü, aufrichtig und unverdroßentlich 
erzeügt, und bewisen.”32) The family’s loyal services had not gone unnoticed by their 
rulers, and ennoblement was a proven means of rewarding faithful supporters and 
binding them more closely to the crown. Yet such promotions must always be un-
derstood within their political context, as they formed part of broader imperial 
strategy.33) The House of Harrach, which had remained steadfastly Catholic, had 
effectively “backed the right horse” and thereby joined the ranks of loyalist families 
whom Ferdinand II rewarded after 1620 with estates, offices, and titles as part of 
the Counter-Reformation.34)

A change of ruler, such as the succession of Joseph I after Leopold I, always 
entailed risks for the previous Emperor’s confidants and officeholders. While Fer-
dinand Bonaventura I had belonged to Leopold I’s intimate circle, neither he nor 
his son Aloys Thomas achieved success in Madrid concerning the Spanish succes-
sion. Moreover, Joseph I regarded his father’s circle of ministers – the so-called 
“old court” – as an obstacle to forward-looking governance and sought to replace 

31)	O eStA, Allgemeines Verwaltungsarchiv (AVA), Reichsadelsakten (RAA) 170.18, fol. 3r. For 
some context to Franz Anton’s elevation to princely rank see: Johannes Graf von MOŸ, Die 
Hintergründe der Fürstungen im Salzburger Domkapitel. Ein Beitrag zur Verfassungsgeschichte 
des Erzstiftes im 18. Jahrhundert, Mitteilungen der Gesellschaft für Salzburger Landeskunde 
119, 1979, pp. 231–259.

32)	OeStA, AVA, Familienarchiv Harrach (FAH) 39.6, fol. 12r, 2v.
33)	Petr Maťa, Der Adel in der Habsburgermonarchie: Standeserhebungen und adelsrechtliche Re-

gelungen, in: Michael Hochedlinger – Petr Maťa – Thomas Winkelbauer (edd.), Verwal-
tungsgeschichte der Habsburgermonarchie in der Frühen Neuzeit 1. Hof und Dynastie, Kaiser 
und Reich, Zentralverwaltungen, Kriegswesen und landesfürstliches Finanzwesen I, Wien 
2019, pp. 117–148, here p. 118.

34)	 Petr Maťa refers to the period of Ferdinand II as an “explosion of comital patents”. P. Maťa, 
Der Adel, p. 122. See also Robert J. W. EVANS, Das Werden der Habsburgermonarchie 1550–
1700. Gesellschaft, Kultur, Institutionen, Wien – Köln – Graz 1986, p. 132f.
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them with confidants drawn from his own entourage.35) Aloys Thomas, in addition, 
failed to secure the support of Karl Theodor Prince of Salm (1645–1710), the in-
fluential former imperial tutor and later Obersthofmeister.36) When his career thus 
stalled, the Harrach brothers began considering possible offices and dignities for 
him, including a mission to Portugal,37) the office of Landmarschall,38) or the cus-
toms revenues (Maut) of Freistadt.39) The resignation of Prince Salm in 170940) 
may have encouraged renewed hopes of improving Aloys Thomas’s position.

In October 1709, Franz Anton submitted a petition to Emperor Joseph I  re-
questing that his brother Aloys Thomas and his descendants be elevated to prince-
ly rank.41) He explicitly referred to the lack of recognition his brother had received 
in court appointments (“obzwar eure Kayserlich Königliche Mayestät meinen freund-
lich geliebten brudern […] bey denen unter dero hof-ämbtern erfolgten veränderungen 
mit einem dergleichen mildreichist zu consoliren nicht befunden”) and even hinted at 
Aloys Thomas’s poor standing with the Emperor (“ob selber etwo durch einig began-
genen fähler dero Kayserliche ungnad verschuldet”).42) This reference to unfavoura-
ble circumstances may have been intended to show that the request was not naïve, 
while at the same time seeking to secure long-term imperial favour – since Joseph’s 
premature death could not be foreseen. As in later cases, such as Friedrich Au-
gust’s situation in 1748, Franz Anton justified the request with reference to the 
Harrach family’s longstanding service and loyalty to the dynasty (“so thue mich 
doch der unterthänigsten hoffnung getrösten, Eure Mayestät angeborn Kayserliches 
gnadens-gemüth werde gegen mir und denen meinigen dergestalten nit eingezogen 
sein, daß uns nicht in allergnädigster beherzigung der Ihro und Ihrem durchlauchtig-
sten erzhaus von unseren vor und eltern langwirig gelaist treu gehorsambsten diensten 
[…] dero allerhöchste clemenz noch einigermassen widerfahren möge”).43)

35)	Hans Schmidt, Joseph I. (1705–1711), in: Anton Schindling – Walter Ziegler (edd.), Die 
Kaiser der Neuzeit 1519–1918. Heiliges Römisches Reich, Österreich, Deutschland, München 
1990, pp. 186–199, here pp. 189–191.

36)	Eric Hassler, Les Harrach face à la disgrâce. Les stratégies matrimoniales d’un lignage aris-
tocratique autrichien à la fin du xviie siècle, Revue d’Histoire moderne et contemporaine 61, 
2014, pp. 176–199, here p. 182f.

37)	O eStA, AVA, FAH 73.9, Letter from Franz Anton to Aloys Thomas from the 24. May 1708.
38)	OeStA, AVA, FAH 73.9, Letter from Franz Anton to Aloys Thomas from the 7. November 

1709.
39)	OeStA, AVA, FAH 73.9, Letter from Franz Anton to Aloys Thomas from the 21. November 

1708.
40)	C. VON WURZBACH, Biographisches Lexikon des Kaiserthums Oesterreich XXVIII, Wien 

1868, p. 135.
41)	O eStA, AVA, RAA 170.20.
42)	I bidem.
43)	I bidem.
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It was not uncommon for nobles to petition for the elevation of relatives.44) 
Franz Anton, however, went further by immediately mobilizing his network to se-
cure patronage for Aloys Thomas and to favourably influence the Emperor’s opi
nion. A crucial point of access was the Harrachs’ kinship with high-ranking clerics 
such as the Lambergs. Johann Philipp of Lamberg (1652–1712), Prince-Bishop of 
Passau and cardinal, assured his nephew that he would gladly contribute “zur 
assequirung des bewusten intents”.45) Leopold Matthias of Lamberg (1667–1711), 
himself raised to the princely rank in 1707 and close to Joseph I since their youth, 
likewise promised support.46) Another influential ally was Lothar Franz of Schön-
born (1655–1729), Archbishop-Elector of Mainz and Imperial Chancellor, who 
had assisted Franz Anton in 1705 in obtaining the coadjutorship, and in 1706 had 
remitted the fee for his elevation to the princely rank.47) He too pledged his support 
and sent a letter of recommendation, as did Elector Johann Wilhelm of the Palati-
nate (1658–1716).48) The dowager Empress Eleonore Magdalene was also engaged, 
though Franz Anton already feared by October that her influence would be limited, 
which was confirmed in December when her lukewarm reply arrived.49) Even the 
Vice-Chancellor of the Empire, Friedrich Karl of Schönborn (1674–1746), at-
tempted several times to persuade the Emperor, as the Harrach brothers’ letters 
reveal.50)

Avoiding the appearance of imperial disfavour was essential, as this could per-
manently damage the family’s prestige.51) Hence, the deployment of the entire pa-

44)	 Stefan SEITSCHEK, Die sogenannten Reichsadelsverhandlungen im „Adelsarchiv“ des Allgemei-
nen Verwaltungs-, Finanz- und Hofkammerarchivs, Adler. Zeitschrift für Genealogie und Heral-
dik 28, Beiheft 1, pp. 1–72, here p. 9.

45)	OeStA, AVA, FAH 39.7, Copy of a letter from Johann Philipp of Lamberg to Franz Anton 
from 16. October 1709.

46)	OeStA, AVA, FAH 39.7, Copy of a letter from Leopold Matthias of Lamberg to Franz Anton 
from the 11. November 1709.

47)	A lfred SCHRÖCKER, Die Patronage des Lothar Franz von Schönborn (1655–1729). Sozialge-
schichtliche Studie zum Beziehungsnetz in der Germania Sacra, Wiesbaden 1981, p. 157.

48)	OeStA, AVA, FAH 39.7, Copy of a letter from Lothar Franz to Franz Anton from the 6. No-
vember 1709; OeStA, AVA, FAH 39.7, Copy of a letter from Johann Wilhelm to Franz Anton 
and copy of a recommendation letter by Johann Wilhelm from the 19. December 1709.

49)	OeStA, AVA, FAH 73.9, Letter from Franz Anton to Aloys Thomas from the 24. October 
1709; OeStA, AVA, FAH 39.7, Copy of a letter from the dowager Empress Eleonore Magdalene 
to Franz Anton from the 14. December 1709.

50)	 See for example OeStA, AVA, FAH 73.9, Letter from Franz Anton to Aloys Thomas from the 
24. October 1709.

51)	F ranz Anton feared everyone at court would soon believe that Aloys Thomas had lost the fa-
vour of the Emperor. OeStA, AVA, FAH 452.4, Copy of a letter from Franz Anton to dowager 
Empress Eleonore Magdalene from the 7. October 1709.
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tronage network was unsurprisingly given the delicate situation: unsuccessful ef-
forts at elevation also carried the risk of public embarrassment. Ultimately, Joseph I 
did not grant Aloys Thomas the princely title. Only under Charles VI, with the 
growing support of Prince Eugene,52) did the situation improve. Following the 
death of Otto Ehrenreich of Abensperg und Traun in 1715, the long-serving Land-
marschall of Lower Austria, Aloys Thomas was able to assume this office. The im-
mediate crisis was thus overcome, and he now possessed stronger means of secur-
ing excellent career opportunities for his sons. Why the family did not pursue a sec-
ond attempt at the princely title remains unclear; perhaps their circumstances 
under Charles VI were sufficiently favourable and they refrained. The failure of the 
first attempt, however, illustrates that even families well-established at court were 
constantly threatened by decline and needed to pursue advancement and secure 
their standing actively. Centuries of princely service alone did not suffice, political 
circumstances were decisive. Nonetheless, the petition for princely rank must be 
seen as part of the Harrach family’s broader strategies of upward mobility and 
consolidation of their position at court.

Conclusion

The trajectory of Friedrich August of Harrach’s career must be understood within 
the longue durée of his family’s embeddedness in the Habsburg court and its tradi-
tion of princely service. The Harrachs’ centuries-long commitment to the crown 
through high offices and diplomatic missions created a  powerful framework of 
identity in which loyalty, service, and proximity to the Emperor were fundamental 
for noble self-conception. For Friedrich August, this dynastic inheritance provided 
not only a  template for action but also a  source of legitimacy in navigating the 
complex hierarchies of 18th-century imperial politics. His interventions during the 
financial reform debates of 1748, grounded in the rhetorical invocation of ancestral 
loyalty, reveal how the memory of forebears functioned as both a moral and politi-
cal resource, enabling him to assert authority while simultaneously demonstrating 
fidelity to the Habsburg dynasty. The Harrach family’s pursuit of elevation to the 
princely rank in 1709 illustrates the possibilities and limits of such identity-forming 
strategies. While decades of dedicated service, manifested in high offices, imperial 
favour, and extensive patronage networks, provided strong credentials, they were 
yet insufficient to guarantee further formal recognition. The failure to secure 
princely rank under Joseph I highlights that even the most established noble hous-
es had to continuously negotiate and perform their status within the courtly and 

52)	For Eugenes protection for the Harrach Family see A. Pečar, Die Ökonomie.
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political arenas. Nevertheless, the attempt itself exemplifies how dynastic service 
functioned as a conscious strategy for both social advancement and the perpetua-
tion of family identity: by seeking formal princely recognition, the Harrachs endea-
vored to translate their accumulated social, political, and moral capital into a tan-
gible and enduring symbol of prestige.

Taken together, these two dimensions – the ongoing engagement in high-level 
administration and diplomacy, and the unsuccessful bid for princely rank – 
demonstrate that noble identity in the Habsburg monarchy was inseparable from 
a house’s history of service, its networks of influence, and its constant striving for 
recognition. For Friedrich August of Harrach, personal advancement and the as-
sertion of family identity were mutually constitutive: his career was simultaneously 
an individual achievement and the continuation of a dynastic narrative in which 
loyalty, competence, and proximity to the crown defined both status and self-under-
standing. In this sense, the example of the Harrachs illustrates how princely ser
vice (Fürstendienst) and the pursuit of princely status (Fürstenstand) were not 
merely instruments of career advancement, but fundamental mechanisms through 
which noble identity was constructed, enacted, and perpetuated across genera-
tions.
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Nelly E i s e n r e i c h

„Knížecí služba” bez „knížecího stavu”: 
Šlechtická identita, služba panovníkovi a meze postupu 
v šlechtickém rodu Harrachů na počátku 18. století

Shrnutí

Tato studie analyzuje formování a udržování šlechtické identity v rodě Harrachů 
v 16., 17. a v první polovině 18. století. Dokládá, že služba Habsburkům (tedy pa-
novníkovi) představovala hlavní rámec identity a klíčový zdroj politického vzestu-
pu rodu. Na základě zkoumání dlouhého působení Harrachů na císařském dvoře 
– od služby Ferdinandovi I. na počátku 16. století až po zapojení Fridricha Augus-
ta z Harrachu do debat o tereziánských reformách ve 40. letech 18. století – se tato 
studie snaží ukázat, jak předkové, tradice a osobní blízkost panující dynastii formo-
vali obecné sebepojetí rodiny i její konkrétní strategie za účelem zajištění společen-
ského statusu.

Idea „rodu“ tvořila strukturální jádro šlechtické identity a začleňovala jednotliv-
ce do genealogického a institucionálního kontinua, které propojovalo povinnosti, 
reputaci a materiální základy. Pro rod Harrachů, jehož členové zastávali vysoké 
dvorské úřady od 16. století, posilovala tato dynastická zakotvenost pocit sounále-
žitosti a přesvědčení o dědičné, snad až automatické blízkosti ke koruně. Harra-
chovská identita spočívala v nepřetržitém zastávání vysokých dvorských funkcí, 
odkazovala na činnost v diplomatických službách a zdůrazňovala sňatková spojení, 
jejichž prostřednictvím byl rod vázán po generace nejen k jiným členům exkluzivní 
šlechtické společnosti, ale také k císaři a císařovně. Kariéry Leonharda III., Leon-
harda IV. a zejména Karla z Harrachu založily tuto tradici účasti na správě habs-
burských zemí, která byla dále potvrzována častými jmenováními do funkce nejvyš-
šího dvorského hofmistra, účastí Harrachů na diplomatických misích a udělová-
ním prestižních vyznamenání, jakým byl například Řád zlatého rouna. Aktivní role 
žen z rodu Harrachů jako dvorních dam dále posílila postavení rodiny v úzkém 
rámci císařské domácnosti, v níž zastávaly role prostřednic při jednáních a důvěr-
nic habsburských císařoven a arcivévodkyň.

V 17. a na počátku 18. století toto dědictví rozšířili Ferdinand Bonaventura I. 
a jeho syn Alois Tomáš. Diplomatická služba posledně jmenovaného v Madridu, 
vedoucí pozice v administrativě v Neapoli a dlouholeté působení ve funkci zemské-
ho maršálka Dolních Rakous upevnily vliv rodiny. Tyto úřady byly ústředními body 
jejich knížecí služby, v níž kompetence, loajalita a reprezentace při slavnostních 
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příležitostech přímo posilovaly politický profil šlechtického rodu. Fridrich August 
z Harrachu tento rámec zdědil a  vědomě v něm pokračoval. Během bouřlivých 
debat o finanční reformě v roce 1748 se odvolával na „upřímnou loajalitu a oddanost 
zděděnou po předcích“. Tento výrok dokazuje, že dlouhá řada slavných předků byla 
používána také jako politický argument a zdroj šlechtické identity. Pro Harracha 
bylo prosazování odbornosti a dynastické loajality neoddělitelné: bránit politickou 
pozici znamenalo současně potvrdit historické pouto mezi jeho šlechtickým rodem 
a Habsburky.

Dějiny rodu Harrachů však také odhalují meze šlechtického postupu. Jejich po-
kus získat roku 1709 pro Aloise Tomáše knížecí titul (Fürstenstand) – pečlivě při-
pravený prostřednictvím dopisů, vybudováním sítě patronátních vztahů a odkazy 
na staletí věrných služeb – nakonec za vlády Josefa I. selhal. Navzdory mnohým 
doporučením a rozsáhlé podpoře vlivných prelátů a knížat se rodině nepodařilo 
překonat nepříznivé politické okolnosti. Tato epizoda podtrhuje křehkost šlechtic-
kého postavení u dvora a ukazuje, že i rody, které byly dlouho zakořeněny v blízkos-
ti panovníka, byly vystaveny náhodě a rozmarům císařské přízně stejně jako rizi-
kům vyplývajícím z dynastických změn. Ilustruje to také, že zisk titulů fungoval 
jako symbolické upevnění identity: případným obdržením knížecího stavu by Har-
rachové proměnili svůj nashromážděný kapitál v  trvalou, institucionalizovanou 
prestiž.

Příklad rodu Harrachů ukazuje, jak mohla být šlechtická identita v habsburské 
monarchii vytvářena na pomezí dynastické paměti, institucionální služby a snahy 
o uznání. Služba panovníkovi (Fürstendienst) formovala nejen kariéry, ale i ideolo-
gické a emocionální základy šlechtické identity. Blízkost císaři zůstávala klíčová jak 
pro osobní vzestup, tak pro kontinuitu rodu. Neúspěšný pokus o povýšení do kní-
žecího stavu ukazuje, že šlechtická identita musela být neustále demonstrována, 
vyjednávána a bráněna. Pro Fridricha Augusta z Harrachu stejně jako pro jeho 
předky byla služba koruně jak zděděným závazkem, tak aktivním prostředkem 
k zajištění trvalého postavení rodu Harrachů v rámci habsburské monarchie.

přeložil Jiří Hrbek 


